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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





“One thing about those damn winter gales,” Delvia said in a make-the-most-of-it tone. “They did give us a bit of stored power to play with.”


“But they took so much more away from us,” muttered Naline.


“I guess so. Still, not to despair. We may find things aren’t as bad as we expected.” Delvia cut the accumulator put of circuit and the whine and thump of the air-compressor died. With capable fingers she uncoupled the latest cylinder from the pipe, checked that its pressure-gauge was operative by bleeding a few pounds off—the air screeched thinly as it escaped the valve—then dropped it with a clank against the two already lying on the strange greenish sand. Taking an empty one, she began to connect it up.


“You can take those three, Lex,” she added.


“Right,” Lex acknowledged. “Finished, Naline?”


The darker girl, “baby” of the surviving refugees, nodded and turned to catch the eye of the lined-faced man standing a few paces distant along the beach. “Ready for you now, Captain!” she called, pushing back her long black hair behind her shoulders.


Captain Arbogast seemed to return from a long way away. He had been staring out across the blue calm sea of the bay to where a polished arc of metal showed above the water. He moved mechanically now and came to join Naline.


Lex, his lean tallness emphasized by the odd-looking garb he had on, gathered the three full air-cylinders into arms. He was wearing a spacesuit, the fluorescent orange fabric of which—designed for maximum visibility in space—was almost blinding under the blue-white glare of the morning sun. Naline had tied bands of black, glistening elasticon around his limbs and trunk to gather the slack of the material. It had been meant for someone much more heavily built.


He picked up his helmet, gave it a rapid wipe to dislodge some grains of blown sand which had adhered to the sealing-ring, and addressed Arbogast.


“I’ll go down and see if the boat’s ready, Captain.”


“Go ahead,” Arbogast answered. His voice sounded dead, and there was no expression on his face. He seemed unable to tear his gaze from that glistening thing in the sea.


“Left wrist, please,” Nadine said. She was performing the same service for him as she had just done for Lex. Arbogast’s suit was his own, but the past winter’s privations had cost him a good twenty pounds of his former weight. Obedient as a puppet, he lifted his arm away from his side.


The compressor started again, and Delvia straightened to her full height. Glancing at Lex, she said, “I do envy you. After the winter I feel dirty clear through. Nothing I’d like more than a long cool swim.”


Well, she was dressed for it—or rather undressed. She had on nothing except a ragged red tabard open down both sides. It was obvious that being half starved had merely fined down her former statuesque proportions; her flesh was firm and shapely, and good muscles moved under her sleek skin. It was reassuring to find that some at least of the refugees were capable of remaining healthy here. Although rubbing the noses of the less-fortunate in the fact might lead to problems later on…


“I shouldn’t try it,” Lex replied soberly. “Not after what happened to young Bendle.”


Delvia nodded and grimaced. Unconsciously she lifted one foot from the ground, supporting herself with a hand on the compressor, and used its sole to scratch at her other calf. Lex looked more closely. There was a reddened area.


“Del!” he said. “Are you itching a lot?”


Embarrassed, she dropped her foot to the ground. She said, “A bit. Sunburn, I guess.”


“Then what are you doing in that skimpy rag? What do you want, a case of lupus from the high ultraviolet? This isn’t—” He broke off, acutely aware that both Naline and Arbogast had turned their eyes on him. He had been going to say, “This isn’t Zarathustra, you know,” And that, of course, was a stupid comment.


He licked his lips. “You ought to be wearing a whole-body garment, Del,” he finished.


.For an instant he thought she was going to snap at him, tell him to mind his own business. Instead, she sighed.


“I know, I know. I’m blonde, so it’s foolish not to. But after the winter it’s unbearable! I’m not joking when I say I feel filthy inside. I never wore the same clothes for so long in my life. It’s as though the dirt’s worked its way down to my bones!” She gave a shudder. “But you’re right I’ll ask Doc Jerode if he can give me a screening ointment.”


“You’ll be lucky,” Lex murmured. With a nod to Arbogast, he turned away.


Behind him he heard Naline utter a grunt of exasperation. “Del! Do you have any scissors?”


“Not me, but I know who has. Why?”


“I’ll get you to chop this hair off for me. Keeps falling in my eyes. The job’s fiddling enough anyway—only one kind of knot will do, and if I don’t get the tension right the bands either slip off or constrict the circulation…” The words tailed off into a mutter, and Lex caught nothing more.


He felt almost cheerful as he approached the spot where Aldric and Cheffy were inspecting their makeshift boat for leaks, despite what he was afraid he and Arbogast were shortly going to discover on the bed of the bay. The gray chilly fogs and the appalling gales of winter had been like a prison for the spirit; now, almost literally oversight, they were released and a summer stretched ahead of them as long as an Earthly year. They had endured the worst their new home could throw at them, and most of them had survived. Even some of those who had thought they would never plan for the future again once their birthworld had been calcined were beginning to act like human beings instead of frightened animals.


Inland, in the cleft-valley where they had huddled for shelter along a riverbank, damaged houses were being mended and new ones planned. Here on the beach a dozen people under the leadership of gray-haired Bendle—recovered from the shock of losing his son last fall—were carrying out a methodical survey of the rocks and pools. Everything was changed, of course. The winter gales had done more than spin the windmills for weeks on end. The dunes, the shoals, even the huge rocks scattered like currants in a sand-pudding had been stirred into a new arrangement.


Nonetheless, the situation felt—well, promising.


Here and there on the beach were brownish, greenish, and reddish pieces of organic debris. Bendle’s team had looked at these first. Most were harmless fronds of a rooted sea-plant, torn up by the last storms. Those which were mobile and possibly dangerous, though dying out of water, had been marked with a warning splash of white paint, and one had been pegged to the ground with a sharp stake. A circle had been scraped around it in the sand.


Lex paused and examined this creature. Like many of the sea-beasts, it wasn’t easy to kill. Pinkish and greenish, quadrilaterally symmetrical, leaking a sour-smelling fluid, the staked body humped and pulsed; the paired flexible trunklike organs which were limbs, gullets, channels of excretion, and reactor-pipes combined writhed vainly toward him, extending almost but not quite as far as the circular groove.


A long cool swim… Lex shuddered and strode on briskly.


“Admiring our prize exhibit?” Aldric called, turning his dark glasses as Lex approached. He was a stocky redhead, and had been fat. But no longer. Nobody among the refugees was fat this spring.


“You could say so,” Lex agreed, setting down his aircylinders with his helmet on top. “Anyone invented a name for it yet?”


“I want to call it polystoma abominabilis,” Cheffy said. He didn’t raise his round head, capped with close-curling black hair. He was using a hot-spray to apply quickset plastic to a pair of pegs projecting from the rim of the boat’s peapod hull. His other hand held a spatula with which he was shaping the pliant material before exposure to air hardened it rock-solid. “That,” he added, “means the disgusting thing with a lot of mouths.”


“Apt,” Lex murmured. “Any leaks, by the way?”


“Not now. Two or three cracks we had to seal.” Cheffy shut off the hot-spray, gave a final dab with the spatula, and stood up.


“What are the pegs for?” Lex said. “Rowlocks?”


“Yes, of course.” Aldric kicked at a pair of long, wide-ended objects lying in the boat’s shadow. “The free paddles we ware trying last year weren’t very efficient, you’ll recall. Nor the punting-pole.”


Lex gave a dismal nod. It had been when his puntingpole stuck in bottom-mud that young Bendle had fallen overside and never come up.


“So I’ve been putting these together in my spare time,” Aldric went on. “Theoretically, they should drive a loaded boat better. We’ve hung a tiller on the stern, too—there. Not that I’m going to make any guarantee, you realize. I never expected to have to cobble together primitive makeshifts like these. If it hadn’t been for Cheffy’s interest in Earthside history, I don’t imagine I’d ever have dreamed of making oars.”


Lex nodded. It wasn’t the first time that Cheffy’s purely intellectual awareness of subtechnical devices had had to be translated—generally by Aldric, who was a deft craftsman—into hardware improvised from anything to hand.


Momentarily depressed again by the colossal scale of the task they’d taken on, he said, “What makes you so sure we’re going to have a loaded boat?”


Aldric looked out to sea. “She has settled, hasn’t she?” He sighed.


“Sunk is more the word,” said Cheffy. “Probably sifted half full of wet sand into the bargain. You’ll be working in at least a dozen feet of water, Lex.”


“Luck’s been with us so far,” Lex countered with forced casualness. “It may not be as bad as you think.”


Cheffy snorted. After a pause, he said, “How do you Imagine the others made out? I gather Ornelle’s been trying to raise them by radio, without success.”


True enough. Consequently no one was giving much for the chances of the only other refugees known to have reached the sanctuary of this planet. He was sorry Cheffy had mentioned the subject; he’d hoped that everyone would be too busy for at least another few days to worry about the party whose ship had landed—or crashed—on the inland plateau.


“Gales must have been terrible up there,” Aldric said, reaching for the stern of the little boat. “Well, let’s push her to the water. The captain ready yet, Lex?”


Shading his eyes, Lex stared back along the beach toward the air-compressor.


“Just about, I guess,” he replied.


The last band was tied. Critically Naline passed her hand over the slick surface of the suit, touching the knots in turn. As she felt the one on Arbogast’s chest, she gave a murmur of surprise.


“Are you all right, Captain?” she demanded.


“Of course,” Arbogast grunted. “Why?”


“You’re shivering,” Naline said. In the act of laying down the latest charged cylinder, Delvia glanced around.


“Nonsense,” Arbogast said. He stepped back, avoiding the eyes of the girls. “Is my air ready, Delvia?”


“Yes, three cylinders.”


Arbogast bent stiffly to pick them up, paused while Naline—still looking worried—placed his helmet on them, uttered a word of thanks, and headed for the waiting boat.


Looking after him, Naline said under her breath, “I hope he doesn’t have a fever. You can’t see it, but his whole body is—well, sort of vibrating.”


“That’s nothing to do with fever,” Delvia said. She turned quickly to the compressor and disconnected the accumulator leads from its motor, then picked up and began to unfold the solar collector sheets. “Give me a hand to spread these flat, will you?” she added over her shoulder.


Moving to obey, as she always obeyed Delvia, Naline said in a puzzled voice, “But he is shivering, I tell you. And in full sunlight.”


“Not shivering. Trembling.” Delvia pegged down the corners of the first sheet and coupled the accumulator leads to its output terminals.


“What? Why?”


“The ship—what else? All winter long he’s talked about nothing except patching her up and getting her aloft. Now he’s come out and seen what’s happened to it. He’s grounded.”


“Aren’t we all?” Naline countered bitterly.


“He’s a spaceman. I guess that makes it tougher. And he isn’t so young anymore.” Delvia brushed sand from herself.


“Besides,” she went on, “don’t you remember when things began to get bad at the start of the winter he kept trying to persuade everybody to take shelter in the ship?” She gestured in the direction of the thin shining arc which was all of the vessel now showing above water. “How’d you like to be in there? Come on—I’ll trim that hair for you now.”




II





“Air,” Aldric said, checking the items of gear over the stern of the boat. “One, two, three cylinders. Weighted belts. Boots—”


“Last time,” Lex realized suddenly, “we were just walking on the bottom. But these are ordinary magnet-soled spaceboots. I don’t want to be dragged feet first against the hull every time I go close.”


“Thought of that,” Cheffy said briefly. “I told Aldric to change the magnets for chunks of lead. But we couldn’t find any. He had to make do with plain steel. Go on, Aldric.”


“Net bags. Lex, don’t pick up anything which well have to haul up on a cable, will you? I’m not sure how stable this boat is, and I’d hate to be tipped into the water. One waterproofed handlight. At least it says it’s waterproof. Two hatchets, the best we could think of in the way of weapons. There is absolutely no means of making an energy gun fire under water. Cheffy tells me they used to use compressed air for underwater guns, so I’ll get to work on one as soon as I can think of something expendable enough to use as ammunition.”


“Don’t expend it,” Lex suggested. “Use something long enough to tie a cord to. We have plenty of that.”


“There are things down there,” Aldric countered sourly with a jerk of his thumb at the sea, “which I would not care to be tied to if they took off for deep water. Of course, if you want the thrill of a submarine joyride in the wake of a hurt and angry monster…?”


“Point taken,” Lex said, and grinned.


“I’m glad. We don’t want to lose more people than we have to. And what do you think of our new anchor?” Aldric held up a shiny metal object consisting of a shaft and four spiked, curved tines. On the shaft was a coarse spiral thread, and fitted loosely on this was a rotating collar bearing four sharp blades.


“If this gets caught in bottom-weeds, or some beastie tries to cling to it, you haul on the cable sharply, that releases this spring catch—see?—and the blades spiral up the shaft.” He gave it an approving pat and placed it in the boat.


“Cheffy, are you going with them, or shall I?”


“I’ll go. You can make the next trip.” Cheffy swung his legs over the side of the boat. “Push us out a few yards, will you? And mind where you put your feet.”


Lex scrambled lightly aboard and took the bow thwart “OK, Captain,” he called to Arbogast.


But Arbogast was staring toward the sunken spaceship again, his hands hooked together in front of him, his knuckles bright white. He didn’t seem to have heard.


“All set, Captain!” Aldric said sharply.


Arbogast let his hands fall to his sides. He swallowed hard before speaking. “I… I changed my mind. I’m not going.”


“What?” Aldric took a pace toward him. Cheffy, startled, paused in the act of setting the oars in the rowlocks. Only Lex, slewed around on his thwart so he could see the captain, gave a slow nod. He hadn’t been altogether unprepared for this.


Arbogast bowed his head and walked off up the beach, his dragging feet leaving smeared marks. The dying horror pegged to the ground sensed his passage and hunched once more to try to strike at him.


“Now just a moment!” Aldric said hotly, starting after him. “You can’t leave Lex to—”


“Aldric!” Lex launched the name on the air like a dart. “Aldric, let him alone.”


“The hell!” Aldric snapped. “Look—it was his idea he should go, wasn’t it? Are we to waste another hour finding a suit to fit me or Cheffy, have it tied up, go hunting for different boots? It took most of yesterday to find enough wearable kit!”


“Keep your temper,” Lex said. “Think of it his way. How would you like to go see your old home wrecked and smashed, with alien creatures crawling in every corner?”


“Did I suggest it? Did I?” Aldric wiped his face. “And—hell, talk about homes being wrecked and smashed!”


“Calm down, Aldric,” Cheffy said. “Lex is right. At least we don’t have to see what’s become of our homes.” He spat over the side of the boat.


Aldric drew a deep breath. “OK,” he said resignedly. “Let’s go hunt out a suit for me.”


Lex hesitated, thinking wryly how just a few minutes ago he had rebuked Delvia for taking risks. But—he excused himself—a survey of the ship was essential before tomorrow’s assembly, when they were due to take stock of their resources. He said, “I can go down by myself.”


“You’re crazy,” Aldric said. “Without a phone? When we don’t know half the species of sea-life around here? What it’s likely the rutting season for things as dangerous as that multilimbed horror Bendle had to nail down? You’re apt to wind up as stocknourishment for a clutch of eggs!”


“I’ll keep my hatchet in my hand. Oh, get in the boat!” Lex was suddenly impatient. “We need to know what’s happened inside the ship!”


And, as another argument struck him: “I did two dives last fall, damn it, and the captain hasn’t done one before. It’s quite likely safer for me on my own.”


Aldric shrugged. “OK—but I don’t have to like it.”


He bent to the stern, leaned his full weight against it, and pushed it free of the sand. It rocked violently as he lumped aboard. For a minute or so Cheffy fumbled with the oars, finding them hard to synchronize; then he abruptly got the hang of it and the boat began to move steadily over the calm water. On the beach Bendle’s team paused in their work to watch.


Arbogast was plodding on without turning. Lex saw Delvia and Naline talking agitatedly, obviously about the captain; he hoped neither they or anyone else would run after him demanding explanations.


Determinedly, he looked ahead toward the tarnished but still-gleaming spaceship. It was possible to see how the curve continued below the surface, but it would be some time before they were close enough to tell what part of the vessel was uppermost. As a mode of progress lowing a boat was apparently inferior even to walking.


“It’s moved five hundred yards at least,” Aldric said from the stern. “Lex, how do you imagine it traveled so far?”


“Rolled, I guess. Too heavy to have floated out.” Who could have predicted that on a moonless world—hence effectively a tideless one—no beach was stable? There were no meteorologists among their panicky handful of fugitives; in fact there were hardly any trained personnel, so that a dilettante like Cheffy and a hobbyist like Aldric had emerged as leaders where technical matters were concerned. He went on, “If I remember the old layout correctly, that whole stretch of ground where the ship rested must have been undermined. And we know the bottom shelves gently. As soon as it rolled enough for the locks to admit water, there was nothing to stop it sinking deep into the seabed. Must have been as fluid as a pumping-slurry with the currents.”


“If only the locks hadn’t been open,” Cheffy said. “Remember the noise? Wind blowing across the opening, making the whole ship sing, as though it were playing the organ at its own funeral. I hope I never hear anything so eerie again.”


Lex and Aldric were silent for a moment, remembering not only the noise—which they would carry in mind until they died—but other things. Arbogast losing his temper when he realized what the sound was, and attempting to reach the ship in a ninety-mile gale with waves breaking over the hull. And railing against the fool who’d left the locks open, until it was worked out he must have done it himself, because he had been trying to persuade everyone to shelter aboard during the winter instead of trusting themselves to ramshackle huts of planking and piled dirt.


“Why did we pick this place, anyway?” Aldric grumbled.


“Reckon we’d have done better on high ground?” Cheffy countered.


“No. No, probably not. Lex, what do you suppose has become of the others? Think they lived through the winter?”


“Maybe. Don’t see why not, in fact.”


“I don’t see why,” Aldric put in. “They haven’t contacted us since the storms gave over, have they?”


“They could simply have lost their antennas,” Lex said. “Remember, they did at least have the ship’s hull for shelter. A gale could hardly have made that roll.”


“So I hear,” Cheffy said. “Like a squashed egg! And wasn’t Arbogast pleased? Thinking he’d put down badly until he saw what the other captain had done. What’s his name—the other captain, I mean?”


“Gomes,” Lex supplied, “Yes, the ship was badly cracked.”


“And,” Aldric said, “they’ll have had subzero temperatures much longer than us. They’re probably iced solid, half buried in snow—at least the salt spray off the sea kept that from happening to us. But there were chunks of ice in the river until two or three days ago.”


“You don’t have to tell us,” Cheffy said. Trying to look over his shoulder, he lost control of the oars and had to fight to stay on his thwart. “Hah! I wasn’t designed for traveling backward. How much farther?”


“We’re past halfway,” Lex said.


“I’ll row back to shore,” Aldric offered. “Who knows? The boat may be lighter on the return trip instead of heavier.”


Something snapped at the port oar a second later, as though to underline the grimness of his humor. When the blade lifted again, it carried with it a writhing creature, wet-shiny pink in color, which had sunk its fangs in the wood of the blade.


“Damned nuisance,” Cheffy said in a resigned voice. “Aldric, I told you these things ought to be made out of metal. Aluminum for choice. Hollow, too.”


“When I get my electric furnaces rigged, I’ll let you know,” Aldric retorted. “Can you shake it off?”


Cheffy shipped the starboard oar awkwardly, then put both hands to the other and flailed it around. The creature emitted a gush of yellow fluid that discolored the sea, but clung fast.


“Turn the oar around,” Lex said, picking up his hatchet. With some difficulty Cheffy complied, and Lex knocked the beast flying. It had left puncture marks in the wood, deep as nailholes.


“Having second thoughts about diving alone?” Aldric inquired.


Lex shook his head. “Those teeth wouldn’t get through the suit fabric—though if there’s any strength in the jaws I could get a nasty pinch and a lasting bruise. But from the way it struck at the oar, I suspect that species preys on fishingbirds. Which reminds me!” He sat up straight, eyes searching the sky. “Where are they? This bay was full of them last fall!”


“Perhaps they’re migrants,” Aldric offered. “We’ll probably see them back now the weather’s turned.”


“Seen any landbirds?” Lex asked. “I saw a few yesterday.”


“Me, I wouldn’t have noticed. Been too busy since the thaw. We can ask Bendle about that when we get back.” Aldric turned the tiller a little and peered past Cheffy.


“Getting close now,” he reported. “Have the anchor ready, Lex.”


“Right.” He picked it up carefully, avoiding the scythelike blades. That would certainly shock any bottom-prowler which tried to hang onto it. An unsuspected trap. Like the one which had sunk their starship.


He hadn’t answered Aldric’s question—“Why did we pick the place?”—any more than Cheffy had. They’d chosen it because both sea and land teemed with life, offering a double range of potential foodstuffs; any ocean is a repository of salts, and if they couldn’t eat the native protoplasm or needed to supplement it, then simple processing of seawater would provide trace-elements for the diet-synthesizers; there was a rivermouth running back into a sheltered valley, and near fresh water was a logical site for a settlement; there were treelike growths, and wood was a material you could work with handtools… Oh, the choice hadn’t been made lightly, and in almost every way it was a good one.


Mark you, the way in which it hadn’t been good might conceivably prove disastrous.


Now, in the clear water, he could see far down the curving side of the hull. At about the limit of vision there were soft darknesses and a motion not entirely due to the changing angle as the boat rocked. Lex shivered.


I’m not cast in the right mold for a hero.


Last summer, when they had improvised their underwater technique for the recovery of Bendle’s son, it had been easy. He hadn’t given a second thought to the obvious logic of the plan. Air, an impervious suit, boots that proved just right to keep the feet down, weights on a belt—and straight ahead with the job.


But he’d had a lot of time for second thoughts during the winter.


Still, this too was something that had to be done. “Stop rowing, Cheffy,” he said, pleased with the levelness of his voice. He cast the anchor overside; it sank, gleaming, as he paid out the cable. Mindful of the spring-release activating the knife-blades, he gave it only the gentlest of tugs to seat it, then knotted the cable to the bow-pin.


“Here’s your belt,” Cheffy said. “Put it on while I hitch up your air.”


“Right.”


Belt. Boots, hatchet, handlight, net bag. He weighed about ten pounds short of neutral buoyancy; he would sink gently to the bottom. When he wanted to return, he would discard the belt and rise slowly, or open the valve on both air-tanks wide, filling the suit so full it would shoot to the surface like a bubble. Easy. Why was he sweating so much? Because of what he was now convinced he would find?


“Air’s coupled,” Cheffy said.


“Right—wish me tuck.” Lex set his helmet on his head and with a quick twist seated it against the sealing-ring. For better or worse, this was it.




III





Her eyes were red with lack of sleep, her voice was hoarse from addressing the dumb microphone, and her bead was swimming so that the words she spoke no longer teemed to mean anything.


All of a sudden Ornelle reached the end of her endurance, She thrust the microphone away from her, put her arms on the cool smooth surface of the table, leaned her head on them, and began to sob. Like the tip of a cracked whip she had been jerked through a cycle of emotions for which she-was simply not fitted.


She wished she was dead. Like the others.


Once there had been a planet called Zarathustra; people said comfortably, “Zara.” There were two hundred and ninety million people who said it. Figures of ash rose in Ornelle’s mind, marched across a blazing desert that had been fertile ground. A burning child screamed. She had not seen that. To stay so long would have meant she also burned.


Zarathustra had ended in such nightmare that—had it been a dream—those who dreamed it would have clawed themselves, threshed wildly about, tried to throw their bodies to the floor rather than slip back into sleep and see more horror. It had been incredible—the sun was yellow-white each day as always, round, usual. You didn’t see the change. But in the observatories someone said a word: nova. Someone else said: how long? The machines gave the answer.


Soon.


Then into the calm pleasant settled life chaos and terror reached like a scythe into grass. Go now, they said. No, not stopping to take anything. No, not to look for children or parents, not to find a lover or a friend. Now.


And if you didn’t, they had no time to drag you. Go.


White-faced officials. Spacemen moving like machines. Machines moving like men in panic, emptying the holds of cargo vessels on a spaceport in darkness. Useless goods being hurled aside, trucks and helicopters moving in with canned and dehydrated foods, medicines, bales of clothing. Diet-synthesizers being charged with trace-elements. All the time, everywhere, screaming, wailing, and sometimes a shout of savage anger begging a moment’s peace and silence. People shoveled like broken toys into the bellies of the shining ships.


And then the light breaking under the horizon and the knowledge that on the dayside of Zarathustra heat like a torch was shriveling life away.


Then those who had not acted for themselves or been passive like Ornelle, bewildered into letting action be performed for them, felt the truth and came weeping and howling, naked from bed, clamoring like wolves for survival. But the ships were full; the ships were lifting into space.


In the crowded holds there had been time to think of those who were left at home. There was a terrible oppressive darkness, not physical but in the mind. Later she heard of other ships with which contact had been made, overfilled, where the oxygen was inadequate and the refugees stifled, where the lance of sickness ran through hunger-weakened bodies. But in the ship where she was, there was just enough.


Not much was learned of other ships, though. For some reason Ornelle didn’t understand, to get clear of the continuum distortions caused by the nova shifting fantastic masses of matter over giant distances at appalling speed, it was necessary to run ahead, under maximum hyper-photonic drive, in whatever direction they chanced to select.


In fact: into unknown darkness.


At the season when its sun exploded, Zarathustra had been on the side of its orbit farthest from Earth and most of the other human-inhabited worlds. It was a recently-opened planet—indeed, Ornelle’s own parents had been born on Earth and had emigrated when they were young. The idea of trying to beat back around the nova and approach a settled system had been considered, but it was impossible; their ship was a freighter, not one of the passenger expresses disposing of as much power as a small star.
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