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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


EVERYTHING was all right. Not making too much money, naturally. You very seldom do—unless you make that one big strike, and not many of us make it. But getting along well enough so that the syndicate was content to let their holdings ride. Not quite satisfied, of course, but let’s give the kid a chance. They still think of me as a kid for all I’m twenty-seven.


Maybe I’d ought to explain about the syndicate. It has a big, hard sound to it, but it isn’t really. It’s just a bunch of people back in the old home town of Millville who put up some of their savings so that a Moon-struck kid they had watched grow up could go out there and try his luck. Not that I hadn’t had to work on them plenty hard to talk them into it—that’s understandable, for they’re just small-town, average people, and conservative. There is Mel Adams, the banker, and Tony Jones, the barber, and Big Dan Olson, who operates the drugstore, and a dozen or so others. I think the only reason they finally gave in was so they could talk about it. It isn’t everyone who can say he has an investment on the Moon.


So there I was, rolling along in the rig and thinking about all the folks back home and glad that I was finally heading into Coonskin after four days spent Out Back. Don’t ask me why they call it Coonskin, either, or why they call the place down by Schomberger, Crowbait, or that other settlement in Archimedes, Hungry Crack. You’d think they’d call these places by a lot of fancy names, like the names of all those scientists they named the craters for, or that at least they’d be called Lunarville or Moontown or some other name that made some sort of sense. But I guess that’s just the way it goes. In those days when the Moon was a long ways off it was okay to hang all those high-sounding place-names on it, but when the people got there they picked old familiar names that had a homely sting to them.


I had spent my four days out northwest of Tycho and it was a crazy place—all the land stood up on end—but I hadn’t done too badly. I had a fair-sized bag of lichens stuffed in the refrigerator and the quick test I had run on them showed that they crawled with microbes.


I was getting close to Pictet, less than an hour from home, when I saw the other rig. I was coming down a hogback that rimmed one edge of a little sawed-off swale when I caught the gleam, sitting at the edge of shadow. I kept an eye fastened on the gleam, wondering if it might be a glass outcropping. There’s a lot of volcanic glass around. That’s what the rays are made of mostly, and the finest ray system on the Moon is in the Tycho region.


I don’t know what it was that kept me watching, but there must have been something about it that helped me to get my wind up. After you’ve lived on the Moon for a couple of years or so, you get a feeling for it. Screwy as its landscape is, you get familiar with it; you get a sort of blueprint of it fixed inside your skull. And the upshot of it is that, with out knowing why, you can spot something instantly that is out of character. Back on Earth you’d call it woodcraft, but that’s sure the wrong word here.


I wheeled my rig around and headed down the hogback, pointing for the gleam. Susie, my hound dog, came up out of the radio, where she had been resting, or hiding, or whatever Susie did. She perched on the rim of the wheel and fluttered in excitement and sparks flew out of her. At least they looked like sparks. They really weren’t sparks.


A meteorite pinged somewhere on the rig. It scared the hell out of me. It scares you every time—not the sound so much as the sudden realization that it might have been a big one and that would have been the end. This one probably wasn’t bigger that a millimeter—a good-sized grain of sand. But it was traveling several miles a second and it packed a lot of punch.


I reached the foot of the hogback and went bowling across the floor of the small depression, and now I saw the gleam came from a moon-rig. It wasn’t moving, and there was no one near that I could see. It looked like it had been parked, and if someone had parked it out there in the sun with the shadow not too distant, they either were stark crazy or a terrible greenhorn. When you park your rig during the lunar day you always try to park it in the shade.


The Moon gets hot, let no one tell you different. Not as hot here in the polar regions as it gets in the equatorial zone, but plenty hot enough—up to 250° centigrade in the afternoon. You have your refrigerating units, sure, but they cost a lot of power to run and there are two things that are precious on the Moon—power and oxygen. You hoard them like a miser. Not because you are short on power, because the atomics pack a lot of power. But you are never long on water, and you have to hoard the water to drive the steam turbine.


I swung the rig up close, shutting off the turbine. I flipped my helmet over my head and heard it click, slapped the top of it to get it firmly seated. When you’re out on the surface, even in a rig, you always wear your spacesuit. Then, if a meteorite should smash the rig without killing you, or should punch a big hole in it, you have a second chance. Although, truth to tell, that second chance isn’t worth too much to a lone man stranded miles from nowhere in nothing but a spacesuit.


I opened the door that led into the lock. Once inside, I pushed the lever that shut the inner door, then opened the outer one. I crawled out, like a worm wriggling from an apple. It’s not too dignified, but the principle of the engineering is sound and that counts for a lot. Dignity doesn’t count for much out here on the Moon.


As soon as I stuck my head out, I was blinded by the glare. I had forgotten to put down the filter visor. You don’t need it when you’re in the cab, for the visiplate has a filter of its own. I cussed myself, not because I had caught the glare, but for forgetting. You don’t forget, even minor things, and stay alive for long.


I couldn’t reach the visor, for my arms were trapped at my side and I had to wiggle clear before I could pull down the visor. So I squeezed my eyes tight shut until I could get my hands free.


The first thing I saw was that the outer door of the parked rig’s hatch stood open, so I knew that whoever had been in it had gotten out. I felt a little silly for the momentary alarm that I had felt. Although in coming up I had only done what might have been expected. You don’t meet to many people when you’re out, and it’s just plain good manners to stop by and say hello.


I walked toward the rig, and not until then did I see the neat round hole drilled through the visiplate.


I turned up the volume on my suit radio: “Is there anybody here?”


There wasn’t any answer. And Susie, who had come out with me, danced excitedly in front of me, twinkling and flashing. No matter what you say of them, there are times when the hound dogs are good company.


“Hello,” I yelled again. “Do you need some help?”


Although that was a silly question. The meteorite must have slammed straight through the control panel and the rig was useless as it stood. A dime would have fitted almost exactly in the hole and that is big enough to make an awful mess.


A voice came faintly to me.


“Hello. You bet I need some help.”


It was a funny voice. It sounded womanish.


“How bad is it?”


“Bad enough,” said the voice. “Be with you in a minute. I was working at it, but it got too hot. I had to get into the shade.”


I knew what it would be like inside the rig. With the refrigerating units off, it would heat up fast. With the sun beating down through all the glass, the hothouse effect would shove the temperature far above the surface heat.


“I can tow you into town,” I said. “It’s just an hour or so away.”


“Oh, I can’t do that. I can get it fixed.”


A spacesuit-clad figure came around the rig and walked over to me.


“I’m Amelia Thompson,” she said, holding out her hand.


I took the hand, the steel of our gloved fingers grating at the grip.


“A woman?”


“And why not?”


“No reason, I guess. There just aren’t many of them out here. I’ve never heard of one before.”


I couldn’t see her face, for she had the filter down.


There was a hound dog riding on her shoulder. Susie drifted over and spun around the roosting thing. They shot sparks at one another.


“Perhaps,” she said, “you could push it over in the shadow and let it cool a bit.”


“Amelia,” I told her, “my name is Chris Jackson and I’m no Samaritan, but I can’t let you stay out here with that panel jury-rigged. And that’s the best that you can do. It could go out on you a dozen times in the next thirty miles. You’re simply asking for it.”


I can’t go back to town,” she said.


“And I won’t let you stay here. You’re crazy to even think of it.”


She motioned to my rig. “Do you mind?” she asked. “We could talk it over.”


“Certainly,” I told her, although for the life of me I couldn’t figure what there was to be talked about.


We walked over to my rig and she went in ahead of me. I waited for a minute and then went in myself.


I pulled the rig ahead, out of the sun.


The two hound dogs sat side by side upon the panel, sparkling very quietly.


Then I turned around.


She had flipped her helmet back and she was smiling at me, but in a determined sort of way. Her hair was black and straight, cut square across the front. She had milk-white skin and a lot of freckles. She looked like a schoolgirl who had suddenly decided to grow up.


I did the honors. I went to the refrigerator to get the water flask. I had to walk around her to get there. We didn’t have much room. The cab of an exploration tractor isn’t very big.


I got the flask and a couple of glasses. I poured a big one for her, a short one for myself. I figured that she needed it. After a few hours in a suit, with only a sip now and then of tepid water from the tube, you dream of ice-cold water.


She drank it thirstily and handed back the glass.


“Thank you,” she said.


I filled it up again.


“You shouldn’t have done that. It’s pure extravagance.”


I shook the flask. There was still some in it, but it was the last I had.


“Almost home,” I told her. “I won’t be needing it.”


She sipped at the second glass, making it last. I knew the kind of restraint it took for her not to gulp it down. There are times when your body screams for the cold and wet.
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