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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.







CHAPTER ONE


Nalofix, as its inhabitants had named it, was probably the perfect planet—one minute speck in the vast intergalaxial sea in the neighbourhood of Great Andromeda. It existed as one of a retinue of nine worlds revolving around a gigantic central sun. It had youth, beauty, eternal gentle warmth, and carried upon its fair surface a race of some fifty thousand beings.


From our standard the “beings” would have been considered revolting. They stood eight feet in height and were covered in scales; but despite this hideous physical vestment the brains of the Nalofixians were superbly developed. They were lords of their world and, indeed, of their entire System. Long since they had subjected the lesser intelligences of the neighbouring planets and were content now to pursue their scientific achievements until the end of Time. Nor was this impossible of realisation for Nalofix was a world which prevented age ever appearing on a living body. To be an inhabitant of Nalofix was also to be eternal.


Kasmus, ruler of the planet by virtue of being the cleverest scientist, had spent his ageless life trying to discover just why Nalofix set time at zero—and, so far, had not been very successful.


“Not that it really signifies,” he commented one day, whilst in the midst of his everlasting experiments. “Perhaps it is foolish to question where a gift comes from—it is better to accept it far what it is.”


“That is the way of the unlearned, Master. Science always questions. It cannot progress otherwise.”


Kasmus was silent for a moment. He and Selda, his chief advisor, were in the main experimental laboratory of the planet, a mighty building set on a high eminence apart from the city. From here there was a commanding view of the peaceful skies and equally peaceful landscapes.


“Just the same,” Kasmus said presently, his voice quiet, “there must be a reason, and I shall never rest until I have found it.”


Selda shrugged and returned to work on the charts upon which he was engaged. Kasmus did not join him, instead he strolled out onto the balcony of the laboratory and stood in silence in the evening calm. Reptilian though he was in outline there was a certain majesty in his bearing. His immense intelligence somehow set at naught his incredible physique.


Selda glanced at him once with his huge faceted eyes, then his claw-like hands continued to press the buttons on the apparatus which was making mathematical calculations. Selda was not very conscious of what he was doing. Everything was so automatic on Nalofix. One machine did the work of a hundred men. None had any real need to think—unless they wanted to probe, as Kasmus did, into the infinite mysteries.


Kasmus surveyed the darkening sky and then came back into the great, brightly-lit chamber, his shimmering garments making the faintest swishing sound as he moved. “No other planet save this one has the gift of eternal life, Selda,” he mused. “Our neighbour worlds, which we have subjected, die. Already some of them are showing signs of senility. But not Nalofix. It, and we, never age.”


“Age is purely the breakdown of matter, Master,” Selda commented, shrugging. “For some reason the atomic aggregates of this planet do not break down, nor do the cells of the beings upon it.”


“I am not sure if eternal life is a good thing.” Kasmus wandered across to the telescopic reflector, his claw delicately moving the controlling switches. “It is a freak of Nature, and it has always been my experience that Nature has no place for freaks. She suddenly restores the balance when it is least expected.”


“Meaning?” Selda looked up sharply.


“I don’t quite know, my friend. That is why I am trying to discover what makes this planet—and us—unique. If I could only do so I’d feel better prepared to face disaster should it ever come upon us.”


“Disaster?” Selda smiled unbelievingly. “How utterly impossible.”


“Nothing is impossible — you should be scientist enough to realise that.” The Master hesitated for a moment, apparently trying to settle something in his mind—then he came forward again, summoning a robot as he did so. Immediately the mechanical servant obeyed, whisked as gently as a leaf on the air by the vibrations of its inventor’s mind.


“Fetch me File 58/J/B,” Kasmus ordered, and the robot swung through an arc and drifted across the wilderness to where the scientific records were kept.


“What are you planning, Master?” Selda asked drily. “Some kind of a surprise for me?”


“At least I think I may shake you out of your habitual acceptance of everything around us.”


Selda frowned, and waited, the ruler by his side. In a moment or two the robot came drifting back, the file in its pincer-hand. Kasmus took it and opened it on the charting desk. Selda found himself looking upon photographic plates which appeared to be concentric rings of light, dim at the outermost edge and intensely sharp at the centre.


“Do you know what this is?” Kasmus asked, and there was something close to cynical amusement in his faceted eyes.


“How should I, Master? Your science is infinitely above mine.”


Kasmus did not say it, but he inwardly wished Selda were not such a sycophant. There was something very close to subservience in the way he always admitted he was of inferior intelligence.


“This,” Kasmus said, “represents the only possible reason for Nalofix being ageless. It is the only photographic plate in existence which actually shows Time-circles. In other words, I have succeeded in photographing the abstract!”


“How?”


“That, my friend, I preserve unto myself. Space and time are interwoven—on that we are agreed. We can photograph space and the objects contained therein, but up to now photography of Time has been considered impossible because the eye cannot see time any more than it can see the wind. But a mathematical lens can, and has. Here you see Time itself trapped on a photographic plate. You will note there are nine circles. Each represents the time-circle in which the nine planets of this system are moving.”


“You photographed this from outer space, I assume?”


“Quite so—looking down on Nalofix from a distance of twenty million miles. We, of Nalofix, are nearest the luminary and occupy the smallest and brightest Time-circle. Now look at it closely. Do you not detect something peculiar about it compared to the others?”


It was a considerable time before Selda finally realised what the Master meant, then he looked up in surprise. “Why yes, I believe I do! The other eight circles are not true circles. Each one has a break in it—almost infinitesimal, but it is there. But the one in which Nalofix is travelling has no break whatever. It is a perfect circle.”


“Exactly. You will also notice in the case of the other circles that at one end of the break they are bright, and at the other end dull and indeterminate. That represents Time from birth to death—a slow progress to extinction and, when the break is reached, Time has run its course and there can only be dissolution. The other planets have followed their Time-circles and aged in consequence as they near the final break; but not in our case. We pursue our circle eternally and never come to a gap. Therefore Time remains changeless for us and our world.”


“Which explains why we are eternal! I understood you had not solved the riddle, Master.”


“I do not claim that I have even now. I have photographed the Time-circles, certainly, which can be considered an achievement, but I have not determined of what these Time-circles are composed. They may be an actual material substance or, as is more likely, they may be merely mathematical configurations, visible only to a lens which is in itself a creation of mathematics. Only when I know the composition of these Time-circles will I know what Time itself really is.”


There was silence for a moment, then Kasmus’ talons closed the file resolutely.


“For the moment, my friend, enough of that. It is a task to which I alone am dedicated, and I will solve it if it takes all eternity.”


“You spoke of a disaster which might come upon us,” Selda remarked. “Am I permitted to ask what you meant?”


“Certainly. I mean that in probing into this ultimate mystery of Time I may probe too far and unlock something inherent in Time which may destroy us—for if Time ceased to exist we automatically ceased to be. Just as, infinitely long ago, Dakos nearly brought about the destruction of our planet when he probed too far into the atom and found atomic-force. Every secret of Nature is guarded by unimaginable power, and it is on the lap of the gods whether or not that power is released normally or becomes a destroyer.”


Selda hesitated upon another question, then thought better of it as there came a faint humming sound from the immensity of the distant city.


“It is the rest-period, Master,” he remarked. “Have I your permission to withdraw?”


“Of course. We will continue tomorrow.”


Selda bowed his way out into the mighty corridor and, a few minutes later, was leaving the building. His journey to the city in the calm valley below could have been covered in a few seconds in an atom-car, but as a rule he walked. He always felt he could think better when strolling along in the calmness—and this evening was no exception.


He was half-way along the broad, shining metal roadway when he was met by a figure coming in the opposite direction. There were brief salutations, then the two men of Nalofix started to walk side by side—the one, Selda, advisor to the ruler; and the other a member of the Higher Physicists Group.


“Has the Master proceeded any further?” the physicist asked presently.


“He has photographed Time, Mazro, which is surely one of the greatest of scientific achievements.”


“He has?” Mazro’s reptilian face was not capable of showing emotion, but it was noticeable in his voice. “Then at last we may have something. Something tangible on which we can work! Evening after evening I have met you on your way back to the city in the hope there might be a way to——”


“Yes, yes, I know. A way to overthrow Kasmus. But I hardly see that his photographing the Time circle helps us much.”


“Describe everything to me,” the physicist ordered, and listened intently as, during the onward walk to the city, Selda gave the details.


“Not that I can see it avails us anything,” he insisted. “As long as we are eternal we are powerless, my friend. Our dream of ruling this planet in Kasmus’ place can never obtain. We can only achieve rulership by eliminating him, and when age and death are absent what can we do?”


Mazro was silent, musing as he walked slowly along. For many aeons now, as long as he could remember, he and Selda had hoped for some scientific turn of events which would give them the one thing they wanted—mastery over Nalofix and all the worlds around which had been subjected in the planet’s name. To the ambitious Mazro and power-loving Selda—his subservience to the ruler only a pretence and quickly dropped when he was away from Kasmus—there was nothing more enticing than the thought of ruling the planet and directing its colossal scientific resources to the gradual domination of whole Andromeda Nebula. Worlds in the tens of thousands, countless numbers of them inhabited, were waiting to be conquered—and all Kasmus did was dabble in his laboratory and ignore these mightier possibilities. To Selda and Mazro it was infuriating in the extreme.


“If Time can be photographed it is not an abstract thing,” Mazro said presently, and the observation brought Selda to a halt.


“How can you be sure of that?”


“My dear Selda, I am a physicist—to the exclusion of all else. You for your part are a general scientist and advisor and not specialised in one direction as I am. I know all the details concerning space and dimensions, and I know also that only a material thing can be photographed because only a material thing has vibration by which to be photographed!”


“I don’t follow your reasoning—but maybe that doesn’t matter. Our concern is to find a way to eliminate Kasmus, and a photograph of Time-circles doesn’t seem to me the right way at all.”


“But perhaps it can be. Kasmus has now substantiated for me a theory in which I have always believed—namely, that Time is not an abstract thing but a process of vibration. A stream of vibration, if you prefer, which affects everything within it, be it a living creature or a planet. A vibration which, when it commences, is at the peak of its strength and thereafter starts to fade until it expires. The striking note of a gong is proof enough of that particular thesis. Now, assume Time to be a great vibration which begins at birth and fades out at death, and what do we find?”


“Frankly—” Selda stared absently towards the night sky with its powdering of stars. “Frankly, I don’t know.”


“We find that it is of a very material order, but our physical senses are not geared to perceive it, as they are to perceive light, heat and other manifestations. All Kasmus has done is devise a photographic lens capable of photographing Time as an ordinary lens photographs a star—which is in a different field of vibration entirely. Now, sufficient power could blast a star to pieces. A similar power, working in a different way, could also blast a Time-circle.”


“I suppose it could, though I am not versed enough in physics to understand how. Nor do I see what would be achieved by doing such a thing.”


“The achievement would be that it would cause Time to act normally on this world of ours. Death would be possible at last—particularly for Kasmus.”


“If possible for him, then also for us.” Selda shook his head. “No, the risk is too great. In trying to destroy him we might also destroy ourselves.”


“You are too timid, my friend: that has always been your failing.”


“I am more inclined to consider it a virtue if it prevents me destroying our planet and everybody upon it!”


“You have so little faith in my scientific knowledge?” There was grim reproach in Mazro’s voice as he resumed the walk in the direction of the city. “Believe me, I would take very good care to preserve ourselves, otherwise the experiment would not be worth making. You have told me much of what Kasmus has done—but not enough to satisfy me. I must invent an excuse to work side by side with him and gather every detail. He will not suspect I am trying to encompass his downfall.”


“If, as you assume, Time is a vibratory circle, why is it that it never fades gradually into extinction in our particular circle?”


“It must be because some flaw in cosmic mechanics keeps it constantly replenished from the Time vibration. The whole Universe is filled with a Time-vibration, of course, but each tributary vibration should be sufficient unto itself. In this case the ‘river,’ if I may call it such, can never run dry because it is connected somehow to the main Time-vibration. Break that connection and Time would become normal. The vibration would slowly fade through the cycles and extinction would come in the normal course of events. It would also mean that nobody would be deathless any more. Therefore Kasmus would be capable of being eliminated.”


“You suggest working beside him,” Selda commented. “Why do that? The Master is not a fool: he may guess your intentions, and if once his trust in either of us is shaken we can never hope to realise our ambition.


The better way would be to explore the laboratory this very night whilst Kasmus is away for the rest-period.”


Mazro halted again, pondering. “Yes—maybe that is a good notion, my friend. Are you sure, though, that he takes advantage of the rest-period? I had the impression he works constantly and pays little heed to the need for rest.”


“Seldom have I known him miss the rest-period. Even he must replenish his energy.”


Mazro did not hesitate any further. He took a glance about him, satisfying himself that darkness was rapidly falling, then with a jerk of his head he motioned Selda to follow him. Silently and swiftly they began to retrace their steps along the mighty road they had already traversed. When they came within close sight of the high eminence on which the master-laboratory stood they surveyed it.


“You were right,” Mazro murmured. “Not a light anywhere. The Master has returned to the city for the rest-period. I assume you know how to enter the building?”


“Yes. I know the combination of thought-waves necessary to unlock the main door, but the interior locks to the filing cabinets and machines are the Master’s own secret.”
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