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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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





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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.






I

THE STRENGTH OF SECRETS

The eternal silence of these infinite spaces terrifies me.

—Blaise Pascal


1

INDUSTRIAL PARK

Juan Obrion grasped the central guide bar and stopped his motion through the long tube leading from sleep quarters in the spinning wheel to the isolated work sphere, high above the hub. As usual, he had not slept well in the wheel's simulated half-g, waking up with the words centrifugal sleep begets coriolis dreams playing in his head, defying him to guess their meaning. They still seemed to mock him as he floated in place and peered out at the other components of the deteriorating industrial park orbiting a choking, warming Earth that would soon be able to support only the most obviously practical projects. Of the thirty bunched zero-g spheres, half had been empty since 2010. Four shuttles, abandoned six years later for lack of maintenance, drifted against the glow of early morning in the Pacific.

He feared the slow dying of devotion within himself, the loss of his feeling for the work of science, which he had once hoped would liberate him from the mill of power, greed, and survival that sooner or later enslaved most people; even on the high road of ideals, death still waited along the way. Liberation was beginning to look like an open grave.

He pulled up to a viewport so badly pitted by cosmic dust that it was impossible to see out. He tried to see a chaos pattern in the complex etchings, and was reminded of a letter by a Russian named Tasarov in a math journal, linking chaos and probability theory in a novel but untutored way. There's always a choice to do your best, he insisted to himself.

He pushed over to the other side of the tube, and watched the regular shuttle dumping its hundred-thousand-pound load of radioactive waste into the last containment sphere. When it was sent on its way into the Sun, they would start filling the zero-g work spheres, which were now too old to renovate.

He grasped the center bar again and pulled himself forward toward the door to the control room. Get a grip on yourself, he told himself as he reached it and pressed his palm to the key plate. We're all good people up here. Hard workers, all ten of us. Better times may come.

The door lurched ajar, then slid open. He pulled himself inside, and tried to seem cheerful as he came up behind the stocky figure of his friend.

Malachi Moede turned from the control panel and said, "Just about ready to use again."

Juan smiled. Malachi floated up, slipped a smoke from the pack in his shirt pocket, and scratched the cigarette on the low ceiling. The tip glowed red against his black skin as he took a drag, then exhaled toward the ventilator intake. "I'm quite sure it will work perfectly," he said in his subdued British accent, which made even his most pointed remarks seem understated.

Juan recalled again how often he had been reminded that his detector was not relieving the choke below or opening Sunspace for industrial development. The complaints reminded him of his dead father, who would have said that his son had built a toy with other people's money for his own amusement. "Maybe we'll skip a few growing pains if this rig puts us in touch with our alien brethren." The bitter disbelief in his own voice disturbed him.

Malachi took a deep drag and held the smoke for a moment before releasing it toward the grille. "Possibly the tachyon beams are very tight and miss our rig. We'll have to search more of the sky."

"Or no one is sending."

"We couldn't say that even after searching the whole sky."

"Maybe it's the rig," Juan said, suppressing his desolate mood.

"I checked it from top to bottom today. Mind if I stay for part of your shift?"

Juan nodded, slipped into the control seat and strapped in, then opened the gyro controls. The screen's dark blue eye was blank as it came on; audio was silent. The magnetic field was a still pond waiting for a pebble to drop in. He reached out with a kind of lonely love and prayed for a faster-than-light particle to be absorbed, resonate with atomic particles in the field, and show up as an unmistakable jiggle on the display.

Malachi's hand touched his shoulder. "Don't take it so hard, dear chap. You stare at that thing as if expecting to see into the mind of God."

Maybe there was no one out there at all, Juan thought, and humankind was alone in the universe. His project had only added a tachyon silence to the radio silence of the universe. He had built a tachyon detector which did not detect tachyons, and that would be enough for Titus Summet to close it down.

He switched to a view of the shuttle pulling away from the dump sphere. As the orbiter dwindled, he found himself almost sympathizing with the ridicule that had been hurled against the tachyon project. Trying to eavesdrop on alien civilizations in the hope of picking up tech tips was like expecting to inherit wealth without knowing if one had rich relations. The basic scientific work for the detector was decades old; it would not yield new science without tachyons. A world fighting rising oceans, deforestation, ozone depletion, lack of clean air and water, and an increasingly better organized criminal class, could not afford altars to uncooperative gods. The cost of medical care for the aging, for the treatment of immune-system diseases, and the monitoring of the millions of drug-damaged individuals was increasing geometrically, as was the population. The only thing saving his project was its modest cost compared to the big ground-based projects.

"Maybe I need a rest," Juan said as he stared at the south polar icecap. It was bright in the sunlight. Clouds veiled the south Pacific. From a thousand kilometers out, no scars showed. A feeling of precariousness came over him. Something had dared to distinguish itself from the darkness—a vast planetary creature wrapped in gases, living on the Sun's streaming energy. What am I doing outside it, he asked, suddenly incredulous, even though he knew it was only his father again.

The audio monitor sang out a high, varying tone.

Juan switched back to the detector's blue eye. A twitching white line marched across the screen. "I'll get a fix," he said, not daring to hope.

"Look," Malachi said, "the ripples measure to our predictions for a tachyon mass running into the detector."

Sweating, Juan leaned forward against his straps—but his hopes died. "The signal's coming straight up from the Antarctic." He took a deep breath and switched to the main view of Earth, leaving the blue eye as a bottom-right insert. "Damn Summet, he's got a project of some kind down there!" He looked up at Malachi, who was scratching up another cigarette. "We've gone to a lot of effort to prevent anything else from triggering our detector. It's got to be an experiment generating tachyons."

Malachi coughed and slipped his cigarette into a wall slot. "If it's tachyons."

"What else could it be?"

Malachi nodded reluctantly. "At least we'll prove to Summet that our detector works, and be able to send out more than radio messages. We'll show those shining galactic cultures that we can do more than put up smoke signals. They might have a rule about replying to radio folk, you know."

The line continued to dance with the steady repetition of its sound analog.

"What are they doing down there?" Juan said.

"Maybe we're supposed to receive while they send. He planned to surprise us, and see whether we knew what we were doing. Time to call him and say we've caught on."

 

***

 

The director of UN Earth Resources Security stared blankly from the screen. "Juan, what are you talking about?" He ran a bony hand through his graying brown hair and scowled, bunching his thick eyebrows.

"You tell me, Titus."

Even though UN-ERS was responsible for the safe development of Earth's energy and resources, it too often became a forum for political intrigues. Summet wielded great power, especially when he invoked fears of new ecodisasters; but much of the time he simply caved in to national interests, while claiming privately that he chose the issues on which to give ground, to save his influence for more important ones.

Summet shifted his stocky frame in his chair, squinted, and said, "I don't know a thing about this, much as it would please you to think otherwise." He shook his head and smiled. "Are you certain?"

"All the physics I know says it's a faster-than-light signal."

Summet looked worried. "We do have teams down there, but nothing with tachyons."

"Maybe they're not telling you everything anymore."

"Impossible," Summet said. "You'll have to investigate."

"But you have people there already."

"This is still your project, Juan. The exercise will do you good. You don't look well to me. Three months of low and zero-g is not good for you."

"Could it be a private or national group?"

Summet shook his head. "I'd have known by now."

"Are you sure?"

"Go find out."

"It could be embarrassing to you. You might have to continue my project."

"Don't hope for too much. You and Malachi take the next waste shuttle down to Brazil. Your documents will be waiting. I'll get you some help."

The screen winked off. Malachi drifted up from below the screen and scratched a fresh cigarette on the underpanel.

"What do you think?" Juan asked.

Malachi puffed and said, "He doesn't like being puzzled."

"When's the next shuttle?"

"Three hours."

Juan switched back to the detector display. "We'll leave everything on feed to JPL." The white line on the blue screen still danced in step with the varying high tone. It had to be tachyons, he told himself, whatever the source.


2

A VOICE FROM THE COLD

The Antarctic valley was a rocky bowl of snow and ice rimmed by mountains. Juan sensed a presence beneath his boots as he gazed up at the darkening blue sky. It was here, at the center of the fill, about forty meters down, according to the soundings. How long had it been here, and what had moved it to speak?

Summet had been prompt in sending both the tons of equipment and crew needed to set up base camp around the site, and in recruiting two scientists to help with the investigation. The camp, a semicircle of long huts around the site, had been ready when he and Malachi arrived two hours ago, three weeks to the day after the discovery, impatient to start work after a week's delay in Miami.

Juan retreated to the snow cab, climbing in next to Malachi, and they listened again to the radio relay of the signal from the detector. The audio analog of the tachyon stream was beginning to sound like an intermittent wail.

"Somewhere just below us," Malachi said.

Juan sat back. "Reminds me of an alarm. Nothing but a prearranged meaning. What do you think Titus makes of this?"

The Kenyan smiled from inside his parka hood and said, "There's a lot of guessing going on." He chuckled. "Makes you happy, doesn't it?"

The orange ball of the sun slipped below the peaks. The still landscape seemed ready for the six-month-long Antarctic winter night, now only days away.

Malachi said, "Let's set the markers for the diggers."

 

***

 

At twilight, the frozen continent seemed to draw its cold from the icy stars wheeling around the south pole. The semicircle of huts cast purple shadows across the azure-white plain as Juan hurried over to the snow cab. Downwind from the encampment, vapor from the smoke stacks was a fog bank rolling away across the snow. The industrial park was a swarm of bright stars rising in polar orbit from behind the molarlike mountains. He opened the cab door, pulled himself inside, and shut the door.

He pumped the sticky radio switch three times, and finally got the relay of the tachyon wail from Polar Sat One. The signal was unchanged—something proud crying in an empty auditorium where the house lights were stars. He felt apprehensive. After ten years of struggle to build the tachyon receiver, this message from home might turn out to be a cruel joke.

He killed the radio, shoved out through the door, and jogged back to quarters, trying to clear his mind of irrational suspicions. When he entered the antechamber to the large hut, he felt better. He took off his parka and went through the inner door.

Lena Dravic, Magnus Rassmussen, and Malachi were drinking coffee at the table in the center of the bare room, which was divided into bunk alcoves along the two walls. "Still there?" Lena asked.

"No change." He sat down and poured himself a steaming cup, admiring her high cheekbones and short, sandy blond hair. She made him feel anxious. "By the way, Lena, where did Summet steal you from?" He sipped slowly, wondering if she was attracted to him, or if he was only flattering himself; he had never been able to trust his feelings about women.

Her face flushed, and he realized that his question might be taken as an insult. She might be touchy about her work. He avoided her questioning blue eyes.

"Didn't he tell you?" she said with a slight accent. Summet had mentioned that she was Norwegian.

"No," Juan said, "and I don't go looking up someone's records without their approval. What were you doing?" He tried to sound sympathetic, then realized that her name was not Norwegian. Maybe she was using a husband's name.

"Drug biology," she said, "up in the orbital isolation cluster, making immune formulas so our leaders can stay in office longer. I'd rather be researching, but it's not possible yet." She gave a slight shrug. "I could be spared."

"I didn't mean to be rude," Juan said, glancing at Malachi and Rassmussen.

"I know." She smiled, but for all he could tell she might be hiding her dislike of him.

Rassmussen cleared his throat and sat back in his chair, which was too small for his lean, wiry frame. "I pity Summet. A failed scientist, he went into politics just in time."

"What do you do?" Malachi asked the older man.

"I'm just about retired, but I consult. Titus insisted I owed him this one. I used to inspect electronics for the UN, mostly weapons-monitoring gear." He scratched the white stubble on his head and smiled apologetically. "I wanted physics, and had quite a bit of it, with the chance for more, but administration and straightforward applications of theory paid better."

"What do you think we're dealing with here?" Juan asked.

Rassmussen shrugged. "Not tachyons."

"Why not?" Juan asked.

Rassmussen smiled. "I'd check your detector for spurious input."

Damn technicians, Juan thought, and a burned-out one at that. They always think they know more physics than anyone.

"What do you think we'll dig up?" Juan asked.

"It'll be something natural," Rassmussen said.

"Ah, but it will count for so much if it's tachyons," Malachi said.

"Obviously," Rassmussen replied, picking up his cup.

"Summet has been threatening to close down the tachyon listening project," Malachi continued, "and it hasn't been a month since we got the equipment working properly."

Rassmussen smiled again. "In that case, let's hope." Juan felt uneasy.

"I do hope it comes out right for you, Dr. Obrion," Lena said. He looked directly at her, and she met his gaze.

"Summet can't be all bad," Rassmussen added, "if he supported your work at all."

Juan sighed. "It's crazy, receiving tachyons from a source on Earth. It'll be embarrassing if it's something natural."

"But it does suggest that your detector works," Lena said encouragingly. "A natural source of tachyons would be quite a discovery by itself."

"If we're picking up tachyons."

"If your calculations say you are," Rassmussen said, "then stick to your data and don't listen to me."

"Thanks," Juan replied.

"What would you like it to be?" Rassmussen asked.

Juan did not reply. Lena said, "We'll know soon enough," still gazing at him with interest. He took a long sip of his coffee, feeling uneasy and full of doubt.

Malachi stood up. "We should get some sleep."

 

***

 

By noon, one heavy digger had gone down thirty meters and shattered its rotary blade against something harder than itself; by midafternoon the same thing happened in a spot seventy-five meters away. Two big scoops were brought out from the copters and set to dig between the holes. Gradually, the site became one large excavation, with ramps leading down from north and south.

Floodlights were set up as the Antarctic night closed in. A second shift of workers replaced the first; backup equipment was readied. Summet had been both efficient and generous, Juan thought as he watched a small scoop roll down into the pit and pick at the hard ice, looking like a giant insect in the blue-white glare of the heavy lamps.

Malachi came up beside him. Suddenly there was an agonized grinding sound and the scoop stopped, its digger's claw poised over something dark. The operator looked up at them.

They went down the ramp, made their way around the scoop's giant treads, and squatted down for a close look. Juan felt the black surface with his gloved hand, restraining his growing excitement, then took out his geologist's hammer.

"A trapped whale?" Malachi said jokingly.

Juan struck lightly. "Seems metallic."

Malachi knelt down next to him. "This doesn't belong to anyone we know," he said, pulling the hood of his parka closer around her head.

"We'll widen the dig from here," Juan said.

 

***

 

"Juan, wake up!" Lena shouted, shaking him. He didn't remember coming inside to sleep, only that he had suddenly been very tired. "There's an opening."

She hovered over him, and seemed to float back as he sat up on one elbow. Malachi was drinking coffee at the table. His white cup resembled a huge tooth.

"What time is it?"

"You've slept five hours," Malachi said.

Juan shivered, wishing for sunny beaches and simple pleasures, then wondered what lay under the ice, and suddenly imagined a city locked in the cold, its cellars sunk deeply into the bedrock of the continent.

Lena was looking at him with concern. "Antarctic dryness affects some people strangely. You just about collapsed. How do you feel now?"

He sat up on the edge of the bunk and slipped on his boots. "What did you say before?" he asked as he got up and staggered to the table.

"They've found an opening," Malachi said as Juan sat down and poured himself a cup of coffee.

He gulped down the coffee and stood up. "Let's go."

 

***

 

Blue light streamed from the excavation, as if a strange sun were rising from the ice. A frigid breeze cut through the starry night as Juan followed Lena and Malachi down into the glowing pit. They found Rassmussen staring into a circular opening set at a shallow angle in a rising black surface.

Juan came up at his left and peered into the blue glare. His pulse quickened; the curved surface suggested a giant dome below the ice.

Rassmussen said, "The diggers say that the opening simply appeared. It was gone when I got here, then showed itself. If these five square meters of exposed curvature hold true, it's maybe two or three kilometers across, with this entrance somewhere near the top."

"So this is where the tachyons are coming from!" Lena exclaimed.

"It may well be," Rassmussen said, "that they are tachyons."

Juan threw back his hood and stepped up close. "There's a floor," he said, peering into the chamber.

"Wait!" Mal shouted as Juan entered an egg-shaped chamber filled with blue light. There seemed to be no other exit. Mal came in next to him.

Juan grabbed his friend's arm, pulled him deeper into the chamber and shouted, "Stand well back. I want to try something!"

"What are you doing?" Malachi demanded.

"I think I know!" Juan shouted, turning in time to see the opening glow red and disappear.

"We're trapped," Malachi said.

"No, wait."

Juan moved forward. The glowing red circle appeared again. "It's a lock!" Lena shouted from outside.

"Step back again!" Juan called out, retreating. "And stay back. I want to see if it's triggered from both sides."

Again, the opening glowed red and disappeared.

"I hope you're right," Malachi said.

They came forward. The circle glowed open and they emerged into the cold.

"But where does the lock lead?" Lena asked excitedly.

"A buried city?" Malachi said.

"So there was an advanced civilization in Antarctica," Lena added.

Juan said, "Let's look around before Titus drops a security lid. Are you all game?"

"Without a doubt," Malachi replied.

"This lock," Rassmussen said as Juan led the way back inside, "is impossible!"

From the middle of the small chamber, they turned and watched the exit glow red and blend seamlessly into the blue inner surface. "There must be an inner door," Juan said eagerly, moving toward the other end.

An orange glow appeared before him. "You've triggered it," Malachi said. Juan felt a gentle breeze as he went through the opening.

Overhead, yellow-orange squares of light curved away to the right, following the bend of a long passageway. The black floor reflected the lights as a dull streak.

"It spirals downward," Malachi said.

Juan led the way, examining the markings on the walls. Runs of concentric circles alternated with squares and triangles, joined by wavelets. For a moment he heard a strange whisper in his ears, but it stopped as he listened to it. He turned and looked back toward the lock. The others gazed back with him.

"It had better open when we leave," Lena said. "Maybe we should go back now."

"Let's look ahead a ways," Juan said, moving forward. Suddenly he was aware that all the surfaces of the passage seemed new, with no sign of wear. Not one light was out.

"A culture so advanced," Lena said, "existing long before us. Could they still be here?"

The passage continued to the right, its black walls displaying the same endless frieze of markings and oval, doorlike depressions.

Rassmussen said, "It's demoralizing. The lock back there implies a fantastically sophisticated power-handling capacity."

They entered a large oval area, with a large circular opening in the black floor. The spiral passage continued to descend on the far side. Juan approached and looked down.

The shaft was lit by orange-yellow light, with no sign of bottom. Warm, oxygen-rich air pumped up from below. He looked up and saw that the shaft did not continue through the ceiling, then took a coin from his pocket and dropped it in. It fell slowly, as if held by a force.

Rassmussen said, "It keeps a flat angle."

"An elevator?" Malachi asked, standing on the edge as he peered down.

"Heeeey!" a voice cried behind them. Juan started. The sound echoed through the passage. He turned to look back.

"Help!" Malachi shouted suddenly.

Juan spun around as his friend fell into the well. "Jesus," Lena said, dropping to her knees. She reached out with both hands, but Malachi was already too far down.

"Bloody stupid!" Malachi shouted, waving his arms. His figure dwindled.

"Mal!" Juan called, kneeling next to Lena.

"It's okay," Malachi answered faintly.

"I can't see him," Lena said.

Juan glanced up at Rassmussen. The older man seemed confused. "It wasn't a normal fall," he said, stepping back from the opening.

"We've got to do something," Lena said as she and Juan got up.

"Heeeeey!" the cry echoed again behind them.

"Over here!" Lena called back.

Juan heard footsteps. Two silhouettes came around the curve and stopped; a third dark shape joined them.

"Who are you?" Juan shouted.

The shadows came forward and became human figures. Juan recognized Florman, the tall, lanky excavation engineer, and Summet's stocky frame. The third man was a stranger.

"Obrion, what's going on here?" the director demanded.

"You know as much as we do. Who's this?"

"Inspector Ivan Dovzhenko, this is Dr. Juan Obrion. You've met the others, I believe."

Juan gave the Russian a quick nod. "We've just lost Mal, Titus. You startled us and he fell into this opening."

As Summet looked down the well, Juan glanced at Dovzhenko. Youngish with blond hair and gray-blue eyes, he seemed too stocky for his height. The usual second-rate Soviet scientist doubling as an ERS national observer. The best knew enough not to waste their time.

"You shouldn't have come in here," Summet said.

Juan said, "Mal went down slowly. He's somewhere below."

"Rassmussen, what do you think?" Summet demanded.

"I agree."

"And you, Dr. Dravic?"

"We all saw the same thing," she said.

Summet looked down into the well again and said, "I should order you all out of here right now."

Dovzhenko seemed nervous and wary. "Dr. Obrion, I must protest this—"

"We've got to find him," Juan said. "Down this passage."

Summet glanced at Dovzhenko, then nodded. "Wait here. I'll send down packs for you. You can't go bare-handed."

"Please hurry," Lena said.

Summet looked back up the passageway. "What in hell is this place?" He turned to Juan. "Is this where your tachyon beam is coming from?"

"It's still on?" Juan asked.

Summet nodded, then motioned for Florman and Dovzhenko to follow him out. "Stay put!" he shouted back as he hurried away.


3

THE SEEKERS

Summet and Dovzhenko came back with six small packs, wearing their own, and carrying four others. "We'll leave one here," Summet said, dropping two at Juan's feet.

"You're both coming with us?" Juan asked, noticing the exasperated look on Dovzhenko's face as he put down the two he had carried in.

Summet nodded. "There's an automatic in each pack. Keep it handy. We don't know what's in here."

Juan disliked weapons, but he strapped it on. Lena looked at hers as if it were a jawbone club, then slipped it into her thigh pocket. Rassmussen took his out, checked the safety, and put it back.

Summet gestured to Juan as Florman's men left. "You lead."

Juan went around the well and started down the next turn in the descending spiral. After a few moments he again heard the strange whispers, and glanced back. Lena's eyes darted nervously. Magnus frowned. Summet and Dovzhenko suddenly stopped.

"Do you hear that?" Summet asked.

They all listened. A whine rose up from the silence.

"I hear it," Dovzhenko said.

Juan imagined a snakelike vehicle slipping up through the corkscrew passage. "Clear the way!" he shouted, moving to his right. As he turned and pressed back against the wall, it yielded behind him. He stumbled back—

—into a brightly lit room.

The harsh white light blinded him as he fell back on his pack. He rolled over and squinted as he pushed against the floor with his gloved hands, then slowly got to his knees.

Around him stood objects that looked like cabinets, and benchlike structures of various sizes. Suddenly the ceiling glowed red. He began to sweat in his parka. Then the ceiling faded back to white and cool air rushed in around him.

He took a deep breath and stepped toward the wall, looking for the entrance. A bright red oval appeared, and the wall seemed to lose its solidity. He held out his arms, marched into the glow—

—and stepped through into the winding passage.

"Juan!" Lena shouted with relief.

"I'm okay," he said as they gathered around him and watched the portal fade away. He stepped toward the oval indentation. Faithfully, it glowed again, a graceful, fluid entranceway that engineers and architects might dream about; but if the past had accomplished all this, he thought, then the present was a time of decline.

"No further," Summet announced. "We'll get specialized teams in here. What happened in there?"

"I'm not sure, but I may have just been given a bath."

"Why do you think that?" Summet asked.

"It got very hot," Juan said, "then cool. Reminded me of infrared heaters in bathrooms." He looked at the oval indentations on the far side of the passageway. "I think there are chambers all up and down this spiral, and I'll bet each one is different."

"What is this place meant to be?" Summet asked.

Dovzhenko came up to him. "I must remind you," he said softly, "that this is now a UN-ERS find, fully protected by treaty. Until we can guarantee equal access for all signatories, it must be off limits to all further exploration."

"You're right," Summet said after a moment, "but emergency provisions apply right now. We'll leave as soon as we find Malachi Moede."

"We've got to go on now," Lena insisted before Dovzhenko could protest. "He may need help."

"He's only one man," Dovzhenko said.

"What's wrong with you?" Juan demanded.

"Calm down," Summet said.

"We're wasting time, and he wants to waste more with formalities."

"Dr. Obrion," Dovzhenko said, "I sympathize with your concern for your colleague, but as a scientific observer for a signatory to the UN-ERS treaty, I must enforce parity in the exploration of this find."

"What!" Juan asked angrily. "You're out of your mind."

Lena's face flushed with anger. "If Malachi is injured or dies," she said, "we will hold you responsible."

"Of course," Dovzhenko answered. "I understand your feelings completely."

"You don't," she said. "We'll settle with you personally."

"Ivan, come with me," Summet said. "You three—find him fast and bring him out. If you don't in a reasonable time, come out. For the record, you should not have come in here in the first place. Understand?"

Juan nodded.

"You're endangering yourselves and other scientific workers," Dovzhenko insisted.

Summet took him by the arm and led him up the passageway. "They'll be right out, Ivan," he said softly, then looked back at Juan and shouted, "Hurry!"

 

***

 

"Help!" Malachi cried out as he fell.

Lena was on her knees, reaching out to him.

"Bloody stupid!" he called back, then saw that he was sinking much too slowly for it to be dangerous.

"Mal!" Juan cried.

"It's okay!" he shouted.

His fall quickened. The opening grew small overhead and disappeared. Air pressure popped his ears. The bottom was rushing up to crack his head and snap his spine. He screamed and looked down. There was no bottom.

His grandmother in Kenya had once told him a story about a boy who fell into a deep well and found an ocean under the earth. There he became a cabin boy on a pirate vessel and grew up to command a craft of his own, visiting all the ports of the strange, starless ocean. He grew old in this life, until a giant dropped a bucket into the well and fished him up, ship and all.…

His fall slowed again. He caught his breath and looked around at the brightly lit shaft, examining the niches and odd markings as he drifted down.

Peering down, he saw that the shaft had narrowed, but there was still enough space for him to pass through the center of a catwalk. He spread his legs wide and landed gently. He stood still for a moment, glanced up into a bright haze, then looked around and noticed three oval niches spaced evenly around the shaft.

He stepped toward one. It glowed—

—and he slipped through into a large drum-shaped chamber filled with soft yellow light. The amber floor sloped into a flat circle at the center.

He went down the incline. It all seemed oddly familiar, as if his life had been lived to bring him here.

 

***

 

Juan picked up the extra pack and led the way around the well. Malachi could be anywhere inside this structure. Now that Antarctica's six months of night had begun, it would be harder to bring in supplies by air, impossible if the weather turned bad. They might have to leave Mal behind if Summet was forced to seal off the find while the UN-ERS debated what to do next.

As they went deeper into the spiral, Juan was startled by the possibility that the builders of such an advanced structure had perished. Rassmussen was right about the lock and chamber portals; such fluid control of matter and energy implied even greater capabilities. Materials synthesis alone would have insured survival.

"Call out," Lena said as she came up beside him. "He might hear us."

"Malachi!" Juan shouted, suddenly imagining his friend among the builders, talking with them, exchanging ideas, laughing at the simplicity of solutions to age-old problems. Perhaps there was only a small population left, living for noble purposes, free of material want.

"I'm here!" Malachi's voice answered, startling them.

They hurried forward. "Are you hurt?" Juan called out.

"No!" The Kenyan strolled around the bend; they rushed to him.

"What happened?" Juan asked.

"I'll show you."

Juan stared at his friend, relieved.

"I'm quite all right."

Juan grinned and gave him the spare pack. Rassmussen helped him to slip it on. "How far down did you go?" he asked.

"I estimate walking back two kilometers. Come, I'll show you."

"Titus wants us out of here," Juan said. "The lid's about to come down."

Malachi grimaced. "To blazes with him. This won't take long."

 

***

 

Malachi paused at the edge of the flat circle in the center of the drum-shaped chamber. "Watch," he said, "when I step into the center."

The yellow light faded into darkness. Three-dimensional starfields appeared around them. Juan felt vertigo, but oriented himself by the silhouettes of his companions blotting out the stars.

"They're so bright and clear," Lena said.

Malachi's arm reached out and pointed. "Notice the small red marks by yellow-orange suns."

"So they were fond of building planetariums," Rassmussen replied.

"Yes," Malachi said, "but these shots were not taken from Earth. You won't recognize any of these starfields. Follow me."

Juan watched his dark shape leave the circle and move up the incline. Lena and Rassmussen followed. As Juan caught up, the warm yellow glow again filled the chamber.

Malachi passed through the dissolving portal. Lena and Rassmussen slipped through. Juan hurried after them—

—and emerged in the spiral passage.

Malachi was on the other side, triggering another entrance. Juan waited for Lena and Rassmussen to go through, then followed them—

—into another white-lit room.

As his eyes adjusted, he saw that this chamber was bare, except for a shadowy heap in the center. They approached, and it became a pile of skeletons. "Not human," Malachi said. "Double thumbs, large ribcages, four toes. From the numbers here, it seems unlikely these were freaks."

Lena picked up a skull. "It's half again as large as ours, and look at the size of these eye sockets."

"I wonder how they died. And why were they piled here?" Rassmussen asked.

Juan felt the floor tremble.

"What was that?" Lena asked.

Malachi said, "The ice may be pushing part of this structure around."

Another tremor followed the first, then subsided.

"Maybe these were the builders of this place," Lena said. "Too bad. They might have taught us a lot."

Rassmussen sighed. "It'll be a long time before we understand what we've seen here."

"Perhaps not," Malachi said. "If we can grasp even one small detail, then our understanding may grow explosively. All this may be no more than a century or two beyond us. Remember, even simple principles look like magic when you don't understand the application."

Rassmussen laughed. "There's nothing simple behind these doorways!" His tall, gray-haired figure seemed frail in the antiseptic light of the chamber.

"But who were they?" Lena asked. "They seem to belong to another line of intelligent bipeds. To think they were advanced when we were still primitives."

"We're not all that backward," Malachi said. "Each of us can imagine how the lock and doors might work."

The older man shook his head sadly. "Imagine is the word. We couldn't build one of these doors, yet it was probably only work for one of their tradesmen, who might have installed it without knowing the theory behind it. The principle behind these doors could solve the world's material problems in one stroke."

"Listen!" Lena said.

The floor trembled, then shook, pitching Juan into the pile of bones.


4

TRAPPED

A crazed choreographer was trying to shake the skeletons on the floor into a jittery dance. Juan stood up, but fell back into the trembling bones. A skull seemed to grimace at him as it rolled away.

"Stay down!" Malachi shouted.

The shaking stopped, as if someone had thrown a switch. Juan got to his knees. Lena offered him her hand. "Thanks," he said as he took it and pulled himself up. Malachi helped Magnus to his feet.

"Let's get out of here while we can," Lena said.

They lined up at the door. Juan waited as they went through the glow, then slipped after them into the passage. They hurried up the passageway. The floor trembled, and there was a distant rumbling. Juan realized that they might not cover the two kilometers to the lock in time to get out.

"Hurry!" he shouted, quickening his pace to take the lead.

"Should we drop our packs?" Lena asked.

"Not yet," he called back.

They force-marched in silence for the next twenty minutes. Juan glanced back at his companions and saw that each was keeping up, despite the extra weight.

Finally, they reached the drop tube. Juan slowed down and slipped out of his pack as they went past. He was gasping and sweating heavily. Zero-g had taken a lot of his strength. Malachi came up at his side and tried to help him along.

"I can do it," Juan said, pulling away.

The trembling started again as they reached the lock. Juan triggered the inner door. They hurried inside and collapsed on the floor.

"Everyone all right?" Juan asked after a few minutes.

"Yes," Lena replied, catching her breath.

Rassmussen nodded as he lay on his side. Malachi got to his feet and confronted the spot where the outer door had appeared. It glowed red and revealed a wall of ice.

"It might not be very thick," Malachi said. He stepped forward and pushed with both hands, with no result. "Did we have a digging tool in our packs?" he asked as he backed away and the door glowed shut.

"I'll go," Rassmussen said, moving toward the inner door. It glowed open and he hurried down the spiral.

"I expect," Malachi said, "that Titus will assume we're still in here."

Juan sat up and looked at Lena. She seemed nervous but in control of herself as she gazed back at him.

The inner door glowed after a few minutes and Rassmussen came in. "We're in luck. A collapsible spade in each pack."

Malachi took one, snapped open the handle, and faced the outer lock again. It glowed open and he struck the ice. "Useless," he said after two more tries. "Too hard for these implements." The exit glowed shut as he backed away.

"We'll wait," Juan said.

Rassmussen dropped the other spades. "It could be a few hours, or a week."

Juan nodded. "We have supplies for that long. Summet's equipped to reach us."

Malachi said, "True, but what if this place has slipped, and this exit can't be found?"

"What else can we do?" Juan answered, getting up.

Rassmussen cleared his throat and said, "I suggest we use the time we have here to explore a few of the chambers along the passage."

"Good idea," Malachi replied.

 

***

 

Juan paused before the chamber he had chosen. At his right, near the bend of the passageway, the small figure of Malachi slipped into the wall. Magnus and Lena had selected chambers farther down.

Juan triggered the red glow and stepped—

—into darkness.

As his eyes adjusted, a scattering of blue lights appeared overhead, casting a hazy light throughout the chamber. A dozen casketlike objects formed a rectangle on the floor in front of him. He went to the left corner box and touched the opaque surface. There was no sign of a lid.

He stepped into the center of the rectangle and looked around. The gloom made him shiver, despite his parka. A surprise party, he thought. At any moment the casket lids would fly open and well-wishers would rise to toast his health.

As he gazed at the strange shapes, he realized that he couldn't even begin to guess what they were. He wondered again if the builders had perished. Surely they would have shown themselves by now if they still existed. Disease was too simple an explanation for their absence; their knowledge seemed to preclude such an end. Suicide? The skeletons might belong to individuals of another species, who had wandered in and died. But why were their bones piled up?

The place irritated him, because he knew that he would never be able to set it aside and go back to his own work. What they had seen would change human life forever, if the technology were understood and mastered. The world he had known would come to an end.

"Hello!" he shouted, and listened to his echo. "Who are you? Are you still here?"

He smiled at his own childishness. Enigmas, like deities, never responded to entreaties.

 

***

 

Lena tensed as she passed through the glowing door. What if it froze up around her? She hurried through—

—into a bare room filled with white light.

The walls curved like lenses, waiting to magnify fearful depths. The chamber's stillness seemed to hold a distant whisper.

She sat down on the smooth, glassy floor, wondering if she was in some asylum. The room seemed to tease her, and she remembered a young girl's first fascination with the sciences. Exhausting wearisome whys had driven her life. Norway's midnight sun had been one of the first childhood mysteries to fall—a simple matter of tilting the world. That sun, hanging over snow-capped mountains, remained for her the image of clear thought. However glacierlike its application to human life, the patient accumulation of knowledge could save a world.

Her mother had been a more difficult mystery. A brooding woman, she had abandoned her husband and returned to her own country with her infant daughter. All that Lena knew of her father was that he had remained in the Balkans and had become something of a political figure during the 1990s, the so-called "era of new understanding." He had never been part of her life, apparently content to forget his daughter.

As she grew up, Lena had feared that she might be to blame for her parents' estrangement. The suspicion tormented her, until she confronted her mother. Her father had married another woman, she had been told. "My leaving him had nothing to do with you," her mother had insisted. "It would have happened anyway. At least I had you. I'm grateful that he gave me a child."

So that mystery had been solved—but another had replaced it: How could love become indifference? Few scientific answers were as various and unsatisfying as the answers to that question. A succession of new loves gave one the illusion of youth, for a time. Clearly, the physical limits of the body, especially its short lifespan, were no match for the mind, whose imagination soared, demanding what the body could not give. She had resolved to help break the forces of decay, and calm some of the outrage at existence that wounded the human heart. Her hopes had not been fulfilled. Humanity lived with little concern for individuals, unconsciously content with the illusory immortality of the species. Here and there, privileged individuals grasped at longer life. Their power and money supported the knowledge seekers.

I'm a fifth-rate magician, she told herself as she looked around the room. It was difficult to guess its size. She stood up and gazed into the variable curves of the lenslike walls. They seemed to grow in complexity, suggesting biological infrastructures. Sparks shot behind the surfaces, as if a school of silvery fish were navigating inner twists.

She moved forward and the chamber seemed to expand. She stopped and listened, imagining that she was expected to speak, and that she would be carried into the spaces between the stars.

She turned her head and saw a great blue eye staring at her from inside a facet. The eye blinked. She stepped back and it grew smaller, and she saw that the face to which it belonged was her own.

 

***

 

Malachi stood in an orange room. Hundreds of containerlike objects crowded the large floor. The far wall was bare, but the one at his right was covered with shelves. Hundreds of small square boxes sat on them.

He was annoyed; it all seemed to be just beyond his understanding. He went over to a large rectangular container and tried to lift what seemed to be the lid, but could not move it.

They knew I was coming, he thought, so they sealed the covers.

 

***

 

Magnus stared at the wall of square cubbyholes. It seemed to defy him to guess its purpose. He almost laughed as he turned away.

The rest of the blue room was empty, except for six tablelike protuberances in the center, set low enough to sit around. He pictured a corkscrew of chambers stuck in the ice, with everything in them made to be deliberately puzzling or meaningless; access to each chamber was through an elegant dissolving doorway, designed to boast; or so it seemed to an envious savage.

Irritated as much by his own reaction as by the contents of the room, he turned and approached the exit. It glowed obediently. He went forward—

—and gasped as a vise closed around him.

He could see into the passage. His heart raced. He tried to move, but the door held him.

 

***

 

"Help!" a voice shouted as Juan slipped out into the passage. He looked to his right, saw Magnus's hand clawing the air, and rushed to him.

The older man's face gazed out from the substance of the doorway, his right hand straining to push through. "Don't touch me—it might be dangerous." The door seemed plastic, ready to flow. The embedded face was a mask; only the quick movement of the eyes showed its fear.

Lena and Malachi came around the turn. "Over here!" Juan shouted. They ran up the passage.

"Oh, no!" Lena said.

"Is it cutting into you?" Malachi asked.

Magnus blinked. "No, but it's tight."

Juan imagined food and water being brought to him as the world's finest minds studied the jammed portal. He would discuss his plight with them as nurses bathed his face and brushed his teeth after meals. Endless rescuers would aspire to pull the new Merlin from the stone.

"Juan," Lena said softly, "he can't last long with so much of his body enclosed."

Magnus tried to smile. "So the technology isn't as perfect as it looks … old, malfunctioning." He formed his words with difficulty.

"Are you in pain?" Lena asked.

He moved his hand. "Can't feel it."

Juan tried to think.

"You may not be able to free me," Magnus said.

"We'll get you out," Lena said.

The floor trembled, as if offering a comment. Juan took a deep breath. He stepped forward and began to touch the portal.

"No!" Magnus shouted.

The surface was strange, hard and slightly warm. It glowed suddenly, and Magnus stumbled into his arms.

"I suspected it would trigger," Juan said, holding him up. Magnus was sweating heavily in his parka, but smiled.

"Can you stand?" Juan asked as Lena massaged his limp right hand.

He nodded, breathing more evenly. "Unfortunately, we're cut off from that room."

"So the door sticks a bit," Juan said, letting him go. "What's in there?"

"I'm not sure."

"We had no trouble with the ones we tried," Malachi said.

"Look!" Lena shouted. The portal was glowing.

"Maybe we're triggering it," Juan said.

They stepped back. It darkened, reddened again, then faded to normal.

Magnus smiled and rubbed the back of his neck. "It's as if it were resetting itself."

Juan stepped forward. The opening glowed, then died as he moved back.

"It may never happen again," Magnus said.

"Why did it happen?" Lena asked.

"A quantum accident of some kind, perhaps," Magnus said.

The floor trembled, then shook. They threw out their arms for balance. It stopped suddenly.

"We must get back," Lena said. "They may have dug through by now."

The floor trembled again as they went up the passage.


5

ICELOCK

The ice pitched and the floodlights flickered. Summet lay flat at the rim of the pit as the dome pushed up. Men were strewn below, crying out and rolling to avoid the cracks. One power digger was on its side, pinning two figures.

"Get some lines down here!" he shouted as he got up.

"Get back!" Florman shouted at his right. A crack ran between them and toppled one of the huts. The dry, frigid air crackled with static electricity. Summet saw that the dome was large enough to send all the huts, copters, and machinery rolling away as it rose through the ice. He turned and followed Florman. The blue-white glare cast a strange daylight over the ice. Men moved like penguins toward the distant copters.

Black cracks radiated from the pit. Summet resisted the urge to drop flat and wait for the trembling to stop. He covered the last hundred meters and Florman pulled him up into the open bay. As the copter lifted, Summet looked back and was appalled at the size of the dome breaking through the ice. The floodlights died as cables snapped.

"From the curvature," Dovzhenko said in his clipped English, "it might be more than two kilometers across fully exposed."

The blue glow of the dome suggested the play of vast energies. Dovzhenko leaned over and slid the door shut. Summet peered through the small window. All the copters were in the air, beams sweeping the ice for survivors.

Summet opened the door a crack. The glowing dome had stopped rising. "Obrion's team may still be able to get out," he said. "The entrance area is exposed now, and the curve's shallow enough for them to reach the ice."

"They may be dead," Dovzhenko said, sounding as if it might be an appropriate punishment.

"Don't underestimate them, Ivan," Summet said. The Russian's relentless arrogance had grated on him ever since their first meeting more than a year ago. "We'll land and wait."

"What pushed it up?" Florman asked.

"It seems to be doing that by itself," Dovzhenko replied.

Summet saw two copters touch down on the far side of the dome. They were at least two kilometers away, yet clearly visible in the strange light. Dovzhenko handed him a pair of binoculars.

The dome's blue glow was bright in the glasses as Summet scanned the surface. There was no sign of the entrance.

Slowly, the copter descended and touched down. Summet felt a low rumble in his guts. "Florman, tell the pilot to leave for base if the quake starts again." As the engineer stood up and made his way forward, Summet peered through his glasses again, hoping to see Obrion's team.

"Are they coming out?" Dovzhenko asked.

The copter shook violently, and the pilot took it up. Summet saw the black cracks stabbing across the bright zone of ice. He shifted his glasses back to the dome.

"Fuel is limited," Dovzhenko said. "We must start back to Base One in fifteen minutes."

"It's coming up again!" Summet pulled the door open halfway.

The dome raised the ice around it into a ragged wall. Sections began to collapse.

"It's at least three kilometers across," Summet said, still peering through the glasses. The dome was rotating. Ice thundered as it fell, echoing through the dark valley. The air was fall of static. The dome's blue glow brightened into silver. A shimmering field enclosed its skin as the massive globe lifted itself free. Tons of ice fell from the sphere as it hovered, then jerked upward, pulling a train of ice and snow after itself.

He followed the sphere as it climbed the night, blotting out the stars with its glow. The roar continued from below, where the ice was collapsing into the hole. The sphere shrank to a silver point and disappeared. Summet scanned the sky until his eyes adjusted and stars reappeared in their stately march around the pole.

"Back to base," he said to Dovzhenko, looking back at the hole in the ice, where a luminous cloud of steam was belching up into the darkness. "Will anyone believe this?"

"The question," Dovzhenko replied, "is whether we could have prevented it."

"What do you mean?" Summet demanded, handing him his binoculars.

"We may ask if Obrion's team was responsible for this happening."

"I very much doubt that."

"We may never know," Dovzhenko said, "since most of the evidence is lost. But they should not have been permitted to remain in the vessel. You are responsible."

Summet sighed. "Okay, Ivan. Work your tricks. You can have my job—if they'll give it to you."

 

***

 

The shaking stopped. They were all still on their feet.

Juan looked at Lena. "Hear that?" she asked nervously, eyes wide.

"No."

"High frequency. I can just pick it up." She darted across the passage. "It's coming from this portal."

"Wait," Malachi said.

"Magnus, what do you think?" Juan asked. "Should we avoid these doors?"

"I don't know."

"How do you feel?" Lena asked.

"I don't feel any ill effects."

Lena stepped forward. The oval indentation glowed red and she went through. Juan followed her—

—into darkness.

They stood at what seemed to be the edge of a cliff. The Earth appeared at their feet. Antarctica was a darkening mass surrounded by water. Mount Erebus, the lights of Base One in Taylor Valley, and the Transantarctic Range were all clearly visible. The tips of Africa and South America were juttings of green and brown, still catching the sunlight.
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