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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Chapter 1


‘Time-travel — me?’ Lacking words, Mark Elver laughed shortly. ‘It’s had a lot of wear, but incredible is the only word that fits! And you want me as the guinea pig? Me?’


Elver felt he had every right to ask the question: why him, an obscure biophysics researcher touching thirty-one and going nowhere? Genuinely nowhere: he was dying …


The first awful shock had faded, replaced by a dull, nagging awareness. Six months back UNCLA’s top cardiac man had confirmed his personal diagnosis; an inoperable heart condition. In two years at most he’d be dead. The fact was no secret in his department — he even made grim jokes about it — and if his visitor was aware of his condition, why this fantastic proposition?


Mark repeated the question. ‘Why me?’


The way Joe Heimblatt shifted uneasily in his chair spoke volumes: in the past half-year Mark had become adept at reading the signs. ‘So you know.’


Heimblatt shrugged apologetically. A red-faced overweight forty-five, he looked far more like a cardiac case than slim, pale-faced Mark. ‘Yeah. I know. But what can I say — sorry? I am, but what does that mean to you? Sorry if I’m blunt, but that’s the way I am. Death is the price we all pay for life: I drink too much, I smoke too much and I eat too much; could be I’ll be off before you.’ He slapped a meaty hand on the desk, dismissing the subject. ‘I’ve been looking around; over in the med faculty your name came up —’


Mark cut in swiftly. ‘Because I’m expendable?’


Joe took his time, weighing up the other man. He did feel sorry for Mark, but they were strangers, and Joe’s concern was with his project. He wanted Elver for the next, vital, step forward. Elver seemed calm enough, if anything, too calm for a man being offered the most fantastic proposition ever made. Care was necessary in handling him … His mind made up, Joe took a chance.


‘Yes. Essentially you’re right.’ He spoke calmly, deliberately, ‘but “expendable” is the wrong word. You know you’ve no future. It’s possible — I won’t say reasonable — that you might think this offer, at the worst, a meaningful end for a scientist, but your heart’s not the main reason. No doubt there are many in the state penitentiary who’d jump at the chance, but their qualifications would be slightly suspect.’ He thought for a moment. ‘And there’d be problems: I hate to think what the authorities would say. No, the first man to go must be a scientist.’


‘Scientist? I’m a doctor of medicine with two years research experience.’


‘You’ve a trained mind, wide interests, you’re articulate and it is said you’re remarkably observant.’ Joe smiled like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar. ‘So I’ve checked you out.’ He leaned forward, his belt lost beneath the roll of his majestic stomach. ‘I’ll level with you, doctor. I want you.’


A smile softened Mark’s tense expression. ‘Level with me just that little bit more — are there any other candidates?’


Heimblatt shook his head. ‘As of this time, no, but I’ve no doubt I could get a dozen if I put it about; most would be screwballs with the wrong motivation.’ He fished out a crumpled pack of cigarettes. ‘D’you mind?’


‘Go right ahead.’ Mark picked up his pipe.


‘A crazy habit, but I tell myself I’m too old to kick it.’ Joe lit up. ‘Let’s look at this proposition from your angle: I won’t push the honour and glory aspect, but I expect you’ve as much vanity as the next man. The first one to go will have his name up there with Gagarin and Armstrong.’


‘If he’s that famous, our descendants will be waiting with the red carpet.’


‘Christ! I hadn’t thought of that.’ Joe sounded worried.


‘Does it matter?’


‘I don’t know.’ His fat baby-face puckered with anxiety for the unscientific unknown. ‘God! The angles …’ He got back to firmer ground. ‘The honour stuff aside, just in case you’ve not thought of it, there’s the chance of a very real personal gain: you might be cured.’


‘Don’t worry, Joe. The idea didn’t cross my mind; it got halfway and has stayed right there.’ He began to fill his pipe, his long fingers moving quickly, nervously. ‘You really think this idea of yours will work — honestly?’


Joe coughed explosively, ejecting a cloud of smoke. ‘It’s no question of thinking, Mark. We’ve done it already — many times!’ He coughed again, violently. ‘Goddam! Now this is secret; we’re not ready to publish yet — you understand? Fine. Well, right now the first time-traveller is resting in our lab! A mouse, female, Minnie — who else — and, I may add,’ he tapped Mark’s desk, ‘a proud mother since her return.’


Mark’s expression hardened. ‘You said earlier that there was no way back. Now you say this mouse — It doesn’t add up.’


‘Oh yes it does!’ Joe held back his excitement, going on in what he thought was a casual manner. ‘If you’re interested, drop by the lab tomorrow morning.’


Mark was not fooled. ‘I’m interested, but don’t read too much into that.’


‘We won’t.’ Joe said soberly. ‘It’s one hell of a decision I’m asking you to make, but it’s all yours. No one is going to pressure you. Give your word that, whatever, you will keep our work secret, and we’ll let you see our results,’ he stared meaningly at Mark, ‘including Minnie’s in-transit cardiograph, Minnie herself and, if you’re still interested,’ he leaned on the word, ‘we’ll show you the rig — working!’


Late that night Mark sat alone in his small apartment, reviewing his life: three years earlier the first massive blow of fate had robbed him of his wife, killed in an accident; they had no children. Now he lacked the heart, both physically and emotionally, to start again. There remained his work, long-lead research, which he would certainly never live to complete. At most he had one good year of life before him; then would start the steep downward spiral into invalidism. No more fishing, hunting or sailing — already athletics were beyond him — only the brief occupancy of a wheelchair, then bed, his final bed, where the last battle would be fought. And lost.


The birthplace of time-travel, a collection of huts huddled together well away from the main campus, did not look impressive. A cheap sign nailed to the paint-hungry door stated ‘Dept., of Physics — Project Four’, below that a thumb-tacked notice, the lettering faded, added a little more information: ‘Go away. If you must, ring bell.’ Mark rang. Somewhere inside someone screamed with agony or rage. A very untidy young man wearing Zapata moustaches looked out and raised his eyebrows enquiringly.


Mark gave his name, adding, ‘Professor Heimblatt is expecting me.’


Before the young man could say anything a voice boomed — it was the screamer again, but now the tone was welcoming. ‘Come right in Mark! Come in!’


On his home ground, Heimblatt was a vastly different man. One glance at his check shirt, open to the considerable waist, and Mark realized Joe had got himself dressed up for his visit of the previous day.


‘Glad you could make it, Mark. Very glad.’ They shook hands.


‘And I know why you’re glad,’ Mark smiled back, ‘but remember I’m only window-shopping.’


‘Right, but we’ve got you through the door, and that’s a start.’


Mark liked the man. He was sure that Joe was honest; instinctively, he trusted him. Heimblatt introduced his staff of three. All were in their twenties, plainly united by a shared sense of purpose; all radiated an air of excitement and elation. Seated in Heimblatt’s small and untidy office with its cup-marked desk, graphs taped to the wall, plus a few joke drawings which meant nothing to the outsider, Mark envied them.


Joe Heimblatt wasted no time. ‘What d’you know about physics? Maths? Magnetics?’ Each time Mark shook his head. ‘Well, that’s a relief,’ said Joe feelingly, ‘we won’t waste time on explanations you wouldn’t understand. Come to that, we’re not so damn sure ourselves!’ His laugh ended sharply. ‘Hell — that wasn’t the thing to say to you, was it? It’s true all the same.’ He rallied his defences. ‘Anyway, you medics would have a hard time explaining exactly how aspirin works — right?’


‘Right.’


‘Project Four began with luck, like a boy digging for worms in the back yard hitting a gold mine. Something happened in an experiment, a transient effect, which by chance, I observed. The years roll by, and a lot of work and unless Einstein and Heisenburg are your favourite bedtime reading, let’s leave it at that. Okay?’


‘Okay.’


‘So here’s the basics. For everyday purposes time is linear and constant. Scientifically, it’s neither. Einstein showed it could be stretched, compressed.’ His voice sank confidentially, ‘and now we can jump in time. Okay, your word was incredible, but how many folk back at the turn of the century would have believed in a fraction of the discoveries that today are solid facts? And I’m going to strain your credulity some more: those who’ve given time-travel much thought have imagined high energy would be required: it isn’t. Admittedly, our rigs so far have been small, but they work — on mains supply!’


‘Are you saying any competent scientist could build a rig in his back room?’


‘Aw, no! Take it from me, we’ve done some pretty damn weird things with magnetic fields. Given our findings, theoretically our experiments could be repeated — very probably will be — but it needs a lot of expertise, and that’s the understatement of the year.


‘In simple terms, the rig’s a gun; a gun that fires in time, not space. The specimen is positioned — that is tricky — activated, and away it goes. In time.’


Mark did not find the concept simple. He let it go. ‘You’ve not mentioned how far.’


‘For a very good reason: we can’t be sure. The theory used to be that the time-distance a body would travel would be proportional to the reciprocal of the square root of that body’s mass.’ Joe grinned at Mark’s expression. ‘So forget it. We’ve worked out what my guys insist on calling,’ he tried to look modest, ‘Heimblatt’s First Law. Simplified, it says the transit will, given a constant strength in the magnetic fields, be proportional to the mass of that body. You’ll understand more when you’ve seen more. Come and meet Minnie.’


Minnie proved to be as normal as any mouse could be expected to be with six young mice to contend with, plus the burden of a micro instrument pack taped to her back. Beside her cage stood a machine that received the micropack signals, translating them into the oscillations of three recording pens on a slow-moving paper reel. Down its length ran time markers, the pens tracing by amplitude the changes in her respiration, temperature and heart rate. Mark examined the readout with a careful and professional eye, and found nothing remarkable. He said so.


‘Wait till you’ve seen this.’ Joe produced an older, much thumbed roll. ‘Minnie’s made two trips: the first time with that same micropack.’ He unrolled the record. At one point someone had scrawled in red felt pen ‘launch’ and further on, the writing shaky with excitement, ‘recovery’. Between the two, the pens had drawn straight lines; the time markers showed that twelve and one half minutes had elapsed. Mark examined the pre-launch and post-recovery traces with great care: both were as if the gap between them did not exist.


‘Not bad, huh?’ Joe anxiously watched Mark’s impassive face.


‘I’d like to know what happened in that transit time,’ said Mark carefully.


Joe laughed triumphantly. ‘Mark, my boy, that’s the one question I hoped you’d ask! Take a look at this.’ He switched on an oscilloscope cursing impatiently as he fed a tape into the input. ‘On her second trip, Minnie carried a micro-recorder, no transmitter. Because of the extra bulk, we could afford only one sensor, monitoring her heart. Below that trace you’ll see a ten-second time blip. The first two minutes were before launch, giving her time to settle down in the rig, and the last two minutes are the same thing in reverse, the initial post-recovery period. Watch.’


Mark did, and saw nothing remarkable. ‘That’s it?’


‘Yes.’


Mark checked his watch. ‘But that was a fraction over four minutes.’


‘Sure it was. Two minutes pre, two minutes post-transit. The fraction was the travel.’


‘Can you slow the tape at the transit time?’


‘I can.’ Joe rewound the tape, made careful adjustments. ‘We start ten seconds before launch.’ As he made the switch he started counting, ‘Ten, nine, eight —’


Mark watched, holding his breath. Nothing showed. He watched a second time. Still nothing. At last he said hoarsely, ‘My God, Joe — I hope you’re an honest man!’


‘Why d’you say that?’


‘Because I have to take that recording on trust. As far as I’m concerned it could have been made any time; there’s no significant change at the material time.’ He amended that. ‘Nothing I can see, that is.’


‘The computer agrees with you — and yes, you can trust me. That recording’s for real.’


Mark filled his pipe, absently watching Minnie having problems with her brood. ‘How long was that transit, Joe?’


‘Fifteen minutes, thirty-five seconds,’ replied Joe promptly, ‘the longer transit time was due to the difference in mass between the micro-pack and the recorder-pack.’


‘So Minnie didn’t return. Linear time just caught up with her.’


‘Right. It takes a brave man these days to bet anything is impossible, but I’d stake all I’ve got that back-tracking in time is truly impossible. A closed time-loop would be like feedback between a microphone and a speaker, sheer chaos. I’m certain it will never have been done in the future either; there’d be some evidence.’


‘That doesn’t necessarily follow. Maybe there is no future for humanity. It has been suggested.’


‘Come on, Mark — don’t start thinking like that!’ Joe was alarmed. ‘D’you believe that we’re going to blow ourselves apart or whatever?’


‘Not really. Man is far too keen on himself, but you can’t rule out accidents, madness.’


‘Oh sure, but then you — the traveller, I mean — might leap right over all that, smack into a new Golden Age.’


Mark Elver pushed a few crumbs of cheese into Minnie’s cage. For a minute or two he stood watching, considerately keeping the pipe smoke away from her. At last he spoke.


‘Why don’t you go, Joe?’


‘A simple, if arrogant, answer. I’m too valuable here, and that goes for my team, but if I’m confronted by your problem, that could be a different story.’


‘You might meet your first traveller.’


Joe looked at him sharply, unsure if he was joking. ‘Not if he was the same build as you. I’d go further.’ He slapped his feet ‘I’ve sure got mass.’


‘Just suppose — I said suppose — I went; how far would you expect to fire me?’


‘Assuming you’re still around 160 pounds — yeah, I peeked at your medical records — and you’re still supple, and allowing fifty pounds of well stowed baggage …’ Joe paused. This was the last, the biggest hurdle.


‘Okay, Joe — out with it!’ Outwardly calm, Mark’s heart beat faster.


‘Plus or minus ten per cent, my calculations say 430 years.’




Chapter 2


Heimblatt took the slightly dazed Mark back to his office and a strong drink. ‘Four hundred years is a bit of a shock when you first think about it, I agree, but who wants to make tiny two-year hops? Pointless, and in any case, in the present state of the art, impossible. But one enormous bound, that’s really something!’


‘It’s something, that’s for sure,’ Mark held out his empty glass, ‘d’you realize that if you go back that far, this country wasn’t born?’ He drank. ‘Think of it; somewhere between 1500 and 1550 … the Spanish Armada wasn’t even built … Shakespeare …’


‘But there’s no question of going back.’


‘I know that,’ retorted Mark, ‘I’m just trying to imagine what Drake and Shakespeare would feel like if they were suddenly dumped here in the 1980s.’


‘I guess Shakespeare would get a terrific reception.’ Joe spoke hesitantly.


For the first time in a long while Mark Elver really laughed. ‘Aw, Joe, you’re the limit! You’ll never give up, will you?’


‘Not while there’s a chance.’ Joe got back to business. ‘You’ve seen some of the more spectacular evidence, but here,’ he slapped a thick file on his desk, ‘here’s the hard stuff, the case notes, the small print. Minnie is the icing on the cake. In here is the record of all our experiments. Forty-seven completed, two in progress.’


‘How many failed?’


‘Five. All happened early on.’


‘What did happen, Joe? I’d like to know.’


Joe answered without reference to the file. ‘Experiment Two: nothing happened; cause, a field-fault. Three, the same. Six, the subject left the rig; cause, maladjustment of the fields —’


‘Hold it; what d’you mean, “left the rig”?’


Heimblatt rubbed the back of his neck, a gesture which Elver had come to recognize indicated embarrassment. ‘In all the first ten experiments we used the same subjects; ball-bearings weighing one milligram each. In the case of Six, slight movement of part of the rig at the launch stage caused the maladjustment; the ball came out sideways at high velocity.’


‘How high is high?’


‘It travelled a distance of three and one half metres before hitting the wall: penetrated the three centimetre hardboard lining, twelve centimetres of insulation wool and went through the two millimetre steel cladding. After that, we don’t know.’


‘And it weighed a milligram? That’s high velocity all right!’


‘It couldn’t happen now, Mark, we’ve learned a lot since then. To establish that law I was telling you about, we’ve launched over thirty different configurations and masses and recovered them all safely.’ He eased himself out from behind his desk. ‘At this moment we’ve a two kilo mass in transit — and a rabbit took off six months back. I’ve also lined up Experiment Fifty for your benefit. It’s not an experiment really, we’ve done it already. Come and see.’


If Mark expected a clean bright lab full of electronics and flashing lights, he was disappointed. The wooden floor creaked as he walked, the walls were dirty grey and there was no ceiling, only the dark interior of the pitched roof.


‘Cosy, isn’t it?’ Joe said, following Mark’s gaze. ‘It’s the best I could get. Money …’


A wide bench extended down the centre of the hut. At two metre intervals steel H girders projected upwards beside the table from the floor. Above head height, horizontal beams connected the vertical girders. At the far end one assistant sat punching a computer terminal, two other men busy with a network of wires within the box formed by four of the uprights.


‘Ready when you are, Joe.’


‘Fine, we’ll be right with you.’ Heimblatt ushered Mark past the rest of the bench. He waved a hand at the network. ‘That’s Fifty. You don’t know what the hell you’re looking at, but I’ll tell you what to watch.’


Mark realized Joe was right. One thing stood out clearly: the complexity of the rig. Secured at several points to each upright, inside the area they contained was a cube of wires, distantly resembling a cat’s cradle. In six or seven different colours, the strings varied even more in thickness; some were as fine as a spider’s web, others were stout bars a centimetre thick. Some had torpedo-shaped swellings in their length, and they too varied in size. At the centre of the cube, bounded by the wires, a sphere of clear space existed. Into this sphere projected a vertical steel rod, its base flange firmly bolted to the bench. The rod was topped by a small plastic cup containing a steel ball.


‘Watch that ball and cup, Mark. The rig, once activated, will take about thirty seconds to build up to the launch-point. During that time some of the wires will glow red-hot, a few even hotter. Some will vibrate, and with different lengths and thicknesses, you’ll hear singing sounds.’ Joe laughed. ‘Fourth of July’s got nothing on this, but if you’re watching the display you’ll miss the launch, and sure as hell we don’t want to set this up again! Even with the practice these guys have had, it took four days to put this rig together,’ he turned to one assistant, ‘and how long to align the cup?’


‘Six and one half hours, Joe.’


‘Yeah.’ Joe sweated with excitement. ‘You see, Mark, one of many problems is the interface between what we call the travel zone and the static zone. If we could levitate the traveller it would save a hell of a lot of trouble. We can’t, and anyway this works. At launch the cup and ball will disappear, the stem of the cup sheering at the interface between travel and static zones — got it?’


‘Yes, I understand that much.’


‘Okay, so let’s go! Ed: mains — on! Standby recorder, clock! Three — two — one — go!’ He pressed a switch. Momentarily the overhead lights dimmed, then nothing.


Mark’s mouth felt dry, sour. He stared at the cup and ball. Suddenly, on the periphery of his vision he was aware of glowing lines of red and white fire and in his ears a soft, unearthly chorus of sound, ranging from deep bass to high screaming sounds which climbed up and beyond human range. Someone shouted, ‘Five seconds!’ Joe yelled, ‘Don’t blink!’


Then it happened. It seemed to Mark that both cup and ball vibrated for a micro-second — and then both were gone.


‘Power off,’ shouted Heimblatt. ‘Unrig!’ He turned his streaming face towards Mark, gripping his arm, hard. ‘You see that Mark — you see that?’


Mark nodded dumbly. Quite apart from the implications of what he had seen, the whole experiment had been the strangest experience of his life. That weird and unearthly sound, yet strangely harmonious …


The team worked swiftly, ignoring Joe’s cussing, evidently a standard feature when he was excited. One called numbers from a checklist, the other two detached that particular wire, always taking extreme care not to let it enter the centre zone. Mark watched, fascinated by their skill and discipline; dismantling was a work of art in itself. The reader called out ‘Twelve minutes!’


Mark automatically checked his watch, startled to see that much time had elapsed since the experiment had begun: it had gone in a flash.


‘How long to recovery?’ he asked.


Joe, who was literally hopping from one foot to the other, excluded from the delicate operation by his assistant’s terse comments, said, ‘Transit time is fifteen minutes thirty seconds.’ He pulled out his shirt and wiped his face on it. ‘Don’t worry,’ he went on, unconvincingly, ‘it won’t affect the return.’


‘Then what’s the hurry?’


‘You’ll see. We want to show you something. Watch Ches.’


Ches, the moustached one, knelt on the floor. Many wires remained, but Mark saw that there was now a clear working space below the centre. Slowly, Ches extended his arms beneath the rig, in one hand a pair of tweezers, in the other, cutters. With infinite care, steady as a rock, he gripped the top of the plastic stem with the tweezers and snipped it off a bare two millimetres above the rod. Gently he removed the cut section, taking no risks that it might penetrate into the invisible sphere. Once clear, he dropped the stem on the bench, and easily removed the remains from the rod with the tweezers. He straightened up. ‘Jesus,’ he said, ‘I hate that chore.’


Now relaxed, Joe said jovially, ‘Never mind, Ches — only a clean-living guy like you could do it. That rules out you guys!’


The other two grinned. Again Mark envied them; young, excited, sure of themselves. One made a crack at Joe, cut off by the other. ‘One minute to recovery!’


The banter stopped; Joe snapped, ‘Standby recorder, clock. Mark — get in closer, but don’t touch anything. Watch the top of the rod.’


Mark obeyed and saw that the hole from which Ches had removed the plastic stem began with a semi-circular depression.


‘Ten seconds!’


‘Watch the depression — and listen. Quiet everybody!’


It happened so fast …


For a fraction of a second the air seemed to vibrate; Mark glimpsed the short stem of the cup as it dropped neatly into the hole in the top of the rod, followed by a faint clink. And there was the ball in the cup.


Joe sighed like a man who’s just had sex. ‘Did you see it fall? The stem plumb in the middle — and the ball, straight in, no rocking motion?’ He lit a cigarette, his hand trembling.


‘Fantastic!’ said Mark softly.


‘Nothing but a party trick,’ Joe tried to sound casual, ‘but it points up an important lesson: in transit neither ball nor cup moved a millimetre. Time-travel yes, space-travel, no. Where you start, there you return.’


‘What would happen if you stuck something into that spot while a transit was in progress?’


‘I don’t know, and believe me Mark, I don’t intend to try — not until we know a whole lot more than we do at this time. As long as there’s equilibrium everything’s fine, but as Experiment Six showed, loss of stability releases forces several orders of magnitude greater than the power input.’ All the rig was down now, and two assistants were separating and sorting the wires.


‘Let’s go and talk,’ said Joe. ‘Thanks, you guys; that was a swell performance.’


‘Chief,’ pleaded Ches, half in earnest, ‘don’t call it that: it’s an elegant experiment — okay?’


Mark grinned. ‘It certainly was, Ches. Thanks!’


Joe dumped the bottle hospitably in front of Mark. ‘Well, what d’you think?’


Mark filled his glass before answering. ‘Either you’ve got a trick which would earn you a fortune on TV, or else you’ve solved time-travel — for ball-bearings.’


‘D’you imagine I’d be trying to sell you this proposition if we’d only got that far? What you saw was the original rig. The rig we used to launch Joe’s a lot less complex, but right now it’s being modified.’


‘Joe being the rabbit?’


‘That’s right,’ Joe grinned. ‘Joe’s a she, and highly pregnant. The boys named her — they say she’s my shape.’ He went on: ‘The Rigs … Rig One — the one you saw — has close on a thousand components: Rig Two has less than 150, and Rig Three will be completely different.’ He stared intently at Mark. ‘That’s the big one. Man-sized.’


Mark mentally side-stepped. ‘You took a risk, sending a pregnant rabbit on a trip. Suppose time doesn’t stand absolutely still during her transit, suppose it only slows it down? If she produces in transit, your equilibrium will go all to hell.’


Joe shook his head. ‘No chance. She’ll spawn — or whatever rabbits do — about a week after her return.’


‘And when’s that?’


Joe pursed his lips, eyeing Mark carefully. ‘Quite soon. Well before your launch date.’


He had played his card; it lay, face up on the table.


Mark swirled his drink around, thinking. What had he to lose — and what might he not gain? He saw again the ball drop in the cup, a red cup. All life was a gamble, but his more than most; the roulette wheel had spun and come up red, not black. Maybe it was an omen … He took a deep, silent breath. ‘If Joe’s still pregnant and in good shape — and I see her return, yes; I’ll be your guinea-pig.’


‘You really mean that?’ Joe’s voice was husky.


‘Yes.’ Mark felt enormous relief: the wheel was spinning. Let it spin …


Carelessly Joe slopped drink into their glasses. ‘That’s great! Let me drink to you, the first —’ His glass stopped in mid air, he spoke, half jocularly, half in dead earnest. ‘And if you really mean it, you’d better start making plans: Joe will be back in six days’ time.’




Chapter 3


Outside his scientific discipline, Professor Heimblatt was, like many more of his kind, not noted for practicality. In its particular field his mind was impressive; from a very small base it had vaulted magnificently and successfully into the unknown, but as Ches put it, ‘Joe’s hardware could rock IBM, but his software’s junk.’ Such quantum jumps, while rare, add lustre to the history of science: Crick and Watson with the RNA/DNA chain; Fleming’s brilliant observation drawn from a stale petri dish. Now Heimblatt had his place in their company, but when it came to mere practicalities, such as organizing his own life, he was like a baby with an unchanged diaper; he could only yell for help.


Mark Elver soon found this out. He watched the faultless return to current time of the pregnant Joe complete with an unexceptional recording of her condition. As far as Mark could see, and he looked very hard, instead of nearly seven months in limbo, Joe might have done no more than hop across her cage.


He was convinced, and so far from dragging his feet, he was keen to be gone while still in fair shape. And there Heimblatt let him down; he could invent, calculate and design, and when others had made the bits, oversee the assembly and testing. Once that was done, as far as he was concerned, all Mark had to do was get in, and go.


Fortunately, Ches knew his chief’s limitations, and with great tact, brought his talents as a practical man and first-class fixer into play.


So while Joe Heimblatt concentrated on Rig Three, Mark and Ches worked on the many problems. It was Ches who pointed out the need for secrecy. The space the invisible Rig Three would occupy while it travelled four hundred years had to be inviolate; if the location of the Rig was known, who could be sure that some goon, two hundred years hence, might not poke around out of sheer dumb curiosity? It was Ches who proved knowledgeable about California’s geological hazards, choosing a location in a seismologically stable area, with a good rainfall — for water means life — and who insisted that only he and Heimblatt should know the exact location, and that both should swear to let the secret die with them.


The site lay northeast of Bakersfield, in a natural cave in the hills east of Weldon, Bakersfield County, in territory Ches, as keen a hunter as Mark, knew well. The entrance hidden by scrub, it lay just below the crest of a hill, facing west. Studying the cave, a bare two metres high and not much wider, Mark viewed what he hoped would be a temporary grave with some misgivings. Ches pointed out the roof, a kink in solid basalt several metres thick. It was, he said with quiet certainty, over fifty million years old; what was four hundred years on that time scale?


Several times Ches and Mark drove out to the site in a Land Rover, each time taking out cables and parts of a powerful generator, always timing the passage through Weldon to be in the early morning, varying the final approach so as to reduce the wear on the ground. While Ches unloaded and stowed the load, Mark would walk slowly down towards Weldon, taking his bearings from the blue waters of Lake Isabella — a compass was one thing he could not take — until he knew the area as well as he knew his own apartment.


His nearest city was Los Angeles, some 180 kilometres distant, and if, during his transit, it should go up in a puff of radioactive dust, he’d be protected by the south-westerly sweep of the Tehachapi Mountains. San Francisco lay over 400 kilometres to the northwest. If a nuclear or seismic catastrophe overtook California, he would be in as good a position as could be expected.


Mark found he had other problems: if he just disappeared, questions would be asked — not least by the police, who might track down his lair — and the inevitable publicity would be fatal. He resigned his job, putting it about that he wished to spend his last good year of life doing things he’d never had time for, like travel. He’d start, he said, by visiting Canada, and after that, who knew?


Only then did he realize his personal isolation. In the circumstances his colleagues did not think a farewell party was quite right, and they could hardly buy him a clock. He endured a lot of silent hand clasping and slaps on the shoulder, experiencing the searing insight that although they were sorry to see him go, there was a solid relief that he was in fact going.


His apartment presented no problem: once he had a fair idea of his launch-date, he gave it up, moving into a fairly lush motel close to LA. At the same time he cashed in his few assets, telling the same Canada story to his bank. His life savings did not amount to much, but with less than a month in which to spend it, he was a rich man.


There came the moment, two weeks before departure, when he found himself sitting in his motel room, staring blankly at the TV, realizing that apart from Heimblatt’s team, no one in the world knew where he was or what he was doing. Or cared. 1982 held nothing for him, and he was even more anxious to be gone.


All worthwhile men are essentially boys at heart, and any worthwhile boy had dreamt at some time of being alone on a desert island and considered what he would take with him on that trip into the never-never land. For Mark the question was real and vital. What should he take on this four-hundred-year bound in time? He spent hours thinking, writing lists, hours in which he forgot his heart and all other problems and became a boy again, and for the first time since his wife’s death found himself really happy. The exercise also sharpened his wits considerably.


Okay, assuming he arrived — and strangely, he had few doubts — what would he want to have with him, that time hence? No, not want, need … He decided he’d have to take the blackest, most pessimistic view, that on arrival he’d have to scratch before he found civilization. For a start, would the climate be the same? Suppose his site had become like the nearby Death Valley, or the Mojave-Desert? Water … There he had to rely on Ches’s opinion. Sure as hell he couldn’t carry much with him: what he could take would be so little it would only prolong the agony. Far better assume Ches was right and that there’d be water around. Food … he’d take a week’s iron rations, plus some extras, but above all he’d take his hunting rifle, plenty of ammunition, and matches. He’d need matches and a magnifying lens. With a gun and fire, he’d eat.


What else? As a doctor he’d feel undressed without a basic medical kit. He’d wear a tough combat suit, the stoutest boots, and a damn good hunting knife; he could afford it … so the best clothes, a flashlight with spare batteries, razor, soap, spare underclothes.


Then he got to thinking what gifts he should take. After all, he would be imposing himself on these future people for the rest of his life. Straight away he faced more problems: if they were the product of uninterrupted material progress, what could he offer them? On the other hand, if humanity had degenerated to a savage state, maybe they’d go crazy over a few strings of plastic beads. He thought of Shakespeare again; if he turned up in the late twentieth century, what would people expect him to bring? Mark concluded he’d be asked for nothing except answers to a lot of questions from the literary world. His real headache would be with the Madison Avenue boys; they’d offer a billion dollars for a sonnet in praise of some soft drink. But he was not Shakespeare.


Thinking of drink, he included a bottle of Scotch. If it took him a week to meet up with civilization, it would be mighty comforting in those first few nights. Nights … he’d better include a lightweight sleeping bag …


He spent a whole day buying his equipment, and the next, at Heimblatt’s order, got the lot out to the experimental huts. There he met with Rig Three.


Heimblatt had said it would look nothing like the earlier rigs, and Heimblatt was right. Mark found himself confronted by a giant hollow plastic ball. Made of two hemispheres, he was required to fold himself into a foetal position in the base, while Ches packed all his gear in around him. There were no concessions towards comfort, the inner surface was smooth, and the only thing that stopped his ass slipping down the slope was his gear wedged beneath his drawn-up legs. Heimblatt waved aside his complaints, pointing out that as far as Mark was concerned he’d hardly have time to settle down in the sphere than it would be time to get out. On the day, all he’d have to do would be to pull down the hinged top half, fasten a couple of catches and that would be it.


‘If it’s all so simple, how will I know I’ve arrived?’


‘Aw, that’s easy,’ replied Joe casually, ‘all you’ve got to do is knock twice on the shell. If you don’t get an answer, you’ll know you’ve arrived.’


More than anything, that easy answer scared Mark. Put another way, it said; knock, and if there’s no reply, you’re really alone, in the unknown twenty-fourth century. Maybe.


Satisfied with the test loading, Heimblatt got on with fixing field wires to the exterior of the sphere. The work was exacting, the schedule tight, and Mark was largely ignored by the team, even Ches. Heimblatt danced around, cursing and sweating, visibly losing weight; he only paid attention to Mark when struck by sudden fears that his guinea pig might chicken out. Mark drifted round the crazy lab, feeding cheese and lettuce leaves to Minnie and Joe. For hours he would watch his predecessors in time-travel, drawing frail comfort from their evident good health. Staring into the rabbit’s gentle, stupid eyes, he wished she could tell him how it had been; never mind, he’d find out, soon enough.


A week from launch date the two halves of the sphere were taken out to the site, Heimblatt saying he’d need all of three days to get the interface between static and travel zones set up and aligned. In fact it took nearly five. During this time, much against his will, Mark agreed with Ches that, after he’d gone and the generator removed, the cave entrance would have to be bricked up. That raised another problem: how was Mark to get out? They decided on a rectangular escape hatch, just wide enough for Mark to wriggle out; this would be covered by a chrome-steel plate fixed to the brickwork with bolts and butterfly nuts, openable only from the inside. This meant the hatch had to be low down in the small wall, for the plate and the nuts would have to be fitted overhand before the wall was completed. Ches, as always thinking ahead, said he’d cover the nuts with grease-filled leather bags. Okay, they wouldn’t last four hundred years, but they’d delay the start of any corrosion for at least the first hundred. Reluctantly, Mark agreed, his final objection about the air supply in the cave being overcome by Joe’s calculations, confirmed by Ches; he’d have a minimum of six hours, possibly double that, to get the panel open and the Earth outside cleared away. As a safety precaution a hammer, cold chisel, a small spade and a spray can of penetrating oil would be added to his kit.


Ches added something else: while he felt sure Joe was right that retro time-travel was impossible, their descendants might have other ideas, and Mark’s cave would be the one spot on Earth not to be used. So Ches added a large scale map of the area, marking the site and the geographical co-ordinates of the cave: 35 degrees 41 minutes 05 seconds North; 118 degrees 10 minutes 46 seconds West.


And then there were but twenty-four hours to go. Diffidently, Ches suggested they had a farewell dinner, but Mark, while grateful for the thought, said no; a four-hundred-year hangover was one thing he did not wish to contemplate. Instead, he elected to spend his last night in the twentieth century in the cave. Joe, by turns full of confidence then ill concealed anxiety, stopped fussing over details already checked a dozen times, and produced a bottle. They drank each other’s health: the sentiments were real enough, but Joe and Ches realized that in twenty-four hours Mark would be as good as dead to their world, while Mark saw that if Rig Three worked, tomorrow, with luck, he’d be standing on this same slope, with Joe and Ches three hundred odd years in their graves. Something in Ches’s smile suggested he guessed Mark’s thoughts.


Mark watched their Land Rover bumping and swaying into the gathering dusk of an early summer’s evening with very mixed feelings; he shrugged them off; what point in making a three-act opera out of it?


He cooked a meal on a camp cooker, ate it and for a time sat on the grass watching the fading afterglow of the sunset, smoking his pipe, warding off the evening chill with the remains of Joe’s bottle. At last he knocked the ashes out of his pipe, took off his boots and slipped into the sleeping bag laid beside the generator. He’d finished the bottle, hoping it would aid sleep, but it was a long time coming.


Ches woke him. ‘Come on, coffee’s ready.’ Outside the cave in the pink light of dawn, Mark shivered in the cold breeze. Joe, looking like a badly tied bundle of rags, tinkered with the rig. Ches was cooking bacon and eggs.


Mark sniffed appreciatively. ‘Whatever, they’ll never beat those smells: I hope bacon and coffee won’t have gone out of fashion.’


While Joe could hardly wait to get the meal over, like Mark, he ate a good breakfast, but gobbled it at such a rate he finished first by a long way. He sat chain-smoking, watching the others: much as he wanted to get on, he felt Mark must give the word. At last Mark stood up, tossing away his coffee dregs. ‘Fine breakfast that, Ches.’ He managed a smile. ‘Should keep me going for quite a while.’ He gave the scene one final glance, turned and headed for the cave.


The loading operation went smoothly; completed within ten minutes, Mark squatting on the bedroll with his rifle between his knees, buried waist high in all his other possessions; on top and close to hand: the hammer and chisel. Suddenly there was no more to do. Mark wanted to say something light, funny, but his mind was blank, his mouth dry. He felt slightly sick.


‘Ready.’ It was the best he could manage.


Despite the cold, Joe’s face streamed with sweat. He shouted something to Ches, test-running the generator up to full power; the racket died away as he cut the machine back. Joe turned to Mark. ‘When we lower the top, fasten the catches. Keep your lamp on; make sure you’re locked in, and when you’re ready, give two bangs. Okay?’


Mark nodded.


Joe leaned forward, thrusting out his hand; his eyes were moist, over-bright. ‘I won’t say goodbye. We may meet again.’ He paused to get his voice under control, then said, surprisingly, ‘Humans! A lousy experiment — but we’re such brave bastards!’ A final grip and he stood back fumbling with a cigarette pack, trying to appear unconcerned.


Ches took Mark’s hand, giving him a strained smile. ‘We’ll look a real bunch of clowns if this thing doesn’t get off the deck! Good luck, Mark. We won’t let you down.’


‘It’s been great knowing you, Ches.’ For the last time Mark looked at the Fu Manchu moustaches, the kindly, sensitive eyes. ‘Let’s go. My ass is giving me hell already.’ Ches nodded slowly, still smiling. He understood.


The top half came down like the lid of a tomb. Fighting a wild impulse to scream, to claw his way out, Mark fastened the catches, his hands shaking, heart thumping. Part of his mind had time to wonder if he’d arrive dead of a heart attack. He forced himself to check the locks, his vision blurred with tears, not so much for the world he was leaving as the knowledge that he was now as lonely as any living person could ever be. With the butt end of the chisel he banged twice. He heard the generator running up to full power once more, then two answering thumps on the sphere. Instinctively, he knew it was Ches’ hand that struck.


The generator reached a constant muffled roar. Mark thought he heard a voice cry out. He gripped his rifle, his whole body shaking with fear. ‘Oh God! God …’ This was crazy! He couldn’t —


A sudden jolt: then nothing.




Chapter 4


Nothing …


For unremembered time Mark sat grasping his rifle, frozen with fear. Slowly, his panic ebbed away; he realized that all about him was silence. He felt a wave of anger, shot through with relief: they’d bitched it! Soon Ches would knock and he’d open up, and there’d be shame-faced grins, excuses.


Mark knew he kidded himself. No one was going to knock. He recalled Joe warning him that the Rig would drop fractionally on arrival, occupying the space of the vanished interface. There had been that one jolt.


And no longer could he hear the generator, only his heart’s blood, hammering in his ears, the only sound that broke the silence of the grave. He tried to tell himself this was a very realistic nightmare, that he’d force himself awake.


Suddenly he thought of his air supply: already it seemed close inside the sphere. Panic gripped him anew; he grabbed the chisel, banging on the sphere, and waited, panting.


Nothing.


He tried again, screaming with rage and fear, an outburst that stopped sharply; the sound of his own voice in the stillness somehow shocked him, pulling him back from the edge of insanity.


He fancied the air was getting short. Much as he feared opening up, he had to act or die of suffocation. He struggled with the catches for what seemed a lifetime before he got them undone. Gently he pushed the top of the sphere with the muzzle of his rifle: it moved easily. Cold, musty air flooded in, chilling the sweat on his face. He peered out into blackness. Hampered by the need to hold the top up with his rifle, he struggled with the hand-lamp, cursing childishly and softly.
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