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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







I


TORNADO!


THE plane showed as a dot low on the horizon against the rising pillars of cloud which had blotted out the sun. Long before that the endlessly circling radar scanners had picked it up as a green blip on the glowing tubes, had tracked it ceaselessly as it approached, the sharp-eyed operators checking every detail, comparing its course and speed every minute with that which had been radioed five hours earlier from Washington.


In the long, low building which stood some fifty yards from the radar tracking station, the wall TV set was already on. A thin, earnest-faced man sat in one of the low, cushioned chairs, watching it with a keen interest. His companion, seated stiffly erect, stared at the screen with a disapproving look. Then he turned his back on the screen and said quietly:


“Dr. Mendel, have you any idea why the Government had decided, at the last minute, to send this man down to the experimental site?”


The other shook his head, laid his pipe casually on the glass-topped table in front of him. “I don’t know, Webb, I don’t know. Once I had theories as to the way the Government worked, but not any more.”


“And Breden—what about him? Think it could be that which has brought this guy all the way from the Pentagon?”


Mendel shook his head and repressed the slight urge to tell the other to keep his mouth shut about things which didn’t concern him. Impassively, he watched the screen, saw that the plane had almost landed on the airstrip a quarter of a mile away across the desert. Picking up his pipe, he pulled reflectively on it for a few moments, then said: “No one outside the establishment knows anything about Breden. That was hushed up when it happened.”


“But there must have been a report sent to Washington.” The other looked at him in brief astonishment.


“No. There was nothing like that. I understood you’d been told about the incident. As soon as Breden’s case was analysed, the Chief clamped a security shield around the entire place so tight that nothing could leak through without his say-so.”


“And does anyone know exactly what is wrong with him?”


More smoke as Mendel puffed furiously on his pipe to slow the quiet welling of anger inside him. Webb was one of those naive young scientists who believed everything they had been taught at College, and refused to believe anything else.


“I’m no psychiatrist myself, but it seems to be a familiar pattern. There’s no need to go into subconscious motives. Breden was present at the first trial with the new reactor. We’re nearly there. In fact, it’s taken for granted that it’s only a matter of time before we’ve got this whole problem licked. I’m pretty certain that Breden had a temporary aberration brought on by shock and strain. He’s been under a tremendous mental strain for these past three months, carrying most of the project on his shoulders. I’m surprised he hasn’t had a breakdown long ago.”


Webb said: “You seem to have had the most contact with him since it happened, apart from the medical staff. What’s wrong with him exactly? I mean his mental state?”


The other shrugged. “He’s gone into some form of protective stupor. That’s as close as I can put it without being too technical. He won’t talk or listen or open his eyes. He just lies there, face turned towards the ceiling, just breathing. As far as he’s concerned, the rest of us, the whole project, doesn’t exist.”


“Some form of natural healing process that we don’t know too much about.”


“That’s about it, I reckon.” The other rose sharply to his feet, knocking out his pipe into the tray on the table. “He’s here by the look of it. I suppose we’d better go down and join the reception committee.” The tone of his voice implied that he liked military observers even less than he did young scientists.


On the screen, in the moment before Mendel switched it off, the cameras gave a close up of the tall, powerfully-built man who had stepped from the plane in front of the hangar. Mendel eyed it curiously. That face, even at first glance, seemed different. A military man, perhaps, but there was something in those wide, clear-set eyes which he had seldom noticed in other men, an expression which was quite extraordinary.


It was a level-eyed expression, calm and undeviating, a probing, searching stare which seemed to penetrate his own, even through the intangible medium of the television screen. Just why, he wasn’t sure, but he felt a tiny shiver course through him as that far, compelling look seemed to lock momentarily with his own. It was the look of a man who had seen things far different from those of Earth.


The screen hazed and then faded to its normal greyness. He pulled himself together and followed Webb out of the room, along the wide, echo-ringing corridor, down in the smoothly-gliding elevator to the ground floor, and then out into the clear, desert air, towards the airstrip.


Dr. Alfred C. Scott, head of the Centaurus Project, was already there, a short, bird-like figure, hurrying forward to buttonhole the new arrival. Mendel could guess why he was in so much of a hurry. Scott was becoming increasingly anxious about the progress of the project. This was his own particular baby, had been for almost three years now. God alone knew how much money the Treasury Department had poured into it, and all because of the promises he had made about the tremendous advance it would make once it succeeded, how far ahead of the Eastern Federation it would put them.


Ever since the Russians had beaten them to the punch more than twenty years earlier, they had been striving desperately to gain the initiative. The first ship to land on the Moon had been manned by a Soviet crew. True they had been followed within two months by the American rocket, but the Communist scientists had retained their lead throughout the whole of the past twenty years. First Mars, then inward to Venus, beating them to the punch in each instance by several months. It had been a whole year after the Russian interplanetary ships had reached out to the satellites of Jupiter and Saturn that their own vessels had been able to follow them. True, they had been the first to probe out to the very rim of the Solar System and set up the Tombaugh Station on frozen Pluto, but that had been the only cosmic chestnut they had been able to pull out of the fire.


Now, if Dr. Scott was right in his predictions, and more important still, if the maths proved to be anywhere on the right track, they stood an excellent chance of regaining the scientific initiative which they had lost twenty years before. Mendel shrugged as he stopped the flow of thoughts and moved forward to where Scott stood beside the tall man from Washington, a man who stood head and shoulders above him and outweighed him by almost a hundred pounds.


Was it possible that Washington had finally decided that the project gave little chance of success and had sent this man down to examine the position, to evaluate all of the work they had done up to the present, and then to submit his report to the scientific department of the Treasury? He dismissed the thought. If they had intended to do anything like that, surely they would have sent along a scientist, not one of the military brass hats.


Thus reassured, he walked forward, side by side with Webb, pushing his way through the crowd of junior technicians who had come forward to witness the arrival of the man on whom their fate, as far as the project itself was concerned, seemed to depend.


“Naturally, everything will be open for your inspection,” Scott was saying in his high-pitched, almost squeaky voice, talking earnestly to the tall, stocky man. “We’ve no secrets to hide from the military, I assure you, Major.”


“I understand all that, Doctor.” The other had a deep, powerful voice which matched his frame. “You know my commission here. Washington need this information as soon as possible. I intend to see that they get it.”


“Of course, of course.” Scott nodded his head excitedly. He turned as Mendel and Webb came up to them, nodded affably, and paused.


“Major Norton—these are my two top assistants on the project. Doctors Mendel and Webb. As you’ll appreciate, work has to go on here, all round the clock if we’re to complete our tests on schedule. Most of my time will be taken up with routine work of an extremely important nature. But both Mendel and Webb will be placed at your disposal. If there is anything you wish to know, anything at all you wish to see, they have orders to co-operate with you in every detail.”


Norton shook hands with each man in turn, nodding. “I’m sure we’ll get along fine together,” he said quietly.


Ten minutes later, they were seated in the wide, spacious office on the second floor of the tall, steel-and-concrete building which overlooked the main testing grounds of the establishment. Major Brad Norton settled himself more comfortably in the high-backed chair and looked from the older of the two men, across to the other, and then back again.


“Perhaps if I explained the reason why I’m here it might help to put you both in the picture,” he said, by way of introduction. “I realise that this visit may have been sprung on you as something of a surprise, particularly as Washington seem to have left you alone most of the time since the inception of this programme of research.


“I assure you, however, that this was more by design than accident. We’ve received monthly reports on the project from Dr. Scott and so far these have been eminently satisfactory.


“You seem to be making far better progress than we had anticipated at the beginning of this work. I don’t have to impress upon anyone here the tremendous urgency of this project. If we’re to beat the Reds to the punch this time and steal their thunder for all time, we must obtain the star-drive. It’s essential to us. The Solar System has been conquered. Either we or the Russians have set up colonies on Mars, Venus, the outer moons of Jupiter and Saturn and there’s Tombaugh Station on Pluto.”


He paused, then: “There’s nothing left for us in the entire Solar System. We’ve got to go out to the stars now, if we want to find another planet sufficiently like Earth for us to be able to live there and colonise, without the necessity for protective domes always over our heads. I’ve visited most of these other colonies. I know what it’s like out there. Believe me, it isn’t nice.”


“You’ve been there, Major?” Mendel removed the pipe from his mouth and looked at the other in surprise.


Norton nodded. “That was part of my assignment. More than anything else out there, it’s the loneliness that begins to get you sooner or later. Even the regular contacts with Earth seem to lose their meaning in time. They become nothing more than voices speaking out of a plastic box on the wall. You can’t visualise bodies attached to them, faces and expressions. Here on Earth, you can be stranded somewhere in the middle of the Amazonian jungle, hundreds of miles from anywhere, and yet all the time, there’s the feel of human beings somewhere around you, even though rescue might be a long way off. But on the planets, there’s only the complete loneliness. We’ve got to have a drive that can take us out to the stars—and that’s why I’m here, to find out how things are going, how close you are to perfecting this revolutionary principle that Dr. Scott keeps talking about in his reports.”


Mendel thought for a moment, then said: “You realise, of course, Major, that even the maths behind this principle you speak of are so complicated that only perhaps half a dozen men in the world can make head or tail of them. And as for the set-up itself——”


“Go on. I know what you’re going to say. That they might as well have sent the junior office-boy from back there for all that I’m going to understand of what you tell me and show me here.”


The other spread his hands defensively. “Believe me, Major, I didn’t mean to imply anything like that. It’s just that——”


“There’s no need to apologise, Dr. Mendel, I quite understand the position, but perhaps I ought to mention some points of my own background. Then you may see more clearly why I was chosen for this particular assignment.”


“Go ahead. Major,” said Mendel, interested. He lit the inevitable pipe, puffed on it furiously for a few moments until it was going, then sat back in his chair, his grey eyes watching the other shrewdly.


“You’ve heard of Meitzner, the Viennese physicist?” queried Norton.


Mendel nodded. Norton saw that there was a hint of genuine puzzlement in the other’s eyes.


“You knew him?” asked Mendel.


“I worked with him for three years before he was killed in that automobile accident last spring.”


This time, there was no mistaking the astonishment in the other’s face. “You worked with him? But you’re——”


“Nothing more than a down-at-earth military man? Is that what you were going to say, Dr. Mendel?” There was a touch of amusement in Norton’s tone. “I thought you might be surprised at that. But the Army has to have some scientists, you know They snapped me up, acting on orders direct from Washington, before I had any chance to protest. Not that it would have done much good where they’re concerned. Since the Reds blasted off and landed on the moon all that time ago, we’ve had very little say in the matter. I ought to add, I suppose, that some of Professor Meitzner’s theoretical work was directed towards the same end as your own. A form of star-drive which could take mankind clear of the Solar System and out to Centauri. He looked on that as merely the first big step across space.”


“You say—theoretical,” murmured Webb, leaning forward. His brow was knit in deep concentration. “Are we to gather from that, that he did little or no practical work?”


“In a manner of speaking—yes. If he did anything in the way of building apparatus to check his theories, then I’m afraid I knew nothing of it. He may have been working on that when he was killed.”


“So now you’re here to check over our set-up,” said Mendel quietly. “It’s a trifle disturbing to find that the man the Army has sent down here to probe into our mysteries understands almost as much about them as we do ourselves, but in a way it’s also gratifying. I visualised spending several fruitless and pointless hours attempting to explain things to you.” He got heavily to his feet, stood looking down at Norton for a long moment, thoughtfully. Then he said: “I’ll organise some coffee and sandwiches, Major, and have them brought here for us. While we have a little time on our hands, I suggest that I explain to you the lay-out of the site here. I could take you all the way around it, but in the first instance, it will be quicker and easier to make use of the wall map. I think you’ll find that we have a larger and more diverse establishment here than even Washington realises.”


The coffee and sandwiches arrived five minutes later on a couple of trays. While they ate, they stood in front of the large map which hung on the wall, coloured in a multitude of hues and shades, the entire establishment covering an area of close on fifty square miles.


“You’ll see each of the individual sections during your stay here, Major. At the moment, I’ll just give you a short briefing on each of them, so that you’ll know a little of what to expect when you are taken round them. Naturally, of course, there’s a strict radio silence kept every minute of the day, except in a case of dire emergency. Only one section has any real contact with the outside world.”


He jabbed at the map with a long index finger. “Here—this blue area close to the northern perimeter. Part of our work here, totally unconnected with the Centaurus Project, is to act as one of the major receiving stations for the Weather Prediction Satellite Programme.”


Norton nodded. “I’ve heard something of that.”


“We do the job properly here,” went on the other, as if he had not heard the interruption. “We have our own radar station, watching cloud formations, giving advance warning of hurricanes and the like. In addition, we pick up the signals from the satellites, compute future weather conditions and release them to the met stations throughout the country.”


“Quite an important place, this—even discounting the work on the Centaurus Project.”


Mendel sighed. “I keep forgetting that this is the principal reason why you’re here.” He drained his cup and placed it with an almost exaggerated care on the tray. “It’s a little difficult to know where to start, Major.”


“Why not start at the beginning,” suggested the other. “Try to look upon me as a novice, forget that I know anything about it at all. That may be the easiest way.”


“Very well.” The other nodded, checked his watch. “May I suggest that we walk over to the main site for the Project? I’ll explain some of the problems facing us on the way over. By that time, you’ll know a little of what to expect.”


He led the way out of the room. There was a jeep waiting for them outside. Mendel and Norton climbed into the back while Webb slipped behind the wheel.


“Take your time, Carl,” said Mendel loudly, raising his voice to be heard above the raucous rumble of the engine.


The other nodded, sent the jeep lurching forward with a crashing of gears.


“The main stage reactor has been designed and is partially assembled,” began Mendel, turning to his companion, “but it will probably be several weeks before we’re in a position to test it. Even then, the most elaborate precautions will have to be taken. This is something so new and revolutionary that nobody can say what will happen.”


“You’re still working with nuclear power, I presume?”


“Yes, at least the first stage will be nuclear-powered.”


“Only the first stage?”


Mendel smiled briefly. “I can see that we may even be a little in advance of Professor Meitzner’s theory.” His tone was very calm. “We knew from the beginning that if interstellar flight was ever to be possible at all, we had to find some means of overcoming Einstein. Even at the speed of light, it would take us over four years to reach Alpha Centauri and as for the further stars, that would be out of the question, unless we attacked the problem from the point of view of suspended animation, keeping the crew at a point where their metabolism was at the lowest possible ebb.


“I suppose that may be a feasible answer to the problem, but we decided to tackle it from the other end. We’re attempting to jack up the speed of the ship so that it exceeds the speed of light.”


Brad Norton looked thoughtful. “I’m not going to be so rash as to say that this is impossible, Dr. Mendel. Meitzner thought it might be done, but as far as I know, he never discovered how.”


The other sighed abstractedly. “We thought it was impossible when we first began to study the problem. Now we think we may have it. This may come as something of a surprise to you, but during our later experiments, we seem to have come up against some new kind of physics.”


“Dimensional physics?”


“It’s possible. Anyway, the results seem to conflict with terrestrial physics as we know them at the moment.”


Norton blinked at him, scarcely comprehending, his thoughts running into several conflicting grooves. “I think I’m beginning to see what you’re up against, especially when it comes to testing the reactor.”


“I’m beginning to feel how those other scientists must have felt when they exploded the first atomic bomb not far from here, back in ’45.”


“Wouldn’t it be safer to test it somewhere in orbit, away from the Earth?”


“Theoretically, that would be ideal,” agreed the other. The jeep began to decelerate as they approached a long, low building at the end of a dusty track. “Unfortunately, it isn’t feasible. We’ve spent well over a billion dollars on this project so far. I doubt whether the Treasury would stand for another application for ten million dollars of the public’s money just so that we can take all of this, including half of the establishment’s staff, up into orbit.”


“I see what you mean.” Norton smiled. “And as I’m here representing the Government, it’s a little difficult to talk over money matters.”


“It isn’t that, exactly,” said the other defensively. He opened the door and climbed out, waiting for Norton. “All that we’re interested in at the moment is whether the principle we’re working on is sound. There may still be bugs in the theory we’re using and well have to get them out before this thing can go into a full-scale trial.”


Norton glanced about him interestedly. The reactor building was a long massive creation of steel and prefabricated concrete. Around it lay the empty desert, trackless except for the single concrete roadway which ran back along the way they had come, dotted here and there with sparse clumps of scrub and stunted bushes. For some unaccountable reason, he felt a tiny shiver work its way through him. This long building seemed to be utterly out of place here, as if it had no right to be there. Then he turned his head slightly and looked beyond the reactor building—and saw it for the first time.


It stood on a flat area of ground which had been fused to a form of basaltic slag by some atomic explosion which had taken place there some time in the past Now it formed a convenient base for the tall, sky-rearing gantry and the slender rocket which nested among the cradling webs of sun-gleaming steel. He screwed up his eyes against the burning of the sun, picking out the details through the shimmering heat haze which blurred everything so that it appeared to be seen through a wavering layer of swirling water.


It was difficult to say what he had anticipated as far as the rocket itself was concerned, but certainly it had been nothing like this. His idea of a rocket was a slender, pointed needle of shining steel which projected purposefully from the steelwork of the gantry. But this was nothing like that. It seemed squat and bulbous at both ends, although giving the overall appearance of slenderness which he had noted at first.


“I see you’ve noticed our particular baby,” said Webb quietly, with a note of pride in his voice. “Two years to build and if everything eventually goes according to plan, less than half of that time to reach Alpha Centauri.”


Norton grinned wryly to himself. Somehow, I’m not aware of too much surprise, he thought. Whatever the particular assignment a man does it to the best of his ability, within the framework of his experience and previous training. What did it all mean, he wondered, as he followed the others into the spacious coolness of the air-conditioned building, this role of observer and investigator, when you got down to fundamentals? Although he had seen nothing of them during the short trip to this particular site, he knew that there would be a whole battery of cameras and television lenses covering the entire area so that once the test was ready, nothing would be missed. Everything would be recorded for future reference.


He paused as a fresh thought struck him. These men were working with something which possibly lay just beyond the fringe of the known. They themselves had confessed that they did not know what might happen once the test got under way. It was possible that there would be nothing left once the preliminary nuclear reaction was initiated. No cameras, no whirring television cameras with their crystal lenses swinging slowly to and fro—nothing left but a crater in the earth and a chattering of radioactivity picked up by the more distant Geiger counters.


He felt everything closing in around him as he walked behind the others along the corridor which rang hollowly to the sound of their footsteps. It was more than a sense of claustrophobia, it was a sense of fear and impending disaster, a feeling that something unexpected and frightening was about to happen.


There were half a dozen people inside the large control room in the centre of the block. Norton classified them immediately as technicians, but guessed that each of them had the necessary qualifications to place them on the same level as professors in most of the colleges and universities in the country. Yet for some reason known only to themselves, they had elected to come out here, to live in almost complete isolation, knowing that they would never be able to leave the establishment until the project had reached a successful conclusion or been shown to be utterly impossible.


The complexity of the control room was bewildering. One side was taken up almost completely by a trio of vast television screens which he guessed could be switched to locate any part of the rocket outside, so that all reactions could be followed intimately. At the moment, only one was switched on, the others being a featureless grey in the sharp, eerie light which pervaded the room, casting no shadows, and imparting a sickly glow to the faces of the technicians.


Mendel glanced at his wrist-watch. “We’ll be testing the first stage reactor in about half an hour, Major. Perhaps you’d care to see her in action?”


“I certainly would,” Norton replied. “This is mainly what I came here to see.”


He followed the others down a narrow metal catwalk which led down into the main room. They must be several feet below ground level now, he decided. There would be a reason too for that. Perhaps temperature control was an absolute necessity in this work. There might be extremely sensitive thermostats in the walls at various intervals, controlling the temperature in the room to within a thousandth of a degree, reacting even to the heat of a human body whenever the number of people in the room increased or decreased.


Beyond the massive instrumentation inside the room, there was little to see. The rocket itself was outside, hidden away beyond a blast wall of lead and reinforcing steel and concrete. Everything, every control and stage of the reaction, would be interlocked into a single massive unit.


“The energy converters are housed in a small block nearly two miles away from this point,” explained Mendel as they reached the bottom of the catwalk and stood on the smooth, steel floor. “We run the power from there to the ship under the sand.”


Norton watched the quietly humming instruments with a calm, absorbed interest. Everything seemed to be behaving normally, but he guessed that this part of the test had been done many times before and was now almost routine. Not until the final build-up of power before the actual test would they be breaking new ground.


He opened his mouth to ask Mendel how much power would be going into the reactor when they once started, but at that precise moment, a communicator which he had not previously noticed, set above the banks of television screen, broke into raucous life.


“Calling Dr. Mendel. Calling Dr. Mendel. Please report to the Weather Bureau Office as soon as possible. Repeating the message; please report to the Weather Bureau Office as soon as possible.”


There was a sharp, abrupt click as the message ended.


“Something wrong, Doctor?” asked Norton, glancing round.


“I’m not sure. That sort of thing is usually out of my jurisdiction. I don’t see, at the moment, where it could tie in with my work. Still, I suppose I’d better go across and see what’s wrong. Care to come with me? It may be something interesting and the test here isn’t due to begin for another twenty-five minutes. We should be able to get back in time. Whatever it is, I doubt if it will take long.”


This time, Mendel himself drove the jeep along the concrete track, cutting the corners recklessly, his face set in a grim expression, the lips clamped tightly into a straight line across the middle of his features. The pipe hung at a jutting angle from his lips. It had gone out, but he did not seem to have noticed it.


The jeep skidded to a halt in front of a smaller building than that which they had been in previously. Almost throwing himself from the vehicle, Mendel ran across the concrete, threw open a door, held it briefly as Norton came up to it, then stalked swiftly down a short corridor. There was an elevator at the end. The grille sighed open and they stepped inside, Savagely, Mendel jabbed at a button on the wall. The elevator plummeted swiftly into the depths and Norton felt his stomach rise up into the place where his chest ought to have been.


They stopped with a sudden jolt which jerked Norton’s innards back into their correct place more violently than he would have liked.


“This way,” said Mendel harshly. He led the way along the antiseptically white corridor, past three doors to the one near the end. Inlaid in the glass panel was the sign: Weather Control—Radar Services.


Mendel knocked sharply on the door and went inside. The three men inside the darkened room had their backs towards them as they entered. Only one of them looked round. The other two, seated in front of the radarscopes, remained where they were, their heads bent low over the greenly-flickering circular faces.


“This is Verton, Chief of Weather Control Communications,” said Mendel, introducing the short, compact man wearing a khaki shirt and shorts.


Norton shook hands. Even in the eerie green glow, he noticed the greying hair at the other’s temples and the thin-lipped mouth which seemed to be set permanently into a compressed line.


“There’s trouble, Mendel,” said the other quickly, after a brief nod to Norton. “Big trouble.”


“What kind of trouble?”


“Here. Take a look at that and you’ll see what I mean.” Verton indicated the larger of the two tubes, almost twenty inches in diameter, the slender green line scanning out the cloud formations in a continuous circling motion like the second hand of a watch.


Norton stood behind the operator, watched in tense fascination as the other reached out, twisted a knurled knob with slender expert fingers. The pattern of greens shifted slightly, expanding outwards.
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