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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


A slight bump; no more than that. I took no notice. Fresh off watch, I was more interested in a glass of milk and getting sacked up. I heard muffled shouting, and the thump of hurrying feet on the deck above. So what? Not my problem. I got my milk.


Someone clattered noisily down the steel ladder; a red, excited face was thrust in the doorway of the bright-lit mess hall.


‘Hey! The goddam drill’s bust!’


The face disappeared, eager to be first with the bad news elsewhere. I jumped up, cursing as I spilt the milk. As senior watch-keeping geologist, I could not rely on scuttlebutt. This would indeed be my problem. A broken drill, four thousand feet down in the Pacific and another two thousand feet into the rocky bottom was serious; especially as this was the last and biggest drill of the entire expedition.


Back in the IGY* someone dreamed up Project Mohole, which was quite a dream. Imagine an apple shaped like an orange. The skin represents the earth’s crust, that part on which all life, as we know it, exists. On this scale, that skin is still far too thick to be an accurate model of the crust, but it will do. It varies in depth, perhaps it is as much as twenty-five miles thick on the continents, only three miles deep in parts of the sea. Underneath this crust lies the mantle. Now there is a theory, which looks good to me, that the crust is not fixed, but actually slides around on the mantle. This theory is called Continental Drift, and suggests that there was once one large land mass, and that the continents became detached. The Euro-Asian continent went one way, the Americas another, and Africa more or less stayed where it was. This plane of junction between the crust and the mantle is called the Mohorovic Discontinuity, because a Yugoslav geologist, one Mohorovicic, thought of it first.


Project Mohole was the plan to drill down into the mantle to find out a variety of things. If this seems a strange proposition, remember that we know a whole lot more about the Moon than we do about what goes on fifteen miles under our feet, and there is a school of thought that rates it just as important.


But Mohole never got off the deck; there was not enough money. Space, the glamor stock of the science market, had most of it. A little did get through to geophysics, and a lot of small holes were drilled, mostly at sea. Oil and gas drilling pioneered the techniques, but research vessels like Caldrill refined the art. Sea drilling has a lot of advantages, not least being that you can get your drill down the first few thousand feet by just lowering it in water.


Our project, drilling here and there in the ocean bed off the West Coast, had gone well—until now. This bore, on a spur of the East Pacific Ridge, was our big one. Suffren, my boss and the head of our new Institute, needed a spectacular to drum up more money, and he suspected that this submarine mountain was not all crust, and that there was an underlying hump in the mantle. He had a very personal theory of inverted isostatic compensation which was all his own. No one else would touch it, but the derision of his fellow academics only strengthened his faith. Crudely put, isostatic compensation suggests that an overlying weight, like a heavy mountain, can dent the mantle. Suffren held that where the weight was less than average you might get a bump. This was his bump. So he was having a go without advance publicity, drilling deeper than anyone we knew about. And now this.


On the drill control deck men hurried about, cursing finely. Their squat misshapen shadows, cast by the gantry arc-lights, added weight to their diabolical language. Hieronymus Bosch could have painted this one.


Suffren was nearly frantic. His wispy hair disordered, his thick glasses flashing. He grabbed my arm and dragged me to the rail, as if we could see four thousand feet down.


‘What happened, Chief?’


He mussed his hair some more.


‘God knows! The drill was going fine, then suddenly, slack, in free spin!’ He shrugged and shifted gears neatly into a fatalistic mood which was entirely phoney. ‘Well, that’s it! The schedule allows only two more days, and the tool pusher reckons——’


He stopped, staring at the oily swell astern, black and silver under the floodlights.


Then I saw it. The smooth, rolling water was momentarily broken; a roughly circular patch appeared, its surface disturbed, streaked. Almost as quickly it vanished. As I watched the spot, another disturbance appeared on the periphery of my vision, and as I watched, it too disappeared. Suffren’s grip on my arm tightened painfully. He was cursing quietly.


‘My eyes! Hell and damnation—I can’t see properly! What is it?’


Before I could answer, a shout from further aft showed that someone else had seen it.


Butch, a tough Texan who had graduated from his native oil fields via sea drilling rigs to us, ambled towards us, helmet pushed back.


‘Well,’ he drawled in his tired voice, ‘guess we hit somethin’——’


‘What?’


Butch hitched his belt over a comfortable stomach. ‘Gas, Prof., Gas.’


‘Gas,’ muttered Suffren, half to himself.


‘Yeah,’ said Butch, ‘an’ if you have no objection I’d kinda like to get back what I can of the string, and right soon.’ He eyed Suffren with faint amusement. ‘Reckon we should git off this patch a mite fast. Mebbe there ain’t enough to make a real bang, but if that should be methane, we could have ourselves a torch under our ass!’


Suffren frowned. ‘Most unlikely. The seismic readings gave no hint——’


‘Mister, the readings may be swell, but they don’t alter the situation none.’ He glanced meaningly over the side.


It seemed to me that the disturbances were larger, more frequent.


‘Yes, you’re right.’ Suffren shrugged. ‘I want those cores. Recover what you can, and ease the ship away.’


The tool pusher nodded, gave his pants another hitch and rolled aft, his hard brazen voice bawling at his crew.


I relaxed slightly as we moved away from the disturbed water. Suffren had gone to consult with the captain. Gleaming sections of drill slid up from the sea, gears ground, auxiliary motors screamed, men shouted. We’d been unlucky; that was all there was to it. I yawned, tired, went below and turned in: to hell with it!


Outside our puny patch of light the gas bubbles welled up into the black night, and grew …


It was around eight-thirty when I was shaken, none too gently.


‘Come on, Mitch! Suffren wants you up top—soon!’


Cursing sleepily, I scrambled out of my bunk and into some clothes and made my way on deck. A fine morning, with little breeze and a haze that promised heat to come. Suffren was leaning on the rail, staring with profound gloom at the sea around fifty yards off our quarter. I woke up quite quickly.


There was a circular patch, about ten yards across, which heaved and seethed like water boiling in a gigantic pan.


Suffren barely acknowledged my arrival; he spoke as if we had never left the deck. ‘Can’t understand it, Mitch. The seismic traverses——’ He went on about P and S readings and generally proved that what we were watching couldn’t happen. He was trying out his report on me. By inclination, I’m a petrologist rather than a seismologist, which means I’m more interested in rocks than bouncing sound waves through them, but I did my best.


‘It’s not your fault, Chief. We’re breaking new ground, working at this depth. There must be many unknown factors which could upset your calculations. These geophones are very new; they could have let you down. I reckon we’ve hit an anticline, blown a small pocket of gas——’


‘I had already reached that conclusion!’ He spoke with savage acidity. Clearly I was not much comfort. ‘We’ve got a sample.’ He simmered down fractionally. ‘We’ll soon know if it is methane.’


‘If it is, the chances are you’ve got yourself the deepest oil well in the world!’ I meant well, but it only got me a half-choked snarl. His mind was still dickering with that report. For a time we stood silent, watching. Then the same thought occurred to us both. Suffren got in first. He was a lot less aggressive.


‘You know, Mitch, the point that puzzles me about that patch is its smallness, observing the depth. I’d expect bubbles to come up over a much larger area.’


‘Me too. I suppose …’ I stopped. It struck me as an improbable theory.


Suffren creaked round to regard me through his thick glasses. He looked like a highly intelligent toad. ‘Go on—I may be ahead of you.’


‘We made a small hole, just a few inches in diameter, in something which must be mighty tough if it broke that drill——’


‘If,’ he interjected. ‘I am beginning to think that drill was blown out, not broken.’


Okay, but it comes to the same thing,’ I said. ‘Either way it must be incredibly tough, unfaulted strata; tough enough to break the drill, or tough enough to withstand the pressure which could blow a drill—and that’s my main point. The small diameter of that patch may mean that the gas is jetting up like a steel bar for quite a long way—for most of the way, in fact—allowing little time for the bubbles, when formed, to drift much.’


Suffren nodded. ‘And you are amazed by the pressure that would need, allowing for the overlying four thousand feet of water. Right?’


‘Right.’ We both lapsed into silence.


‘Morning, Professor—morning, Mitch!’


I turned to greet the new arrival on our piece of rail with some pleasure. Doctor Jakobsen, our medical officer, was a recent acquisition. Our regular doctor had been, ironically, his own first patient when he slipped down a ladder and broke his leg before we had cleared the Golden Gate. We’d returned, landed him, and picked up the only replacement we could find ready—and willing—at such short notice. The replacement was Jakobsen; Doctor Bette Helga Jakobsen.


I don’t know how they make out in Russian ships with female crew members, but a woman like this can be a terrible distraction in an American ship.


Around five feet six, twenty-five and perhaps one hundred and ten pounds, she was a nicely proportioned blonde. Her thick, corn-gold hair was drawn severely back in a pony tail, accentuating a fine oval face which was not so much pretty as beautiful. Her usual expression was solemn and a little defensive, and there was an alert wariness in her manner that warned men to keep their distance. I was doing well with her because, unlike some, I had heeded that warning.


But when she smiled, the transformation was magical. That firm mouth would soften, those blue eyes which could be as cold as the bottom of a fjord would sparkle, and for the recipient the sun shone. Personally, I reckoned that smile gave her an unfair advantage over her fellow doctors. Any male patient who failed to respond would surely be in a very bad way indeed.


‘Hi, Doc!’ I remembered I had not shaved lately and that, dressing hastily, I was not all that well buttoned up.


Suffren was a lot less enthusiastic. Age and his intense devotion to work made him fireproof, but he was well aware of the impact she had upon his staff and that he resented, particularly where I was concerned. I was his chief assistant and that, he told me often, should make a difference; but it didn’t. He muttered something about the gas sample and left, radiating disapproval.


‘Trouble, Mitch?’


Coming from an attractive blonde, that remark was acceptable—just.


‘You might say that.’


I explained briefly. She listened intently, looking rather solemn. A few soft strands of hair had got loose, and I had a terrible urge to touch, to restore them …


‘What happens now?’


‘That’s up to Suffren, but our schedule and resources won’t allow us to drill again. I guess we’ll recover what we can, and hightail it for San Francisco. I’m sorry we don’t have longer——’


She ducked that one, and pointed a slim ringless hand at the patch. ‘And that?’


‘Depends. If it’s methane, we’ll probably light it and leave it. We’re well off shipping lanes, so it can’t do any harm. Just burn itself out in a week or so. It’s happened before; Suffren’s just burned up because his seismic readings let him down. It’s nothing much.’


Twenty-four hours later we were heading back. Rather surprisingly, the gas had turned out to be nitrogen; which was a relief, for there was no question of firing it. We had got a lot of the drill back but only a few feet of core, mainly sedimentary ooze. Suffren was like a wounded mountain bear. Mostly we kept out of his way.


I was a little happier. Earlier bores had yielded a lot of core, and examination of this material would keep me busy for months. Our new institute, located on the outskirts of San Francisco, was conveniently close to Bette—we’d got that far—who was buying a share of a group practice in the City. Afloat, Suffren reckoned he had bought his staff for twenty-four hours a day. Ten minutes quiet relaxation with Bette, and I got that baleful myopic stare. Ashore it would be different.


We radioed the Navy, giving the location of our foul-up. They promised aerial surveillance, and that was that. The first ten days in harbor were very busy. As soon as we docked, Suffren disappeared in a cloud of dust to raise his own particular brand of hell in the Institute, leaving me to organize the transhipment back to base of stores and equipment, some of it as temperamental as a ballet dancer. There was also the little matter of several thousand feet of refrigerated core in forty foot lengths to be got out, delivered undamaged and racked in order, in the Institute’s cold store. It was quite a game, and Suffren got near his twenty-four-hour target. I still lived aboard, shuttling back and forth to the cold store and the lab, when I was not in the ship’s refrigeration compartment; and when I slept, I dreamed of cores.


Socially, I rang Bette’s number twice, and both times she was out. On the tenth night we had the job pretty well licked, and after supper I sank gratefully into my bunk, bent on catching up on my sleep. I did fine until three a.m., and then Suffren phoned.


I was to dress, pack, and get ready for sea. There was no real rush; the Navy boat coming to collect me would not arrive for at least fifteen minutes. As abruptly as ever, he rang off. For ten seconds I stared at the handset, and then I got moving.


Suffren never kidded.




Two


I am from Kansas farming stock, though some unknown genetic quirk had always dragged me to the sea, but forty minutes later, when I was scrambling up the side of a destroyer, the attraction was very thin.


My bag was grabbed, and I was hustled up to the bridge. Up forrard the anchor cable clanked, the deck vibrated, and the sad, shrill call of the bosun’s pipe sounded tinnily in the loudspeakers.


On the bridge I was pushed into a corner and told to wait. A shadowy figure thrust a mug of Navy coffee—which is the same as shore-side coffee, only four times stronger and ten times sweeter—into my chill but grateful hands. I sipped, watching the smooth, efficient ritual of a Navy ship going to sea.


We slid out, under the bridge, the shore lights dimming with distance and rain. Our bows lifted easily to the swell, and I looked astern at those lights with a rich variety of thoughts chasing across my mind. I thought of Bette and my broken sleep and upset plans. Above all, I wondered what the hell Suffren and the USN thought they were up to and I spared time to feel somewhat sorry for myself.


‘Mr. Grant? I’d be obliged if you’d come down to my cabin.’


Clear of harbor, the captain was now free. I followed him down one deck to his sea-cabin. He waved me to the only chair, sat down himself on his bunk, and by way of hospitality produced a pack of cigarettes.


‘It’ll save time if you read this.’ He passed me a crumpled teletype.


‘EMBARK ONE PASSENGER NAME GRANT AND SAIL FORTHWITH AT BEST ECONOMICAL SPEED FOR POSN TWO ONE ZERO TANGO TANGO TWENTYFIVE PAREN FURTHER ORDERS FOLLOW’


A lot of things fell into place. ‘I begin to get the idea.’ I looked at the chart on the bulkhead. ‘Can you show me this position?’


He stood up and stabbed at the chart with one finger. ‘There.’


‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘I know all right.’


‘I’m glad,’ his smile was unconvincing, ‘perhaps you can tell me?’


I did. All about our drilling and the gas strike.


For a moment he was silent, smoking his cigarette. ‘Have you any idea why they want you there in such a hurry?’


‘Can’t imagine.’ I shook my head. ‘Hell, I’m only the chief assistant, Professor Suffren is the boss man——’


‘Yes.’ Clearly the captain was not interested in personalities. ‘I know Tuscarora was ordered to this area around twelve hours back…’ He shrugged. ‘Well, speculation is a waste of time. We’ll be told soon enough.’ He picked up a phone. ‘Send a messenger to my cabin.’ As he replaced the handset he smiled briefly, like his output was metered and chargeable. ‘Get some sleep while you can. The exec, will fix you up.’ He waved the teletype at me. ‘One thing; do not discuss this with anyone, it is graded SECRET.’


That was a new idea to me.


In the Navy it is all go, and it seemed that I’d hardly shut my eyes than someone was shaking me. I woke up, sat up, and banged my skull on the deckhead. I swore and clambered gingerly out. The movement was more lively now, and the racket from the propellers was deafening. It was eight-thirty. My guide waited while I dressed, which meant I put my shoes on, then led me back through the labyrinthine, bright-lit bowels of the ship to the bridge.


It was an uninviting morning, gray sky, a brisk wind throwing plenty of spray around as we plunged into the rising sea.


The captain was sitting in a high chair clamped to the deck. He nodded and handed me another despatch.


‘DOCTOR GRANT IS TO BE TRANSHIPPED BY YOUR HELO TO TUSCARORA AS SOON AS PRACTICABLE’


‘Jesus!’ I said with considerable feeling. ‘They’re really pushing me around!’


I got a brief, cold smile. ‘You certainly seem to be highly regarded, Doctor.’ He cast a quick glance at the heaving green-gray sea. ‘We’ll fly you off quite soon. You’ll get there a lot quicker. We’ve established contact with Tuscarora. We’ll have to winch you down to her.’ He took the prospect very calmly.


‘Now look, Captain! I’m getting pretty tired of all this! I’m a civilian—I don’t see——’


‘Neither do I, Doctor. All I know is that a large and expensive destroyer with a tight schedule is diverted to ferry one man. You may not like it, but right now this ship, all four thousand tons of her, and three hundred men is way off track to transport you! I don’t like it either, but we both have to do as we are told.’ He turned away, and dismissed me from his mind. ‘Take Doctor Grant down to the wardroom for breakfast.’


Halfway through the meal I was brought another teletype. I was beginning to dislike those bits of paper.


‘CONFIDENTIAL PERSONAL FOR GRANT FROM SUFFREN STOP AERIAL SURVEY REPORTS EXTENSION OF LEAK STOP STUDY AND REPORT SITUATION DAILY FOR WEEK OR MORE IF YOU CONSIDER DESIRABLE STOP FULL FACILITIES IN SHIP FOR YOU SONAR SOUNDER ETC CODEWORD SARAH ALL REPORTS CONFIDENTIAL GOOD LUCK SUFFREN’


I stared at that ‘if you consider desirable’. A sop to my vanity? Not that it was much help; frankly, I was too busy being terrified at the idea of dangling on a wire from that helo. I read the message again. Crazy name, SARAH! Suddenly I hated everything and everybody. Suffren, the captain, even Bette, but most of all Suffren. All right for them, I was the Joe … The destroyer rolled a little more, a plate slid and smashed, the weather was not getting any better. I finished my breakfast—it was practically my only consolation that I am a good sailor—and sank into an armchair and tried to think scientifically of SARAH, but without notable success, my mind kept reverting to that damned helo.


‘Doctor Grant?’ A big, cheery lieutenant sat down beside me. ‘My name’s Fiedler. Among other things, I’m aircraft safety officer. Ever flown in a chopper?’


I shook my head.


‘Nothing to it! ’ He confided with suspicious heartiness. ‘But the USN has regulations—oh boy, do we have regulations!’


He got no sympathy from me.


He pressed on. ‘We’ll fix you up with all the gear—you know,’ he said enticingly, ‘survival suit, lifebelt, dinghy pack, but you have to know the drill—what to do when you ditch——’


‘What d’you mean, when?’


‘Okay,’ he said easily, ‘if she goes down. First thing is; don’t panic. The crewman will have the door open. Let her settle—you’ll do no good trying to get out with half the Pacific getting in. Just wait; when the first rush of water stops, break loose from your harness—I’ll show you that—and get out. Simple! Watch out for the rotor blades, inflate your life belt, and when clear, your dinghy. Stay near the helo. Okay?’


I found my voice at last. ‘You make this sound like a daily event!’


‘Hell, no! We ain’t lost a chopper yet—not from this ship, anyway.’ He gave me a big, wide grin.


I could have hit him—in theory.


‘Come along to the aircrew ready room,’ he made it sound like a night club, ‘in half-hour, and I’ll fix you up. Bring your grip. Don’t want to keep the old man waiting when he decides to launch.’


‘You mean I’m going that soon?’ My heart was pumping hard.


‘Around an hour’s time, I guess.’ He heaved his bulk out of the chair, gave me a final grin. ‘See you!’


Half-hour later I was in the ready room, and met my pilot, which did me no good. He looked every bit of nineteen, going on nineteen-and-one-half.


‘Hi!’


I tried a sickly grin. My big pal was there, and in ten minutes I was dressed fit to land on the moon. Thick survival suit, boots, helmet with visor, throat microphone, more zips and cords than I imagined possible, and then I was loaded with a lifebelt with air bottle, a dinghy pack also with air bottle and God knows what else. I began to see where the taxes went. The instructions went on and on. Finally my chum said with great carelessness, ‘Got all that, Doc?’


I could only nod miserably.


‘Fine—well, just sign this, willya?’ A long form appeared by magic. ‘Pure formality. Just says you acknowledge you’ve been instructed in survival drill. Regulations—you know.’


I signed.


‘How long will it take?’ I didn’t care if they did see I was scared, I was a geologist, not a professional hero.


‘’Bout hundred and fifty miles. Bit under two hours with this wind—assuming we find Tuscarora straight off, which is unlikely, with Ed here navigating!’ The pilot poked a playful elbow in the ribs of a hitherto silent figure, also engrossed in the chart. He looked up, and my over-worked heart took a deeper dip. Another high-school face.


Navy helo’s do not take off straight up. They lift off a few feet, heel about sixty degrees and shoot off sideways. Strapped firmly to my seat, I caught a momentary glimpse of the destroyer’s deck where the horizon should have been and after one tight turn we set off. We climbed, wave motion ceased, and the swell congealed.


My state of mind was not improved by the clipped, laconic chat on the intercom. I tried to block it out, and found myself rehearsing the ditching drill, one hand gripping the quick release clasp on my harness. Somehow, time passed … After an age, I heard the welcome voice of the operator in Tuscarora calling us, reassuringly loud. The pilot answered, and we began to let down. Below, the slight overcast was thickening.


‘Remain on your present heading. Let down to five hundred. Pay strict attention to my orders.’ The voice was harsh, metallic. ‘You are not repeat not to get northwest of me.’ The voice softened to the grimly facetious. ‘Not if you want to stay in business.’


‘Roger.’ We were in, then through the overcast. The pilot spoke on the intercom. ‘What’s so tough about that sector, Ed?’


‘It looks mighty thick that way,’ answered Ed. There was a pause, then, ‘Ker-ist! What the hell’s that?’


The shocked young voice did me no good at all. The pilot did not reply for a moment, then he spoke to me.


‘Doc, I’ll weave right. Take a look out of your left-hand window.’


I leaned across as the machine changed course. Beads of moisture flicked across the glass. Held by my harness, I only got a glimpse, but that was enough.


Mist obscured much, but ten, maybe twelve miles off I had a fleeting vision of concentric rings of waves spreading out from a hidden center, and from that rose a column, white to pearly-gray. There was no time for more; I was left with an impression of vast size, SARAH had grown up. I gulped, my mind staggered; I even forgot about my impending departure from the helo. We turned back on course.


‘Waddya make of that, Doc?’ The pilot really wanted to know.


I gulped again. ‘Didn’t see much, but I sure agree with Tuscarora!—stay clear!’


Suddenly we were a lot lower, the waves were moving again, the crewman moved across and sat on the floor, his legs dangling casually in space.


‘This is it, Doc. Unplug your intercom, jack, get out of your seat harness and the dinghy pack, and get down beside the crewman—he’ll see you down, don’t worry. Good luck with your baby!’


I managed to croak my thanks. The crewman grinned at me and passed a padded loop under my armpits. He lifted the edge of my helmet and shouted in my ear. ‘Hold the wire, keep your feet together. It’s a bit windy—I’ll come down with you to steady you!’


Things happened fast and I had no time to get extra scared. Tuscarora suddenly slid sideways underneath us, and forty feet below. A bang on the shoulder, I took a deep breath and stepped off into space, and hung, rotating slowly. The crewman negligently stepped off, holding the wire above my head, wrapping his legs round my waist, and down we went. The noise was colossal, the scream of the engines, the vicious whistling of the rotors combined to block any idea of what conditions were like below. Then we were hanging six feet above the deck, and the deck was heaving. With great skill the pilot got into step with the rise and fall of the ship’s stern, my feet touched the deck, instantly the wire slackened. Feverishly I scrambled out of my suit, tumbling it all into a bag held by a seaman. The crewman had been up for my grip, and we exchanged bags. He gave me a boyish grin, slipped one foot into the loop, waved, and was whisked up, the machine climbing at the same time. High school kids! Mentally, I apologized.


I turned, grappled with new problems, faces. I was cold, shoeless, and the wind was strong, the motion lively. An oilskinned figure led me below where I dug out my shoes.


‘The captain would like to see you.’


This one was different. Short, tubby, and, I felt, the life and soul of a party ashore. Just now, in his cabin, he did not look excessively happy. His face, wind-tanned up to the forehead, was set and business-like.


‘Sit down, Doctor.’ People dropping out of the sky was everyday stuff to him. ‘Did you see SARAH?’


‘I had a glimpse.’


‘Let me lay it out for you. This is a Coastguard cutter. We were heading for ’Frisco, and I get ordered here. Later there is a despatch saying you are coming and that you are to be afforded all facilities.’ He thought about that for a while, then went on, ‘this is a high endurance ship, Doctor. We can stay at sea for forty days. Right now we’re on Day Ten; how long we stay out is up to you.’ He tried to keep surprise out of his voice. ‘So what goes from here on in is your problem, except that you must clearly understand I will not hazard my ship, and that if we get eyeball to eyeball, I win. Okay?’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Now let me tell you my situation, Captain.’ And I did. He mellowed considerably, and ordered coffee.


‘What d’you want to do, Doctor?’


‘I guess the first thing is to take a look—get a general picture.’ Events had gone too fast for me to digest my glimpse of SARAH. I needed time.


‘Right.’ For the first time he grinned. ‘I don’t envy you your assignment, Doctor Grant. Navy and Coastguard, I’ve been pounding the sea for thirty years, but I’ve never seen anything like this!’




Three


I gulped my coffee, got some life back in my frozen feet, and followed the captain to the bridge. He gave a brief order, and slowly we swung round, rolling, and headed towards SARAH.


For a long, long time I stared in completely unscientific awe and amazement. My airborne glimpse had been no preparation for this.


From the mist-shrouded center rose a column which I estimated to be between six and seven hundred feet high and at least fifty feet in diameter. From the invisible base, with its plinth of rolling mist, radiated the waves, six to eight feet high, waves that spread outwards with uncanny regularity. The top of the column disappeared into the thin overcast, the whole brightly luminous in the sun. Slowly we edged towards the center, rolling heavily, and I became conscious of something else.


In the enclosed bridge, with its background noise of engines, fans, and all the rest, there was a new sound. It must have been there all the time. Maybe I was still recovering from the helo noise, but however it was, now I heard it.


The captain took my arm. ‘Come out on the wing of the bridge.’ Out there, it really hit me.


I can only liken it to a waterfall, yet the sound was deeper, more menacing. More than anything else, that sound conveyed a sense of SARAH’S enormous, elemental power.


I clung to the bridge rail and stared fascinated as we plunged and rolled, broadside on in the unnatural, regular waves. The sheer spectacle almost mesmerized me. Finally I got a grasp on myself, aware that I was expected to do something. Me! A puny human, utterly helpless, yet instrumental in releasing this fantastic djinn from his deep-buried bottle … a djinn twice as tall as a Saturn/Apollo rocket…


I nodded at the captain and headed back to the relative quiet of the wheelhouse.


‘Any cameras aboard?’


‘Sure! Two or three of the crew have taken movies already.’


‘Fine!’ I tried to appear confident. ‘I’d be glad if all the film and stills could be loaned to me, and as soon as possible, I’d appreciate it if the photographers made a note of the time and date they took their pictures.’


‘I’ll fix that.’ The captain was listening, but I noticed that most of the time he had his eyes firmly stuck on SARAH.


‘And could you fix for a couple of the better photographers to take more shots and movies at regular intervals—say every four hours—noting our position, relative to SARAH?’ I was warming up. ‘Does the radar pick it up?’


‘Take a look,’ he said simply.


The trace swept swiftly round and round, a thin pencil of green light on the scan. The captain changed the range scale and pointed. ‘There.’


As the trace moved over the spot he indicated, a faint, luminous blob appeared, fading almost to nothing before the scanner came round again.


‘It’s not much of a signal,’ the captain said. ‘We reckon this response is from the broken water at the center—there’s mighty little from the gas itself.’


‘I’m no expert,’ I said, very truthfully, ‘but I haveta make sure we’re getting all there is out of that picture—I don’t expect you intend going much closer.’


‘That is so, Doctor,’ he said dryly. ‘What more do you expect to get from the radar?’


‘Well, maybe we can get a better idea of the diameter. Maybe there is some unusual feature——’


‘Jesus Christ! The whole goddam thing——’ The captain broke off, angry. I realized he was, if not scared, deeply uneasy. I passed up on that.


‘This is the largest scale?’


‘It’s the shortest, yes.’ He glanced at the scan. ‘And I’m not going closer.’ His gaze reverted to SARAH.


‘Look at that blob again, Captain. I know all this is way out of anyone’s experience, but do you have any ideas about it? For instance, it seems to me that the periphery of the blob is brighter than the center.’


He reluctantly shifted to the scan. ‘Yes,’ he admitted, ‘it sure is!’ He looked up and barked at a lookout, ‘Pass the word for Grimaldi! ’ He explained, ‘He’s our radar king, and has seen as much as any of us. There’s something——’


‘What?’


He shook his head. ‘No—I’d rather have Grimaldi’s opinion first. I could be wrong.’ To settle the matter he turned away, and resumed his watch on SARAH.


Grimaldi was a bright-eyed, quick little man, dapper and clean—even for a sailor. ‘You want me, Cap’n?’


‘Yeah. Take a good look at the scan, Joe.’


Joe peered at the tube, played with a knob or two, raised his eyes to the white deckhead for inspiration, then returned to the scan.


‘It’s changed, sir. I’d say the center is bigger than it was a coupla hours back—and we’re getting a better response from the edge, and less from the middle.’


‘Yeah,’ the captain nodded agreement.


‘Do you have any ideas on that, Joe?’ I asked.


He did not scratch his head; that would disarrange his hair, but he got close to it.


‘Hard to say, but I figure it this way; when I first saw it, we had a patch of broken water around thirty feet across. That would be twelve hours back. Right now, I’d say there is a ring of even more broken water, and that it’s fifty, mebbe sixty feet across——’ He stopped.


I prodded gently. ‘Go on, Joe.’


‘Well, I know it sounds kinda crazy, but it looks like there’s a hole in the middle, some of the time.’


The captain was nodding again.


‘Thanks, Joe. I’d appreciate it if you’d write down your observations while they’re fresh in your mind—times, ranges, if you can remember them—and keep the log going. Okay, Captain?’


‘Sure! Okay, Joe.’


‘Let’s take another look, Captain.’ Outside I had to raise my voice against the dull, deep-throated roar of SARAH. ‘If you and Joe are right, that jet has enough force to break clean through four thousand feet of water!’ Even with the evidence, I could not believe it. Again I was fascinated. ‘Well, one thing’s for sure : it can’t go on.’


The captain’s eyes probed mine. ‘No?’


We hauled off five or six miles; the captain ordered a triangular track centered on SARAH and we began plugging round. Once under way, the rolling eased to reasonable proportions.


I had been assigned a trim and clean cabin in the bridge superstructure. One bright spot was my forethought in packing two bottles of bourbon. Navy ships are dry, and I had no great hopes for the USCG either. I was an unrepentant civilian; if they wanted to play battleships, that was up to them.


I poured myself a tot and stretched out on the bunk and tried to sort over my problems. Suffren had shown a fair amount of confidence in sending me, and the authorities must have been more than slightly upset to give a blank cheque to a civilian. On the other hand, what did that cheque amount to? Sending a destroyer a bit off course, a helo flight, and free board and lodging in a coastguard cutter—which would have to be there anyway. That was deflating; I tried another one. Why the secrecy? Could be that a boob like this would do the US image no good. There are plenty delighted to knock the US …


All this was academic stuff; my real problem was much nearer home. I was the ‘expert’, the bright boy. No one expected me to stop SARAH, but the onus was on me to find out, if possible, what had happened and to collect all the data I could. First question : what had happened? That, I felt, was relatively easy. Despite the seismic, magnetic, and sonar survey, we had drilled into the gas pocket on top of an anticline. Gas in this situation is not unusual; oil-men spend their lives looking for just this sort of formation. The big difference was that instead of methane/oil, we had hit a highly concentrated pocket of nitrogen, and thinking of that pillar jetting up into the sky, I for one was very glad. Had it been methane, the flame would be best part of a thousand feet high. It might be dangerous not to light it, but ignition would have been a hair-raising task.


But it was not methane. Nitrogen, a nice harmless gas, but quite outside my experience or knowledge in this setting. And there was the other point : pressure. In geophysics, pressure is expressed in kilobars. One is roughly equal to a thousand atmospheres. Pressure increases with depth; man’s scratching around on the earth’s crust does not get much further—and not often that far—than the twenty kilobar point. In the core, the molten center of our world, pressure may be more than one thousand five hundred kb.


Our particular pinprick might have run into the five to ten kb zone, but for sure this was a lot more. How much, I could only guess wildly, but if I collected the right data, the people ashore might come up with a fair estimate. Looking at the bottom of my empty glass, I plumped for something over thirty kb. The only other point was the size of the gas pocket driving SARAH; that was real guesswork …


I could only record all possible data and wait for the pressure to ease; once that had begun to drop, we’d be over the worst. It began to look simple. I poured another tot while I mentally roughed out a program of bathythermograph readings, echosounding sea bed checks, sonar probes of the submarine column, and air-sampling. With a self-satisfied toast and smirk at myself in the mirror, I finished my drink, and then it was time for chow.


During the meal I learned that although the cutter had an oceanographical lab, no scientist was at present carried—in fact, I had his cabin. Afterwards the exec, showed me the lab. and invited me to make myself at home. I eyed the equipment with interest, but hadn’t the heart to tell him that most of it meant nothing to me. Still, it was a fine place to work, and with it I found went a Petty Officer and two enlisted men, all trained in hydrography. For an hour I planned on paper what I wanted, turned it over to the PO to translate into action, and went back to the bridge.


The captain had evidently decided that I was not going to be difficult, and greeted me cheerfully. I guessed that the strain I had seen earlier varied in direct proportion to our proximity to SARAH.


‘Just in time, Doc, we’re coming on to the downwind leg. Should give a new angle on it.’


I joined the captain on the wing of the bridge, and asked him if we could take air samples, but the answer was negative. I made a mental note to pass this one to Suffren to fix with Navy aviation.


Astern, the late afternoon sun was low in a clear sky. If possible, SARAH, eight miles off, looked even more impressive. The sunlit side of the column was brilliant white, shading to slate gray on its opposite side, its top merging into the overcast stretching downwind.


We were moving slowly, a little less than four knots, bare steerage way. Apart from a slight swell from the southeast, blanketed by SARAH’S waves which had us rolling rhythmically, the sea was calm. I borrowed a cigar off the captain and lit up; I was beginning to enjoy this assignment, the human mind soon acclimatizes itself, and I found that even the majestic, awful beauty of SARAH did not fully hold my thoughts. Bette was there; my vanity hoped she would be impressed by my position and responsibility. I puffed away, regarding SARAH like a Texan watching the first oil well in his back yard.


The captain noticed it first. He straightened up from the rail, mashed his cigar in the deep brass ashtray. He pushed back his cap.


‘Godalmighty—it’s hot!’ Unease had returned to his voice. ‘Like a steam bath!’


Right then I could have kicked myself. That mist I had assumed was composed of fine particles of water, the shattered debris of the thundering jet, and that the overcast was due to slight temperature change and water vapor. Now I knew that basal mist was steam… The gas, heated by the enormous pressure that had held it, was making the sea boil… I was debating whether to admit my surprise or cover up—hell, I was the ‘expert’—when the captain spoke.


‘Doc,’ his words came haltingly, with difficulty. I looked up sharply. ‘D’you—notice—anything—else?’


His mouth was open, sweat poured from his face, he was breathing hard, like a man who has walked up four floors.


And then I found that I too was panting, my heart was thumping, and I was near sick with fear.




Four


The captain was far quicker than I. He swung on his heel, looking aft at the twin stacks. In place of the shimmer of heat, a growing cloud of black, oily smoke rolled lazily astern.


Panting, his eyes staring, he pushed past me into the wheelhouse. His movement freed me from my frozen state, and I followed. Those few steps had me gasping.


One glance at the officer of the watch and the helmsman was enough for the captain; they were in no better state.


He croaked, his voice thin yet urgent. ‘Steer one zero five-full speed!’


The engine room phone howled. The officer of the watch had staggered to the engine control console and stabbed at a button. Slowly, like a man wading in molasses, he made it to the phone. ‘Bridge—engine room!’ He clung to the side of the bridge, his eyes fixed on our swinging bows. ‘Right. Get him—sick bay.’ He dropped the phone; it dangled, banging on the side of the console.


‘Man collapsed in engine room, sir—heat …’ He could not go on.


‘Crap!’ gasped the captain. He lurched towards his high chair.


By now I had guessed the answer. On the lee side of SARAH there was a downdraft or eddy, millions of cubic feet of nitrogen had poured down on us, diluting the oxygen content of the air. It was as if we had suddenly been lifted fifteen thousand feet up a mountain, and the black smoke was proof. With the reduced oxygen content, the balance between fuel and air was upset, resulting in incomplete combustion. That smoke was unburned fuel oil.


The captain slumped into his chair and grabbed his microphone.


‘Now—hear this!’ He paused, gasping. ‘Captain speaking. Reduce all activity—to minimum—and wait!’


We were gathering speed. A high pitched whine showed that the gas turbines, fired from the bridge console, were boosting our speed to nearly thirty knots.


‘Speed?’


Discipline held the near collapsing watch officer. With a great effort he straightened up from the console. ‘Sixteen—rising—sir!’ The helmsman was hunched over the wheel: without its support he would have fallen.


The alteration of course was a short cut to the up-wind side of SARAH. We would pass closer to it, but that had to be accepted. Tuscarora rolled and pitched sickeningly as we gathered speed, slamming across the waves.


With one particularly heavy roll, I lost my frail grip, half-staggered, half-fell out of the door, ending up bent over the rail on the starboard wing. I hung on gasping, my mouth dry, filled with a taste of hot brass. Volumes of smoke billowed astern, but even as I watched it began to thin, the griping pains in my chest eased, my head began to clear. The motion was awful, the ship banging, jolting like a sled on cobblestones, but we were drawing away from that deadly zone. We were clear, as quickly as that.


Half-hour later I was on my back on my bunk, depressed, and sharing a good deal of the captain’s unease. Once clear, there had been a wonderful feeling of exhilaration and victory; life was good, the air like champagne. The OOW slapped the helmsman on the back, told the lad he had done a fine job—which he had—the lookouts grinned and wise-cracked. Only the captain was unmoved, sitting silent and thoughtful, oblivious to my congratulations on his fast thinking. Then reaction set in.


This had been no victory, only a mighty close shave. If the concentration had been a little higher, if we had been in it a little longer, if the captain had not been quite so grippy … Somehow, I realised I was not quite so proud of my civilian status … We had been very lucky; a lot of fouled-up paintwork, one man with a scalp wound, achieved when he collapsed. That was all. So easily we could have been a live ship with a dead crew, careering on until the ship struck the West coast …


Turning over, I caught sight of the first batch of bathy readings. It reminded me that, whatever, I should be earning my com. I got out a report for Suffren.


‘SUFFREN FROM GRANT SARAH NOW FIVE HUNDRED FOOT COLUMN AND HOT SUGGEST THIRTY PLUS KILOBARS NO SIGN YET OF RECESSION STOP WAVE HEIGHT MAY BE BEST INDEX OF POWER CURRENTLY SIX TO SEVEN FEET AT TWO MILES


‘2 PROGRAM OF BATHY READINGS SEA BED PROFILES IN HAND NO FACILITIES FOR AIR SAMPLING SUGGEST YOU FIX URGENTLY WITH NAVY


‘3 DANGEROUS CONCENTRATION PROBABLY LOCAL POCKET ENCOUNTERED DOWNWIND AT EIGHT MILES


‘4 FILMS AND STILLS ARRANGED’


I took this masterpiece along to the captain’s cabin. He was in his shirtsleeves, also slaving over a signal blank. He read my effort in silence, added the word SECRET in careful capitals, and inserted the usual Service jargon-ridden address.


‘Glad you dropped by, Doctor. I’m drafting one—from another angle. My job basically is the safety of shipping; fortunately, we’re well clear of shipping routes, otherwise we could have quite a situation. If you’ve any views on that side, I’d be glad of them.’


I hadn’t, and this was obviously no great surprise to him. He was proposing a ban on all shipping within fifty miles radius of SARAH, which struck me as adequate. The signals were sent for despatch, and the captain concentrated on our personal situation.


‘I didn’t care that much for our experience this afternoon—we might not be so lucky the next time. Do you reckon we might get the same effect in other sectors?’


‘No—I don’t think so. Eddy effects—if that is what it was—seem most probable on the lee side of the column; but if the nitrogen, slowing down and cooling, hits a particularly cold air layer, it might splash down all round, like a fountain. I’m not a met. specialist, but I think the windward side the safest. Still air conditions would be different.’


He nodded, staring hard at me as if to asses the value of my opinion. ‘Yeah, that seems reasonable. I’ve asked for advice, but for tonight I intend keeping a good ten miles to windward, patrolling on a flattened V course, which will give pretty good radar coverage of the area.’ He pushed the cigar box my way.


I took one, smiled. ‘Let’s hope the wind does not change.’


His answering grin was only skin deep. ‘If it does, we’ll be all to hell and gone out of this sector! As a precaution, I’ve ordered our diver’s breathing apparatus to be stowed on the bridge. We’re lucky in this class of cutter, we can control the engines from up there, and as long as the OOW is okay, he should be able to get us clear. If the wind shifts, he has orders to flash up to full speed, call me, and point her up wind.’


As I said : a very grippy officer.


The night passed without incident, and the next day we got down to a more comprehensive series of bathy readings. At this time the current ran across the wind, so it was reasonable to run that bit closer. We got within two miles and then the captain called a halt. The noise was deafening. We got a fair number of readings, enough to show that the temperature gradient was highly unusual; it was five to ten degrees higher than the control readings we had taken up current. The point I was trying to establish was the temperature of the gas column, which should, I hoped, give some idea of the pressure.


In the afternoon rain clouds moved in with the veering wind, and we got some very interesting film and data which showed that the jet had an influence on cloud formation up to nearly three thousand feet.


As night fell, we had a met. warning of a hard blow from the southwest, and by midnight it had arrived. We hauled off to our night station, some ten miles southwest of SARAH. The force eight wind kicked up a sea, and we rolled some more, but at least we felt happier, safer.


By first light the wind had strengthened to force nine. At my request we got round to a position at right angles to the wind in relation to SARAH. If any more proof of power was needed, that view gave it. For at least four hundred feet the column still went up, straight as a flagstaff; the last hundred feet or so curved gracefully over, downwind. A column of gas that stands that straight in the teeth of a sixty-mile-an-hour gale is strong…


We also probed a little deeper towards SARAH on the windward side, using the sonar and echo sounder as well as the bathythermograph gear. We got some nice profiles on the echo sounder, but the waves raised by the wind, tangling with SARAH’S, created a very confused sea which had us pounding very uncomfortably, making the sonar almost useless and wave height estimation impossible. As far as we could judge, SARAH was as strong as ever.


For another two days the gale tore endlessly in from the southwest. Even if the weather had been better, I felt there was little I could achieve. Tuscarorcs officers were professionals and, with the little extra tuition I could give, quite as reliable observers as I was. My daily signals to Suffren made this point with increasing emphasis.


And then, after another day, came a very welcome order: Tuscarora was to be relieved by another cutter which carried an oceanographer. Twenty-four hours later their helo arrived and winched him down, an operation I watched with smug pleasure. I gave him a copy of the thick SARAH file, wished him a lot of luck and saw him depart. The relief cutter appeared that evening, and apart from the now daily aircraft, was our first sign of life. With an exchange of unprintably insulting signals we handed over our charge and took our departure, SARAH was going as strongly as ever, we were all heartily sick of her, and few were on deck for a final glimpse as the column faded into the gathering dusk.


That night after supper I took a final look at my SARAH file to make sure it was in good order, if only to make Suffren scratch that much harder when he got around to tearing it to pieces, when I found myself humming a tune, wafted faintly up from the mess deck. A thought struck me which stopped me humming in mid-bar.


Since sailing, I had paid little attention to the shore-side news, but now I realized one thing: in all the odd bulletins I had heard, there had been no mention of SARAH …
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