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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.


      




ONE


The granite-faced sergeant of the gate detail found her standing outside the tall steel fence, looking up at him with timid, imploring eyes. She was a grimy little waif, in a cheap yellow dress. Her bare brown feet were shuffling uncomfortably on the hot asphalt, and he first thought she had come to beg for something to eat.


‘Please, mister, is this the Starmont Observatory?’ She seemed breathless and afraid. ‘May I please see the director? Dr Clay Forester?’ Her wet eyes shone. ‘Please, mister! It’s awful important.’


The sergeant scowled at her doubtfully, wondering how she had got here. She was about nine, he thought, her head too large and deeply hollowed, as if from the pinch of long famine. Her straight black hair was clipped short and primly combed. He shook his head disapprovingly, because she was far too young to be here alone. He could feel her trembling urgency, but stray urchins didn’t see Dr Forester.


‘Not without a pass.’ She flinched from the hash rasp of his voice, and the sergeant tried to smile. ‘Starmont’s a military reservation, see?’ Seeing the trouble in her dark uplifted eyes, he tried to warm his tone. ‘But what’s your name, sister?’


‘Jane.’ She lifted her thin voice, stoutly. ‘And I’ve just got to see him.’


‘Jane? Haven’t you any other name?’


‘People used to call me other things, because I didn’t know my really name.’ Her eyes fell briefly. ‘They called me Squeak and Insect and Little Pip, and others not so nice. But Mr White says my really name is Jane Carter – and he sent me to see Dr Forester.’


‘How’d you get here?’


The sergeant squinted past her at the narrow road beyond the fence that twisted down the flank of the solitary mountain and lay straight and black on the tawny desert below. Salt City was thirty miles away, much too far for her to have walked. But he could see no vehicle.


‘Mr White sent me,’ she repeated firmly. ‘To see –’


‘Who,’ the sergeant broke in, ‘is Mr White?’


An utter devotion illuminated her brimming eyes.


‘He’s a philosopher.’ She stumbled on the word. ‘He has a red, bushy beard, and he came from other places. He took me out of a bad place where people beat me, and he’s awful good to me. He’s teaching me tele –’ She gulped. ‘He sent me with a paper for Dr Forester.’


‘What sort of paper?’


‘This.’ Her skinny hand came halfway out of the pocket of her dress, and the sergeant glimpsed a gray card clutched in her thin grubby fingers. ‘It’s a message – and awful important, mister!’


‘You might send it in.’


‘Thank you.’ Her thin blue face smiled politely. ‘But Mr White said I mustn’t let anybody see it, except Dr Forester.’


‘I told you, sister –’ The sergeant saw her flinch, and tried to soften his refusal. ‘Dr Forester is a big man, see? He’s too busy to see anybody – unless you happen to be an inspecting general, with papers from the Defense Authority. And you don’t, see? Sorry, but I can’t let you in.’


She nodded forlornly. ‘Then let me – think.’


For a moment she stood still, forgetting even to move her feet on the hot pavement. Her bony head tilted and her eyes half closed, as if she listened to something beyond him. She nodded, and whispered something, and turned hopefully back to the sergeant.


‘Please – may I see Mr Ironsmith?’


‘Sure, sister!’ He gave her a leathery smile, relieved. ‘Why didn’t you say you knew him? Forester’s hard to see, but anybody can talk to Frank Ironsmith. He ain’t important, and he’s a friend of mine. Come around here in the shade, and we’ll call him.’


Timidly silent, she came gratefully up under the narrow awning in front of the guard box. The sergeant picked up his telephone to call the observatory switchboard.


‘Sure, Frank Ironsmith has a phone,’ came the operator’s nasal whine. ‘He works in the computing section. Starmont 88. Sure, Rocky, he’s in. He just bought me a cup of coffee, on the way to work. Just hold the line.’


Ironsmith listened to the sergeant, and promised to drop right down. Waiting for him, the little girl kept a tight grip on the card in her pocket. She stooped restlessly to pick gaudy yellow blooms from a desert weed outside the fence, and then her huge eyes came uneasily back to the sergeant.


‘Don’t you worry, sister.’ He tried to smooth his drillfield voice. ‘Because Frank Ironsmith is a good guy, see? He don’t amount to much, and probably never will – all he does is run the calculating machines in the computing section. But I know he’ll try to help you.’


‘I do need help.’ She gripped the card tighter. ‘To get this to Dr Forester.’


‘Frank will think of something.’ The sergeant grinned, trying to break her big-eyed solemnity. ‘He’s plenty smart, even if he is just a clerk.’


She had cocked her head again, staring past him at the lawns and the dark evergreens that made Starmont a cool oasis, and the sergeant was disturbed by a brief impression that she was listening for something besides his voice.


‘Frank’s all right, sister.’ He went on talking, because the child’s odd intentness made him nervous. ‘And he knows plenty. Even when he stops at the canteen to drink a beer with us, he’s apt to have a book along. Why, he can even read some old language he says people used to use back on the first planet.’


She was looking back at him, now really listening.


‘That’s off somewhere in the stars, you know.’ He gestured vaguely at the brazen sky. ‘The first world, where Frank says all men came from, back in the beginning. One night he showed me the mother sun.’ A remembered awe echoed in his voice. ‘Just another star, in the big telescope.’


For Starmont was not on Earth, nor Jane Carter’s language English; even her name is here translated from less familiar syllables. A hundred centuries had gone since the time of Einstein and Hiroshima, and the tamed atom had powered ships to scatter the seed of man across many thousand habitable planets within a hundred light-years of Earth. Countless human cultures, isolated from one another by the long lifetimes and generations required by the best atomic ships to cross from star to star, had grown and killed themselves and sprung hardily up to invite new destruction. Caught in that ruthless repetition of history, this world – not unlike the cradle planet in chemistry and climate – had fallen with the breakdown of its mother civilization back almost to barbarism. A dozen centuries of independent progress had brought its people back about to the level of Earth at the dawn of the atomic age. Technology, however – displaying the variation more significant than the recurrence of history – was a little farther advanced, with all its social consequences. A world republic had ended the long eras of nationalistic war, but that universal state already faced new conflicts in a wider universe. For the local rediscovery of nuclear fission had set explorers and traders and envoys to voyaging in space again, their crude atomic craft carrying the virus of science to the peoples of nearby planets still too backward to have any immunity to the discontents and revolutionary ideologies generated by industrial revolution. Now, as the slow wave of progress passed its crest on this world of Jane Carter and the sergeant, the old historical cycle of rise and ruin was preparing to repeat itself again – and again with variations. Threatened with the inevitable fruit of its own exported know-how, the democratic republic was already sacrificing democracy as it armed desperately to face a hostile new alliance of the totalitarian Triplanet Powers.


‘See, sister?’ The sergeant grinned encouragingly. ‘Frank Ironsmith’s the one to help you – and here he comes, right now.’


The anxious urchin looked up quickly, to see a slight young man coming down to the gate, along a shaded gravel path from a little red-shingled building among the evergreens, riding a rusty bicycle. He waved a genial greeting to the sergeant, and looked at her with gray, friendly eyes. She smiled at him uncertainly.


A boyish twenty-six, Ironsmith had a lean, sunburned face and untidy sandy hair. Looking easily relaxed in a faded shirt, open at the collar, and shapeless, ancient slacks, he answered her shy smile with a sympathetic grin, and turned to the sergeant inquiringly.


‘Miss Jane Carter,’ the sergeant said. ‘To see Dr Forester.’


Ironsmith tapped the bowl of his underslung brier against the bicycle frame, and stood absently testing its temperature with his finger tips. Seeing her breathless urgency, he shook his head with a quick regret.


‘You’d have to be at least a general.’ His voice was soft and kindly. ‘Wouldn’t anybody else do at all?’


‘Nobody,’ she said firmly. ‘And it’s awful important.’


‘I’m sure,’ Ironsmith agreed. ‘And what might it be about?’


Her great, limpid eyes stared beyond him. Her thin blue lips moved silently, and then she seemed to listen.


‘I’m not to say,’ she told Ironsmith. ‘Except it’s something Mr White says is going to happen right away. Something awful bad! That’s why he wants to warn Dr Forester.’


Ironsmith peered beyond her, at the long empty road winding down to the desert and stretching into the shimmering distance toward Salt City. His puzzled eyes saw the uncomfortable shifting of her bare, chapped feet, and concern sobered him.


‘Tell me, Jane – where did you leave your folks?’


‘I don’t have no folks,’ she said gravely. ‘I never had any folks, and the cops shut me up in a big dark house with bad smells and iron on the windows. But I’m all right now.’ She brightened. ‘Mr White took me out through the walls, and he says I don’t have to go back.’


Ironsmith rubbed his smooth chin, thoughtfully.


‘Dr Forester is pretty hard to see,’ he told her. ‘But maybe we can manage something. Suppose we go over to the cafeteria, and eat a dish of ice cream while we talk about it?’ He looked at the sergeant. ‘I’ll see her back to the gate.’


She shook her head, reluctantly.


‘Aren’t you hungry?’ Ironsmith urged. ‘They’ve got four flavors.’


‘Thank you.’ He could see the eager longing in her wet black eyes, but she stepped back firmly. ‘Yes, I’m getting awful hungry. But Mr White says I haven’t time to eat.’


Turning, she started away from the gate. Beyond her the black empty road was a narrow shelf blasted into the dark basalt pillars of the mountain, and the nearest haven was that dark smudge already rippling under the morning sun on the far horizon.


‘Wait, Jane!’ he called anxiously. ‘Where’re you going?’


‘Back to Mr White.’ She paused, gulping. ‘So he can tell me how to find Dr Forester. But I’m awful sorry about that ice cream.’


Pushing the card deeper in her pocket, she ran on down the narrow pavement. Watching the way she tried to step in the cooler shade beneath the cliff, Ironsmith felt an increasing solicitude. She seemed a daughter of want. Hunger had made her body too small for her head, and the stoop of her shoulders gave her almost the look of a little old woman. Yet he felt more puzzlement than pity. He didn’t understand her odd way of listening at nothing, or her solemn determination to see Dr Forester. He began to wish he had tried to break red tape enough to get her a pass.


In a moment, her fluttering yellow dress was gone beyond the first dark jutting angle of the mountain. He got astride his bicycle to go back to work, and then something stopped him. He waited, watching a lower curve of the road that lay in view beyond, but she didn’t come in sight again.


‘Let me out,’ he told the sergeant suddenly. ‘A homeless kid, with that crazy notion about a message for Dr Forester – we can’t just let her run away in the desert. I’m going to bring her in and try to get Forester to see her. I’ll be responsible.’


He rode down around the curve, and on for a mile beyond. He didn’t find Jane Carter. Presently he came back to the gate, walking to push the cycle up the grade.


‘Find her?’ the sergeant greeted him.


He shook his head, mopping dusty sweat off his pink, worried face.


‘Then where’d she go?’


‘I don’t know.’ Ironsmith peered uneasily back down the empty road behind him. ‘But she’s gone.’


‘I kept watching.’ The sergeant put down a pair of binoculars. ‘I didn’t see her anywhere. Or anybody else, between here and Salt City.’ He scratched his head, and then automatically set his cap back to the proper angle and checked the military neatness of his buttons and his tie. ‘A funny thing,’ he concluded vehemently. ‘Damn funny!’


Nodding mildly, Ironsmith asked to use his telephone.


‘Belle,’ he told the operator, ‘please get me Dr Forester’s office. If he isn’t there yet, I want to talk to anyone who is.’




TWO


The telephone beside his bed was about to ring, with bad news from the project. That taut expectancy dragged Clay Forester out of a restless sleep, in his small white house in the shadow of the observatory dome. He had worked too late last night at the project; a brown furriness lined his mouth and the yellow glow of sunlight in the bedroom hurt his eyes. He turned stiffly, reaching for the telephone.


It would be Armstrong calling, probably, with some urgent message from the Defense Authority. Perhaps – the stark thought stiffened him – the spy Mason Horn had come back from space with new information about the hostile activities of the Triplanet Powers. Perhaps the teleprinters had already hammered out a Red Alert, to arm the project for interplanetary war.


Forester touched the cold telephone – and checked his hand. The instrument hadn’t rung, and probably wouldn’t. That disturbed expectation was just the result of past worry, he told himself, and no warning of additional trouble to come. Disaster, of course, was always likely enough at the project, but he didn’t believe in psychic premonitions.


Maybe the feeling had somehow resulted from the senseless discussion into which Frank Ironsmith had drawn him yesterday, about precognition. He hadn’t meant to argue; the project left him no time to squander, and his mind was too practical, besides, to enjoy any such aimless mathematical fantasies. All he had done was to question Ironsmith’s astonishing simplification of one difficult calculation in rhodomagnetic ballistics. The offhand explanation that Ironsmith had casually scrawled on a paper napkin at their table in the cafeteria mounted to a complete repudiation of all the orthodox theories of space and time. The equations looked impressive, but Forester, mistrusting the younger man’s effortless cleverness, had sputtered an incredulous protest.


‘Your own experience will tell you I’m right,’ the mathematician had murmured easily. ‘Time really works both ways, and I’m sure you often perceive the future yourself. Not consciously, I know; not in detail. But unconsciously, emotionally, you do. Trouble is apt to depress you before it happens, and you’re likely to feel happy before any good reason appears.’


‘Nonsense,’ Forester snorted. ‘You’re putting the effect before the cause.’


‘So what?’ Ironsmith grinned amiably. ‘The math proves that causality is actually reversible –’


Forester hadn’t listened any longer. Ironsmith was just a clerk, even though he ran the machines in the computing section well enough. Too well, perhaps, because he always seemed to have too much free time to spin such unprofitable paradoxes for his own amusement. But cause-and-effect remained the cornerstone of science. Forester shook his head, rising on his elbow to glare sleepily at the telephone and daring it to ring.


It didn’t. Not in five seconds, or ten. Relaxing to a weary vindication, he looked at his watch. Nine-twelve. The project seldom let him sleep so late; most nights he couldn’t get home at all. The surprising thing, he told himself, was that Armstrong hadn’t already called about something.


Trying to forget about precognition, he looked across at the other twin bed, to find it empty. Ruth must be already gone to work at the business office. He sat up heavily, feeling a dull annoyance at her absence. She certainly didn’t need the salary, although he had to admit that she was an efficient office manager, and it was true the project left him little time for her.


Lifting from the empty bed, his eyes found the huge aluminum observatory dome framed in the west window. Silvered with the sunlight, it shone with a clean, functional beauty. Once it had been his life, but the sight of it merely depressed him now. For he had no time for nonessentials; he didn’t even know what work the staff astronomers were doing now with the big reflector.


Still the telephone hadn’t rung. He reached for it impulsively, to call Armstrong, but again he stopped his hand, reluctant to renew the chains of anxious responsibility which bound him to the project. In no haste to begin another long day of killing effort and intolerable strain, he sat back wearily on the side of the bed, looking at that shining dome and thinking moodily of all it had promised and finally refused him.


He had been just nineteen, still an eager graduate student of astrophysics, the summer he first saw this naked basalt butte pointing out of the desert like a broad finger at the unsolved riddles beyond the sky, and knew that here, where the clean dry air made perfect seeing, he must build his own telescope.


Starmont had cost him many years: all the invincible spirit of his youth spent in begging grants from wealthy men, rekindling the courage of disheartened associates, conquering all the difficulties of making and moving and mounting the enormous mirror. He was in his thirties before it was finally done, hardened and sobered, yet still strong with the drive of science.


The defeats had come later, striking treacherously out of the ultimate unknown he was trying to explore. He had striven for truth, and it somehow always eluded him. Once the great reflector had showed him what he thought was the final fact, but the gold had changed as he tried to grasp it – into confusion and contradiction and the leaden reality of the project itself.


His long quest and his defeat, now that he took this empty moment to look back, reminded him of the efforts and frustrations of those first scientists of the mother planet, the alchemists. Ironsmith had lately read him some historical fragment which told how those early searchers after truth had spent their lives looking for the prima materia and the philosophers’ stone – the single primary material of the universe, according to their naïve theories, and the fabulous principle that made it appear as common lead or precious gold.


His own disappointed life, it came to him now, had followed an identical pattern, as if the goal of science had never really changed, in all the ages since. For he had still been searching, with the aid of more facts and better equipment, for the hidden nature of things. He had found new knowledge, even as the first alchemists had done, and bitter failure with it.


All the effort of science, he reflected, had been one long pursuit of the elusive prima materia and the key to all its many manifestations. Other pioneers of thought, in fact, back in the preatomic age on the mother planet, had even discovered a very useful sort of philosophers’ stone – in common iron.


Almost magical metal of the first atomic triad, iron had created the mighty science of electromagnetics. It had worked all the miracles of electronics and nucleonics, and presently powered ships of space. It even achieved the first object of the old alchemists, as men with cyclotrons and atomic piles manufactured elements.


The philosophers of that restless age had tried the new wonder-stuff on the common facts of the universe, and Forester could sense the brief triumph they must have felt when most of their riddles seemed to vanish. The electromagnetic spectrum ran from radio waves to cosmic rays, and the mathematicians of a new physics had dreamed for a time of their own special prima materia, a unified field equation.


Forester could share the bewildered frustration of those hopeful scientists, in their inevitable defeat before a few stubborn facts which would not yield to iron. A few phenomena, as various as the binding force which contains the disruptive energy of atoms and the repulsion which thrusts galaxies apart, perversely refused to be joined in the electromagnetic system. Iron alone was not enough.


In his own quest, he had tried another key.


The prima materia he had sought was nothing material, but only understanding. His lofty goal had been just one equation, which would be the basic statement of all reality, the final precise expression of the whole nature and relation of matter and energy, space and time, creation and decay. Knowledge, he knew, was often power, but the difficulties of his pursuit had left him little time to think of what other men might do with the potent truth he hoped to find.


Iron had failed. He tried palladium. All Starmont was merely the tool he had shaped for that vast effort. The cost had been half a lifetime spent, a fortune squandered, the wasted labor and the broken hopes of many men. The final outcome was titanic disaster, as inexplicable as any failure of those first alchemists, when their crucibles of molten lead and sulphur tantalizingly didn’t turn to gold. The defeat had all but shattered him, despite the incidental knowledge he had found, and even now he couldn’t understand it.


A faint clatter from the kitchen told him now that Ruth was still at home. Glad she hadn’t gone to work, he looked at her dark-haired head smiling sedately from the photograph standing on his chest of drawers, the one she had given him not long before their marriage – five years ago, that must be, or nearly six.


Starmont had been new then, and his tremendous vision still unshattered. It was trouble in the computing section that first brought Ruth Cleveland to the observatory. He had secured a grant of military funds to pay for the battery of electronic calculators and hire a staff to run them. The section was planned to do all the routine math for the research staff as well as for the military projects to be set up later, but it began with a persistent series of expensive errors.


Ruth had been the remarkably enchanting expert sent by the instrument firm to repair the machines. Briskly efficient, she tested the equipment and interviewed the staff – the chief computer and his four assistants and the graduate astronomer in charge. She even talked with Frank Ironsmith, who was not quite twenty then, only the office boy and janitor.


‘The machines are perfect,’ she reported to Forester. ‘Your whole trouble has evidently been in the human equation. What you need is a mathematician. My recommendation is to transfer the rest of your staff, and put Mr Ironsmith in charge.’


‘Ironsmith?’ Forester remembered staring at her, his incredulous protest slowly melting into a shy approval of the fine, straight line of her nose and the clear intelligence behind her dark eyes. ‘That fresh kid?’ he muttered weakly. ‘He hasn’t a single degree.’


‘I know. He’s a prospector’s son, and he didn’t have much schooling. But he reads, and he has a mind for math.’ A persuasive smile warmed her lean loveliness. ‘Even Einstein, the mathematician back on the mother planet who first discovered atomic energy, was once just a patent office clerk. Frank told me so today.’


Forester had never suspected any unusual ability behind Ironsmith’s cheerful indolence, but the unsolved problems were piling up. The math section was as essential to his purpose as the telescope itself. Reluctantly, because Ruth would admit no choice, he agreed to try Ironsmith.


And the errors somehow ceased. As casually unhurried as when his chief tool had been a broom, that slender youth never seemed too busy to drink coffee in the cafeteria and elaborate his idle paradoxes to anybody with time enough to listen, but that mountain of undone work somehow melted away. All the preliminary problems were solved. When the Crater Supernova blazed out at last, a star of incredible promise, Forester was ready.


He and Ruth were newly married, then. He grinned wearily at her picture now, thinking how shaken he had been to find unplanned passion upsetting the neat scheme of his career, almost astonished at the remembered pain of his jealousy and desire, and his sick fear that she would choose Ironsmith.


He wondered, now that he thought of it, why she hadn’t. She had stayed at first just to teach Ironsmith to run the section, and the two had gone about together all that winter while the new telescope claimed his own nights. They were nearly the same age; Ironsmith was probably good enough looking and certainly sufficiently brilliant, and Forester felt sure he had loved her.


Perhaps the answer was Ironsmith’s indolence, his want of push and drive. He hadn’t been making enough to support her, nor had he ever even asked for a raise. She must have seen that he would never achieve anything, despite the easy glitter of his talk. Anyhow, from whatever mixture of love and respect and common prudence, she had chosen Forester, fifteen years the older and already eminent. And Ironsmith, to his relief, hadn’t seemed upset about it. That was one thing he almost liked about the easygoing youth; Ironsmith never seemed to worry over anything.


Forester had forgotten the telephone, in his wistful introspections, and now the sudden burr of it startled him unpleasantly. That uneasy expectation of disaster at the project came back to shake his thin hand as he picked up the receiver.


‘Chief?’ The troubled voice was Armstrong’s, just as he had feared. ‘Sorry to bother you, but something has come up that Mr Ironsmith says you ought to know.’


‘Well?’ He gulped uneasily. ‘What is it?’


‘Were you expecting any message by special courier?’ That competent technician seemed oddly hesitant. ‘From anybody named White?’


‘No.’ He could breathe again. ‘Why?’


‘Mr Ironsmith just called about a child asking for you at the main gate. The guard didn’t let her in, because she had no proper identification, but Mr Ironsmith talked to her. She claimed to have a confidential message from some Mr White.’


‘I don’t know any Mr White.’ For a moment he was merely grateful that this had been no Red Alert against space raiders from the Triplanet Powers, and then he asked, ‘Where’s this child?’


‘Nobody knows.’ Armstrong seemed annoyed. ‘That’s the funny part. When the guard didn’t let her in, she somehow disappeared. That’s what Mr Ironsmith says you ought to know.’


‘I don’t see why.’ It hadn’t been a Red Alert, and that was all that mattered. ‘Probably she just went somewhere else.’


‘Okay, Chief.’ Armstrong appeared relieved at his unconcern. ‘I didn’t want to bother you about it, but Ironsmith thought you ought to know.’


And they hung up.




THREE


Forester yawned and stretched, feeling better. The ringing of the telephone was certainly no proof of any psychic intuition, because it was always ringing, every time he tried to snatch any rest. An unknown child asking for him at the gate was nothing to become alarmed about, anyhow, before the occurrence or after.


He could still hear Ruth doing something in the kitchen. Baking a cake, perhaps, for she still had periodic fits of domesticity when she stayed away from the office to clean house or cook. He glanced again at the demure vivacity of her face in that old photograph, feeling a bleak regret for the emptiness of their marriage.


Nobody was to blame. Ruth had tried desperately, and he thought he had done his best. All the trouble came from that remote star in the Crater, which had already exploded, actually, long before either one of them was born. If the speed of light had been a trifle slower, it occurred to him, he might have been a doting father by now, and Ruth a contented wife and mother.


Nursing that wistful reflection, he reached absently for his slippers where Ruth had set them for him under the edge of the bed, and shuffled into the bathroom. He paused a moment before the mirror there, trying to recover some impression of himself on their wedding day. He couldn’t have been quite so skinny then, or so bald, not quite such a frowning, anxious little brown-eyed gnome. Surely he had looked happier and healthier and more human then, or Ruth would have chosen Ironsmith.


That lost self of his had been a different man, he knew, still eagerly absorbed in the quest for final truth, still confident that it existed. His place was already secure in the comfortable aristocracy of science, and the ascending path of his career looked smooth ahead. He had meant to share his life fairly with Ruth, until the project claimed him.


The first cold rays of the new star, arriving two centuries old, cut short their honeymoon and changed everything. Very young and completely serious about the rites of life, for all her brisk skill with electronic calculators, Ruth had planned the trip. They were staying at the small West Coast town where she was born, and that evening they had driven out to an abandoned lighthouse and carried their picnic basket down the cliffs to a narrow scrap of beach beneath.


‘That’s the old Dragonrock Light.’ They were sprawled on their blanket in the dusk, her dark head pillowed on his shoulder, and she was happily introducing him to her fondest childhood recollections. ‘Grandfather used to keep it, and sometimes I came down to visit –’


He saw a faint cold light on the cliffs, and turned his head and found the star. The hard violet splendor of it took his breath and brought him upright. His memory of that moment was always poignant with the cold sting and the salt taste of spray from the breakers, and the sharp smoke of damp driftwood smoldering, and Ruth’s perfume – a heavy scent called Sweet Delirium. He could still see the hard blue glitter of the star’s thin light, in her first tears.


Because she cried. She was no astronomer. She knew how to set up and operate an electronic integrator, but the Crater Supernova was just a point of light to her. She wanted to show Forester these places hallowed in her memories of childhood, and it hurt her that some silly star should interest him more than the depth of her young love.


‘But look, darling!’ Checking its position with a little pocket glass, he tried to tell her what a supernova meant. ‘I know that star from its position. Normally it’s of the eleventh magnitude – too faint to see without a powerful telescope. Now it must be about minus nine. Twenty magnitudes of change! Which means it’s a hundred million times brighter than it was a few days ago. That’s a supernova – right here in our home galaxy, just two hundred light-years away! A chance like this won’t come again, not in a thousand years!’


Wounded and silent, she was watching him and not the star.


‘Any star, our own sun, is a great atomic engine.’ He tried hard to make her see. ‘For millions and billions of years it runs normally, changing its mass into measured energy. Sometimes, adjusting its equilibrium, one flares up with heat enough to melt its planets, and then you have an ordinary nova. But a few stars go somehow – wrong. Stability fails altogether. The star explodes into perhaps a billion times its normal brightness, releases a flood of neutrinos, and completely changes its state, shrinking to become a white dwarf. The thing is an unsolved mystery – as fundamental as the sudden failure of the binding force that lets an atom split!’


The red glow of their dying fire touched warm glints in Ruth’s hair, but the thin light of the star was cold on her hurt white face, and it made hard blue diamonds of her tears.


‘Please, darling!’ He gestured eagerly at that stabbing violet point, and saw the sharp black shadow of his arm across her face. Its stellar magnitude, he thought, must be still increasing. ‘I knew that star was ripe for this,’ he told her breathlessly. ‘From its spectrum. I’ve been hoping this would happen in my lifetime. The computing section has finished the preliminary work, and I’ve special equipment ready to study it. It may tell us – everything! Please, darling –’


She yielded then, as gracefully as she could, to his more urgent passion. They left their basket and blanket forgotten on the beach, and drove hard to reach Starmont before the star had set. She went with him into the whispering gloom under the high dome, watching with an injured wonder as he toiled so frantically to set up his special spectrographs and expose his special plates while the seeing lasted.


Forester’s flash of intuition, when presently it came, was as dazzling to him as the supernova’s light. It illuminated the cause of that stellar engine’s wreck, and revealed a new geometry of the universe, and showed him a deeper meaning even in the familiar pattern of the periodic table of the elements.


In his first hot fever of perception, he thought he had seen even more. He thought he had found his own prima materia – the ultimate understanding of the fundamental stuff of nature that science had sought since science was born. All the laws of the universe, he believed at first, could be derived from his basic equation linking the rhodomagnetic and electromagnetic fields.


Trembling with a breathless weakness, he dropped and smashed the best set of plates, the ones which most unmistakably showed the spectral displacements due to the altered rhodomagnetic field which had destroyed the internal balance of the star. He broke his pen, covering yellow pages with frantic symbols. No old alchemist, seeing some chance golden glint in his cooling crucibles, had ever been more elated.


Wistfully, now, he recalled the trembling emotion which had swept him out of the observatory, coatless and hatless in the blue chill of a windy winter dawn, to hammer and shout outside the two rooms where Ironsmith lived at the computing section – the vacated offices of the discharged staff members. That sleepy youth appeared at last, and Forester thrust the hasty calculations at him.


Drunk with his imagined triumph, Forester thought the expansions and transformations of that equation would answer every question men could ask, about the beginning and the nature and the fate of all things, about the limits of space and the mechanics of time and the meaning of life. He thought he had found the long-hidden cornerstone of all the universe.


‘A rush job,’ he barked impatiently. ‘I want you to check all this work, right away – particularly this derivation for rho.’ Then Ironsmith’s yawning astonishment made him aware of the time, and he muttered apologetically, ‘Sorry to wake you.’


‘Never mind that,’ the young man told him cheerfully. ‘I was running the machines until an hour ago, anyhow, playing around with a new tensor of my own. Things like this aren’t really work to me, sir.’


Burning with impatience, Forester watched him glance indolently through the pages of hurried symbols. Ironsmith’s pink face frowned suddenly. Clucking with his tongue, he shook his sandy head. Still saying nothing, he turned with an infuriating deliberation to his keyboards and began deftly punching out paper tapes, setting up the problems in patterns of perforations the machines could read.


Too restless to wait on the murmuring, unconcerned machines, Forester went outside again, to stalk the windy lawns of Starmont like a planet-bound god. Watching the dawn turn golden on the desert, he convinced himself that his groping mind had grasped a mightier power than abided in the rising sun. For an hour he was great. Then Ironsmith came pedaling after him down a gravel walk, blinking sleepily and lazily chewing gum, to shatter all the splendor of that vision.


‘I found a little error, sir.’ Grinning with a cheery friendliness, the clerk seemed unaware of the staggering blow his words inflicted. ‘Can’t you see it, right here? Your symbol rho is irrelevant. It has no obtainable value, though everything else is correct.’


Forester tried not to show how much that hurt him. Thanking the lean youth on the bicycle, he stumbled dazedly back to his desk and vainly rechecked his work. Ironsmith was right. Rho really canceled out – the ultimate treasure of the universe, slipping away through his clutching fingers. The elusive prima materia had evaded him again.


Like the alchemists of the first world, however, whose failures had founded chemistry and made a basis for the entire science of electromagnetics, he had uncovered new knowledge. For all the finality of that crushing blunder, he had learned enough to change history and wreck his stomach and slowly blight his marriage.


He had discovered rhodomagnetics, a vast new field of physical knowledge, lying beside the old. He had failed, with the loss of that irrelevant symbol, to join it to electromagnetics, but his corrected equation still described an unsuspected energy-spectrum.


The balanced internal forces of every atom, as he since had proved, included components of both kinds of energy, even though any statement of their mutual equivalence still eluded him. And the elements of the second triad of the periodic table proved to be a key to the use of his new spectrum, a kind of imperfect philosophers’ stone, as iron and nickel and cobalt had always been to the sister energies of the electromagnetic spectrum. With rhodium and ruthenium and palladium, he unlocked the terrifying wonders of rhodomagnetics.


How had such a basic secret so long evaded all its seekers? That question had struck him often, since, because the effects of rhodomagnetism seemed obvious to him now, visible everywhere. But those effects weren’t electromagnetic; that, he always decided, must be the simple answer. The new spectrum obeyed laws of its own, and they must have been its sufficient cloak against minds trained to think only in terms of the other.


For rhodomagnetic energy was propagated with an infinite velocity, and its effects varied paradoxically with only the first power and now the square of the distance – stubborn facts which suggested, as Frank Ironsmith had casually remarked, that the time and space of orthodox physics, far from being fundamental entities in themselves, were merely incidental aspects of electromagnetic energy, special limits by which the other energy of the new spectrum was left unbounded.


Forester had eagerly hoped at first to investigate such philosophic implications of his discovery, but its ruthless flood had left him no tranquility for pure research. Sending a few more problems to Ironsmith, he soon devised the artificial means to duplicate the rhodomagnetic field he had observed in the heart of that exploding sun. With that dreadful new device, he could unbalance the rhodomagnetic component essential to the stability of all matter, and so detonate minor supernovas of his own.
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