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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.










Prologue



“Don’t go too far, Jan.” Frances Reese’s warning was still ringing in Du Toit’s ears as he cut the jet pack and attempted a landfall a kilometre from the cluster of spacecraft. The terrain a hundred metres below was largely hidden, cloaked in mottled shadow, but it was unlikely, in such low gravity, that he would come to grief by dropping blind. Still, there was no sense in taking chances. He peered down into the gloom, trying to make out something as he fell in a long, leisurely arc towards the surface.


He had had to get away, get some precious solitude, and even mother-hen Reese had relented, grudgingly, when he’d told her, in all seriousness, that he was set to explode. It was true; make no mistake. He might have been the most even tempered and phlegmatic spacer on the long flight out to the Dragon, but intolerable pressure had built up inside him like a head of steam, until he didn’t like to think what he might do to any of his crewmates if he didn’t crack a release valve, and soon.


Du Toit felt the metal claws on his boots snag the surface, and flexed his legs to take up the momentum. The Sun was directly overhead, forever at zenith now that the comet was no longer spinning, but it was still too distant and dim to illuminate the surface properly. But some detail was visible close by. Where the ice wasn’t streaked with dust it seemed to glow eerily as if from an internal light source, deep down inside. He’d seen the same ghostly effect on Earth, walking across freshly fallen snow on a starry night.


Du Toit turned off his helmet light and felt himself poised between the stars and the faint Sun and the glowing surface of the comet. He seemed to be in a valley, or at least a depression of some kind, cupped in a giant hand carrying him through space. He had to remind himself that this really was a world, with a substantial surface area, with hills and cliffs, mountains and crevasses. It was difficult to reconcile this reality with the image of a tiny speck – for that was all it had been – that he had watched for three months in the Hoyle’s 50-centimetre finder.


When he clicked the full beam of his light back on, the cone of illumination lit up a wide cleft with sheer ice walls towering on both sides of him. The wall to his right had to be fifty metres away, but the left-hand wall was just a few strides from him. His gentle landing, floating down almost parallel to the ice face, could so easily have become a tumble down the nearly vertical face. Back home they’d call the feature a kloof. Du Toit’s kloof! How about that? He would talk to Reese on his return and request that they name it after its discoverer. He had no idea how long the feature would persist in the heat of the Sun once the ice started buckling and boiling off into the vacuum, but it was the nearest he would ever get to immortality.


He began walking parallel with the ice walls – long, loping, comical strides, each of which ended in an awkward manoeuvre he had yet to perfect, in which he corkscrewed the claws of one boot into the ice to gain purchase for the next stride and to ensure he didn’t bounce off into space. All this was unnecessary. He had a jet pack and, if he floated away in the minuscule gravity of the comet, all he had to do was orient the nozzle and trigger a short burn to nudge himself back down to the surface. But that would be cheating. He wanted to walk, or at least practice what laughingly passed as walking on this oversized snowball. He had spent too much time, these past few months, floating inside a spaceship or tethered to one or another of the vehicles, directing the burns that cancelled the angular momentum of the comet. He wanted the pretence of normality, and that was why he was out here, doing silly walks on a chunk of primordial ice between the planets.


In two days’ time Reese would order the big burn which would change the course of this ponderous iceberg of the vacuum. Only a couple of hours before, they had finished orienting the fusion engines. So Reese had given them all a much needed forty-eight hour break from their daily toil. And he had taken a walk in the dark rather than oblivion in his bunk. Sleep wasn’t what he needed. No, he needed a breath of fresh air. Metaphorically, of course.


The kloof had tributaries, narrow fissures which swallowed up the light of his helmet beam. Du Toit stopped and peered into one. He could see at least a hundred metres into the crack, which stretched downward into the comet, maybe to its rocky core. He would never know, since a sharp bend interrupted his line of sight. Better watch out for crevasses, he reminded himself. His quest for solitude had taken him out of radio touch with the ships. That, perhaps, was unwise. But he would be careful.


He swung his helmet beam out of the crack and began examining closely the wall of the kloof. It had a curious texture, looking like fabric; narrow sinuous runnels were criss-crossed by dust veins. He pressed the palm of his glove against the wall, and convinced himself that he could feel the roughness. He had a good imagination.


Thoughts of scientific investigation slid from his mind as he imagined the great bulk of the comet, a sleeping Dragon waiting to be warmed into life as it neared the Sun. This was a landscape that no other eyes would ever see, let alone investigate scientifically. He moved on, trying now to think of nothing at all, to blank out all the tedious events of the past months, using the walk to recharge his mental batteries. Breathing deeply, and leaping along rhythmically as he learned the trick of the twist in each step, he began to fall into a meditative, trance-like state, and felt fatigue seeping out of his bones. He glided to a halt, cupped in the bowl of ice, and turned slowly to see how far he had come. It was then that he felt the first, faint rumble beneath his feet.


Du Toit froze. His pulse rate and a dozen other physiological signs somersaulted off the scale. What was that? Movement where there should be no movement, deep down inside the comet. The Dragon was coming to life – but much too early, it shouldn’t stir for weeks yet. For an age he stood motionless, with only the flutter of a muscle and the beating of his heart preventing the complete fusion of his awareness with the structure of the comet. He felt himself fusing with the ice, imagining layers upon layers of icy crystal plane stretching down into the cryogenic core. He felt that he could detect any microscopic slippage of these crystal planes. Poised on the knife-edge between comet and space, he felt for the heartbeat of the vacuum – but the rumble had stopped. With sudden relief, the answer came to him. The fusion engines! Reese must have been testing the main drive. Of course!


Then the world fell apart. Literally. He was thrown loose from the ice and found himself floating in a shower of splinters as the comet convulsed beneath him and a great gaping canyon opened up before him, barely ten metres away along the floor of the kloof. A rising berg of ice, tens of metres across, nudged him to one side as it moved ponderously upward and out into space; Du Toit saw he was heading for the nearest ice wall, and fast. A spacer’s instinct made him lunge at his tool belt, activate the emergency grapple line. There was no time to see whether the explosive harpoon buried itself in solid ice or powdered snow. The stars were obliterated, eclipsed by a moving mountain of ice. Then he hit, and darkness closed in.


When he awoke, he was floating. But the grapple line had held. Thank God. His head was muzzy and his left elbow bruised and stiff. The suit had not been pierced. But when he triggered his jet pack, nothing happened. He was alive, but his principal means of propulsion was useless. He hauled in the grapple line, hand over hand, until once again he could hook his boots into the surface and “stand” on “solid” ice. How long had he been out? The needle on the gauge showed thirty minutes of oxygen used; given that he’d been unconscious and breathing shallow, that meant maybe an hour had passed.


What had happened? The massive quake couldn’t have been anything to do with Reese. The Dragon, dormant since the birth of the Solar System, had hiccupped. They knew it would happen when the heat of the Sun got stronger – but not this soon. They were still out near Mars, and the Sun was too feeble to melt off even a film of surface ice. Perhaps it was a result of the outburst of activity during the first pass of the comet near the Sun, months before. But, surely, it had had ample time to settle down again. No, it had to be the fault of the expedition, somehow, with heat from the engines and the change in stresses caused by halting the comet’s spin combining to release an old pressure along a line of weakness that had been there since the beginning of time. But that was no excuse.


He began to pay out the grapple line, crawling now, not leaping, over the kloof floor. Something else was wrong. What was it? His fuddled brain tried to take stock of the surroundings. The Sun! Where had the Sun gone? It should be directly overhead; it had been before the quake. Where was the Sun? Scrabbling frantically onward, slipping and sliding on the ice, digging his toe claws into the ice to stop himself, Du Toit reached the canyon he had seen open up in the kloof floor. But it was no longer a canyon. There was nothing on the other side.


Trying hard to swallow panic, he craned over the edge, and found the Sun. It was down a sheer face of glistening ice. How could that be? How – then his brain finally understood, and Du Toit felt a cold hand seize him in its grip. Surely it couldn’t be. He closed his eyes for a moment, but when he opened them the scene was still the same.


In the light of the distant Sun he saw rubble and ice, great blocks of the stuff, occulting the stars; a flotilla of calved icebergs setting sail upon the sea of the vacuum. With him riding on one of them.










1.



David Kondratieff had been one of the first people with any real influence to learn about the comet. It took a pretty spectacular item of genuinely scientific news to justify disturbing the science adviser to the Council – his real role was administrative, trying to decide how best to employ the depleted technological resources of the world to the ever pressing problems of food production. News about new crop strains, techniques to combat drought, better rainfall forecasting in the monsoon regions – things like that went straight to his desk. But gone were the days when scientists had unlimited budgets to probe the structure of matter, or the depths of space. Gone too, since the Incident, were many of the large computers that would have made his task so much easier.


Nigel Cooper, the Director of the Canary Islands Observatory, dropped the package in personally with his bi-monthly report.


“This might be your sort of thing, David.”


He glanced at the title on the tape! Comet Osaki-Mori. Acquisition and Orbit.


“A big one? Naked eye?” Nigel nodded. Kondratieff tossed the tape on his desk. “Fill me in quickly, Nigel. I’ll view the tape at home – when I get home.” A wave of the hand indicated the stack of material in his “in” tray.


“Okay. We got the news first from Japan, of course. They’re still doing sky survey work with their Schmidt camera. And we’ve been taking quick looks with the 2-metre almost every night over the past month. Can’t spare too long on it, because of the work on Holly objects – all that’s in the main report. But it’s big all right, definitely a newcomer, and from the orbital information we have so far it should pass close enough to put on a good show. We won’t have the final orbital details for a couple of weeks yet – it’s being quite seriously perturbed by Jupiter. But with luck it will be better than Halley. We’ll be glad to help publicize the event, get video crews down to photograph through the big telescope, and so on.”


“And to drum up some favourable publicity for yourselves, eh, Nigel?” Kondratieff smiled. “You don’t have to worry about influencing me, you know; and it doesn’t really matter what the public think. If you want to get your budget increased, you’d better find a way to convince the Council that discovering a comet is something to make a song and dance about.”


“It won’t bring any more rain to East Africa, will it?”


“It’s not got any short term benefits, David. But it’s one helluva good opportunity for some real work on the origins of the Solar System. Maybe the Council could spare the resources for a probe, to bring back some samples.”


“A probe? Now I know you’re losing touch with reality down there on the island. I have enough trouble justifying all the shuttle flights I schedule as it is; Ustinov knows perfectly well we’re running those little packages from your friends at MIT up into orbit, counting cosmic rays or whatever it is they do, and he seems to think that sometimes I’m timing the flights to suit MIT, not to maximize our cover of the crops. It doesn’t pay to tell politicians the whole truth, but I’d need a pretty convincing story to get official approval for a comet mission, and official approval is what I’d need.”


“I know, David.” Cooper stood and extended his hand. “I mustn’t waste your time with my madman’s schemes. Let’s be grateful that we’ve got a friend like you to help us keep the observatory running, and to smuggle those not so secret packages up into orbit. Anyway, if nothing else this might bring the opportunity for you to come down and see us at work.”


Kondratieff stood and shook the proffered hand. “Maybe.” Releasing his grip, he waved again at the stack of work. “And then again, maybe not. But keep me posted on this comet, Nigel. If it comes close enough we’ll try to get one of those little packages up above the atmosphere at the right time to take a peek at it.”


Linda Regan didn’t much care about the comet, one way or the other. Of course she knew about it, in a vague sort of way. The newsfax had been full of the story for days. An unrepeatable scientific opportunity, it said; and the spectacle of a lifetime, far better than the disappointing return of Halley’s Comet a couple of decades ago. But a fat lot of good that would do Linda.


In six months’ time she would be eighteen, legally an adult and with a lifetime of opportunity ahead of her. Only, there were no opportunities. Her mother had broken the news that morning.


“I’m sorry Linda. There’s nothing I can do. They’ve cut the ration again and we don’t have the money for the unrationed shops. Maybe next year things will be better.”


“But next year’s no good, Mum. It’s my eighteenth this year. You promised I could have a party.”


“I know.” The tall woman brushed back a strand of her dark hair, just beginning to be streaked with grey, and sat down by her daughter at the breakfast table. She reached for Linda’s hand, trying to comfort her, but the hand was quickly withdrawn. The girl gazed intently at her drink, stirring the brown liquid into a swirling pattern, and pretending not to listen to her mother’s words.


“I really thought things were improving after I got the job. But it’s no good them keeping prices steady when they keep cutting the quota on what we can buy. Maybe it’s better in Russia or America. But the rest of us have to do what we’re told.”


“It’s not fair. They’ve got resources to send spaceships to Mars, but they pretend there’s nothing for the smaller countries. I bet they all have parties. Why do we have to do what we’re told, anyway?”


“Oh, my baby.” This time the offered hand was taken. “Sometimes I wonder, too. But your grandfather knew even worse times. Things are getting better. And I don’t really think they’ve got a better ration than us,” she added gently, “there just isn’t much to go round.”


Yevgeny Ustinov knew only too well how little there was to go round. As Secretary to the Council of the Reunited Nations, Ustinov, as much as anyone, was the ruler of planet Earth. The Council invariably took his “advice”; and the world bowed to the wishes of the Council, as much through lack of any idea what else to do as through fear of the decaying stockpiles of nuclear weapons. Symbolically, the RN’s administrative headquarters – the World Government – was located in Reykjavik, Iceland. Not exactly neutral territory, in terms of the old loyalties, but at least located geographically in between the two land masses of the northern hemisphere where the former rivals held sway. The symbolism, thought Ustinov, might have been better if they had picked somewhere on the equator, midway between the North and South, for that was where the real differences in the world lay today. And then at least he wouldn’t have had to endure these bleak northern winters. But then again, at least the bleakness of the location kept even essential visitors down to the minimum and left him free to concentrate on the task in hand. As long, that is, as he didn’t allow his tired mind to wander off in daydreams about relocating the Council on a tropic isle.


His visitor had stopped talking and was waiting, expectantly, for the Secretary’s response. Ustinov leaned back in his chair and rubbed his face with both hands, the fingers lifting his old-fashioned glasses from the bridge of his nose.


“A comet, Doctor Kondratieff, is hardly something to strike terror into our hearts in the twenty-first century, you know.” He smiled wearily, preparing to dismiss another impossible claim upon the world’s limited resources. An unmanned probe, sending back pictures, might indeed be a good idea. A show for the people, to take their minds off the absence of bread in their bellies. But a manned expedition? Out of the question. Why couldn’t these people understand that they couldn’t return to the twentieth century, and that what little effort could be spared for work in space had to be geared to practical ends, weather forecasting and monitoring of cropland from near orbit. After the fiasco of the O’Neill colony, surely anyone could see that deep space was a waste of effort, even though the technology to reach Jupiter did still exist.


“But, sir, allow me to explain.” David Kondratieff felt the sweat on his palms and tried to keep calm. It had been hard enough to get this audience, and on what he said now rested the only chance of deflecting the newly discovered comet from its path.


“You must appreciate, sir, the difficulty of predicting the precise fate of this object. It is a first-time visitor to the inner Solar System, and its orbit has taken it close past Jupiter. Usually, these things dive in from space, rush past the Sun, and head out once more, never to be seen again. But the deep gravity well of the giant planet has deflected this comet. The result is that it is dropping into a stable orbit which will go only a little closer to the Sun than we are, before swinging out past Mars and then dropping back towards the Earth’s orbit.


“In eighteen months’ time, this comet is going to provide the most spectacular sight in the heavens since the dawn of civilization. But that isn’t what I’m worried about.” Kondratieff hurried on, before the Secretary could say what was clearly in his mind, that heavenly displays, no matter how spectacular, were of no interest to him. “Three and a half years after that – three years and one hundred and twenty three days, to be precise – the comet will come back to our part of the Solar System. It will become what we call a short period comet. And it’s going to come very close indeed.


“I said its closest approach to the Sun is just inside Earth orbit. I should have said ‘just inside the orbit of the Earth and the Moon.’ The Earth and the Moon follow a complex path around the Sun, as you can see in this holo.” He gestured to the wall screen, where Ustinov’s desk was displaying the images from the tape he had dropped into it at the start of their conversation. “Most people think the Moon circles the Earth, but it doesn’t. All we can say about the comet’s orbit is that, left alone, it will intersect this double orbit a little under five years from now, just when the two planets are there. It may pass harmlessly by. But it could very well strike the Earth.”


The presentation was faultless, Kondratieff was sure. The facts spoke for themselves, and the computer animation of the comet’s orbit piercing the interwoven strands of the orbits of Earth and Moon around the Sun was the icing on the cake. The probability of disaster might seem small. It was small. But as the report spelled out the effects would be immense. A small risk of an immense disaster; in actuarial terms, the only sane course of action had to be to reduce that small risk precisely to zero, if at all possible. And it was possible.


“If this comet strikes the Earth it could be the greatest disaster in sixty-five million years, since the death of the dinosaurs. Far worse than the Incident. We know the Earth has been bombarded from space over the eons, and we are pretty sure now that these bombardments explain why suddenly thousands of species of life were wiped from the face of the Earth in massive extinctions. Sixty-five million years ago, it wasn’t just the dinosaurs that died but hundreds of other species. And the best explanation is that the cause was a giant meteorite striking the Earth – the Enever effect.”


“I know all this.” The Secretary leaned back and waved a hand dismissively. “That disaster was caused by a huge lump of rock, but a comet is merely a snowball. And it may have been a disaster for the dinosaurs, but not so bad for us, eh, since it opened the way for the mammals!”


Kondratieff, not for the first time, cursed inwardly the Secretary’s habit of viewing pop science for light relief.


“Of course, sir. I’m not suggesting a disaster on that scale. But this dirty snowball still has a mass of 1018 tons – that’s a billion, billion tons of ice and snow. It’s the biggest thing to come into the inner Solar System since civilization began.” He had a flash of inspiration. “And remember what happened in 1908. The Tunguska Explosion. Trees were knocked down all over Siberia. That was caused by a fragment of comet exploding in the atmosphere, not even a whole snowball. If it had arrived a few minutes later, the rotation of the Earth would have placed Leningrad directly under the explosion. That’s what even a small fragment of a comet can do, and we are dealing here with one of the biggest.”


He watched Ustinov ponder the implications. The Secretary stood and walked to the large window, gazing through the thick triple glazing into a black night which offered no view more prepossessing that the swirl of cloud and snow in the lights from the building. He certainly had heard of the Tunguska event, and his family came from Leningrad. A meteor – or a comet – striking the ocean could throw up clouds that would circle the Earth and bring a new Ice Age, the report said. A whole world like Iceland in winter. No more tropic isles. He shuddered and turned from the window. “David Kondratieff, you are a rogue. I don’t know if you are really concerned about this comet striking the Earth, or if you simply see an excuse to revitalize the space programme. No, I don’t mind.” He raised a hand to stop Kondratieff’s attempted interruption. “Either way, you are right. We cannot afford to take the chance. Things aren’t easy here. It is all we can do to keep things from falling apart as we stumble from one crisis to the next. But if we stop trying to solve the problems, then we stop being civilized human beings. I can’t promise you much, but if you can get this crazy scheme of yours off the ground, then you will have my support. But I hope you have thought it through. I fear that, win or lose, this may be the end of our spacegoing capability.”


The audience was clearly at an end. But it had turned out as well as Kondratieff could have hoped. Better get out quick, before the old man could change his mind, and get the wheels turning officially. Once a project like this got started, it would take more than a change of heart by the Secretary to overcome its inertia.


“Thank you, sir. I am aware of all the implications, and I have prepared an outline plan in case of your approval. May I …?” He left the question hanging as he moved towards the door.


“Yes, yes, you can make it official. Tell Ingeborg who you need to set up the machinery and I will issue the instructions today. If what you fear is correct, then there is no time to waste.”


In the outer office, Kondratieff paused to wipe the sweat from his hands, and took a drink of water from the cooler. The hubbub of half-whispered conversations among the usual crowd of visitors, with and without appointments but all eagerly seeking an audience with the Secretary, died at first as he became the temporary focus of their attention, then rose again as he was ignored. To them, he was part of the furniture. David Kondratieff, the science man. Probably talking to Ustinov about the bad harvest in southeast Asia; no wonder he looked nervous, poor chap. They envied his easy access to the inner sanctum, but knew the responsibility, and the visibility, that went with it. Better to be one of the pack, even if it did mean a long wait, if easy access to the Secretary left you looking that wrung out.


Kondratieff tried to keep calm, act as if his visit had indeed been routine. Forty-seven years old, science adviser to the RN, the man the scientific community, what was left of it, regarded as God, and still that man in there could leave him feeling like a nervous PhD student facing up to his oral examination. Well, he’d done it. Pulled the wool over the old man’s eyes, for sure. All he had to do now was get the astronauts behind him, and solve a few minor, routine problems – like getting half a dozen or so antiquated space shuttles all set to fly at the same time.


He turned to the calm, green-eyed woman who guarded the Secretary’s outer lair.


“Well, Greta, the old man likes me today. He approves my plans.”


Greta Ingeborg inclined her head. She knew what that meant. More work for her.


“And you just happen to have a directive that you would like me to put on top of the pile for signature.”


“Greta, you’re a mind reader.” Kondratieff smiled. “And while we’re waiting for the old man to get around to making it official, I’m sure you can get Frances Reese pulled off routine duties and assigned to me to help plan a certain mission.”


Greta smiled back. Kondratieff felt good. Things were going his way.










2.



The East African sun beat down upon the village. A road, once made up but now reverting to the track it had been for hundreds of years before the arrival of the white man’s civilization, snaked past dusty fields in which the unharvested coffee crop had been left to die. An abandoned lorry, its wheels long since vanished, stood alongside a half-heartedly stripped down tractor, left with its gearbox missing and dust blowing into the engine. Overhead, the sails of a modern, aerodynamic windmill turned lazily in the fitful breeze, pumping water from the deep well – the one lasting benefit of technology for these villagers. In one cool hut, traditionally designed with open walls to allow the same breeze to blow through, a group of women were deep in discussion.


“What use is Nairobi to us anyway, I ask you?” The speaker, a tall woman with a commanding presence, dared with her eyes anyone to contradict what she was saying.


“Nairobi government is men’s government, and we all know what men are good for. Sitting in the shade and drinking beer.” There was a ripple of uneasy laughter. But not all were yet convinced.


“How can we buy food for our children? We’ve got no roads, no lorries, no market anymore. We grow the coffee, but nobody buys it. How can we buy food?” The plaint came from a tired looking woman at the back of the group. In London, New York or Moscow, even today, her appearance would have indicated someone well into middle age. But she held a baby to her breast, and another small child, less than two years old, sat, wide-eyed, by her skirts, sucking his thumb.


“Sarah Mandela, sometimes I think you just don’t listen. The worst thing that ever happened here was the road, the lorries and the market. Who is it works in the fields all day to grow coffee? We do.” There was a murmur of assent from the group. “And who is it takes coffee to market and gets money? Men do. And what do men spend money on? Not food. Beer. Whisky. Transistor radio. TV. No baby can eat transistor radios. Remember the old ways. If we grow food instead of coffee then we all have plenty to eat – even the men. Sure, we’ve got no beer, and we’ve got no TV. We don’t need a road, because we’ve got no lorries. Women work in the fields all day, but we’re used to that. And what we grow we keep. For our own village. For our own children. Money is just no use to us.”


Once again she glared fiercely at first one woman, then another, willing them to understand. Nobody held her eye. The muttering began again, as the women talked among themselves, wondering about the possibilities.


Dragontamers


Reuters, Reykjavik


RN Secretary General Yevgeny Ustinov announced today that the New Aeronautical and Space Administration is being asked to draw up plans for a possible mission to the comet known as the Dragon. Such a mission would be the most ambitious space effort for more than forty years, and would involve most of the six shuttle spacecraft now serviceable. A team of astronauts would be in space for more than a year. Their objective, to ascertain whether raw materials from comets and asteroids in space could be used to help redevelop a space colony, without the need for reliance on resources from Earth.


The Dragon is officially named Osaki-Mori, after its two Japanese discoverers. Astronomers believe that it is a ball of frozen material that has been orbiting our Solar System, far from the Sun, ever since it formed, four and a half billion years ago. They predict that when the Dragon passes through the inner Solar System next year it will produce the most spectacular heavenly display since medieval times. Although it will pass by the Earth only about ten times as far from us, at its closest, as the distance to the Moon, there is no danger, an RN spokesman told Reuters today, of a collision or harmful effects on our planet.


“The exciting thing about this comet,” science adviser David Kondratieff told a news conference in Reykjavik this morning, “is that it is being captured into a close orbit around the Sun. Jupiter’s gravity has pulled on it in such a way that it is entering a stable orbit stretching more or less over the region of space between ourselves and Mars. And that means we can make a rendezvous with it and investigate the prospect of mining the comet’s head for raw materials. Normally, a comet rushes into our part of space, past the Sun and off into space again in a matter of weeks, and there’d be no hope of our spacecraft matching orbits with it in the time available.”


The comet provides the first opportunity this century to witness a sight that many astronomers now believe was responsible for the dragon legends of antiquity. The long tail of the comet will resemble the appearance of a “cosmic serpent”, while it is possible that outlying fragments of dust, no bigger than grains of sand, associated with the Dragon itself will fall through the Earth’s atmosphere, burning up as shooting stars and making it seem as if the Dragon is breathing fire …


Ustinov smiled as he laid the hardcopy printout on his desk. If there was one thing you could rely on the bureaucrats for, it was an effective smokescreen. Ask them to organize the construction of a new irrigation scheme in Mexico, and all you’d end up with would be committees proliferating like flies, money and time being wasted, and the hungry being lucky if any relief came their way this decade. There were too many administrators with too little to administrate. But tell them to plant a nice little story with the media, a judicious deception here and the occasional downright lie there, and they were in their element. But he owed his present position to the system; he was, ostensibly, a system man. Much as he’d like to, he daren’t try to dismantle it, or even make major reforms. Use the system; make it work the way it was set up to work, but more so. That was how he’d got to the top, and that was how he’d stay there, for a good while yet.


Wheels within wheels. Of course, only a handpicked few had any idea of the real reason for the comet mission. The rest believed that this was a grand effort in the tradition of the Roman circuses. A diversion to take the minds of the people off their empty stomachs. There was no chance of the truth leaking out. Even someone with the astronomical knowhow – and there were precious few of those about since the troubles – would need a major computer installation in order to calculate the perturbed orbit of the Dragon accurately enough to realize what was going on. And the few major computers in the world today were the most precious assets of the Reunited Nations, securely guarded and with access allowed only under a rigid system of priority and security classifications. Of course, there were still some small machines, home computers, unlawfully in private hands. But nobody with access to such a machine would have the data, or the computing power, required to plot the orbit precisely.


The Secretary smiled again. His administrators really were excelling themselves on this one. It was almost worth the whole business just to get them out of his hair for a while. Why, if he could keep the red tape specialists occupied with this for the next five years, perhaps there’d be a real prospect of using the really competent people – and he knew who they were – to get some real work done. He leaned forward, purposefully, and thumbed the intercom button on his desk.


“… and following up the news from Reykjavik of the first deep space mission for half a century, Liz Mackay has been talking to Dr Nigel Cooper, the Director of the RN Observatory in the Canary Islands.”


The image on the wall screen cut away from the seated figure in the studio to a stock shot of the observatory from the air, zooming into the big dome then cutting again to an interior. Cooper sat behind a desk in a book-lined study, talking to an off-camera Liz Mackay.


“Fake.” Jenny Garcia’s quiet comment was heard only by her two companions – the bar was never busy at that time in the late afternoon.


“Huh?” Jonathan Feinberg’s attention was concentrated on the tube; he only half heard her remark.


“Fake, Jon. Illusion. Tricks of the trade. What do you expect of the tube? There’s no study like that on top of the mountain. It’s all you can do to breathe up there. The offices are halfway back down to sea level.”


“I suppose you’ve been there?” The gentle chiding came from a tall, tanned man, slightly older than the other two. Frank Ellison was perhaps in his late twenties, the others not long out of their teens. His bantering tone made it clear that he knew full well that Jenny had never been to the Canaries.


“Ah, come on, Frank. Do I have to be a lumberjack to know that bears shit in the woods? I know astronomy; I know guys who’ve been over there. It’s a great observatory, nice telescopes, but you need an oxygen mask if you’re going to chatter away like him,” pointing at the screen.


“Hey listen.” This from Jonathan, still absorbed in the interview. They both turned back to the screen.


“… so the new comet should provide a much more spectacular display than Halley. And then it will come back again every two years, more or less, until it’s burnt out. Of course, we don’t have details of the final orbit yet. We’ll need to observe its first pass by the Sun before we can calculate that.”


“Is that at all dangerous, Dr Cooper? We probably all remember the people who panicked, especially in California …” a chorus of boos and scattered applause rose briefly from the occupants of the bar “… when Halley came close by a few years back. Of course, nothing happened. But if a fragment of comet did hit the Earth, how much damage would it do?”


Cooper had been nodding sagely throughout the long question. He was as primed to answer it as Liz had been to ask it. The network toed the RN line when it was told to (after all, the RN controlled the satellites, and without the satellites there’d be no network), and Cooper was as eager as Ustinov to avoid any panic.


“There’s absolutely no danger at all. From our point of view, it’s rather convenient that Halley came by within living memory, because that showed everyone how harmless these encounters are.


“Of course, there have been impacts in the remote past. Some astronomers believe that the Earth got its original atmosphere that way, from cometary impacts when the Solar System was young. And there’ll almost certainly be showers of meteorites associated with this one – shooting stars, that burn up high in the atmosphere. It’ll be pretty spectacular, no doubt about that. But I’ll be very surprised if anything at all gets through to the ground.”


That ought to be firm enough, he thought. Kondratieff had been clear – none of your scientific ifs and buts, no talk of probabilities and odds against, be absolutely firm on the lack of any danger, and I’ll get the Council to agree the mission. Cooper didn’t know how it had been done, what favours Kondratieff had called in, or what arms he had twisted, and he didn’t want to know. They were getting a real scientific space mission at last, for an opportunity that came not once in a human lifetime but once in the lifetime of a civilization. If David wanted a quid pro quo, that was fine by him. Besides, the odds on a collision were indeed very small. In the unlikely event the comet did hit the Earth there’d be nothing anyone could do about it, he rationalized, so there wouldn’t be any point in panicking anyway.


“I guess you kids were too young to remember Halley’s Comet.” Ellison had seen enough of the show. It was obviously degenerating into the usual official line. Everything was fine with the world, the RN was doing a great job, nobody ever had to worry about anything. He needed a drink. At his gesture, the barman refilled his glass. “Everything fine with you, Bill? Not panicking about a giant comet wiping out your bar?”


“Well, I tell you frankly, Frank,” the barman, who had been paying no attention to the broadcast, caught the bantering tone and replied in kind, “the only time you have to worry about anything is once it’s been officially denied.” And he moved on to attend to the needs of his other customers.


Jenny was less inclined to go along with Frank’s mood.


“I may be younger than you, but I still remember Halley all right. It was one of the things that turned me on to astronomy. I wish I could be on that expedition. But I guess I’ll have to make do with my trusty reflector.”


“Have you seen it yet?” Jonathan was back fully in the conversation as the tube turned its attention to ice hockey, a sport he detested.


“Are you kidding? Two-metre mirrors, that’s what they’ve got, on top of a damn great mountain. I’m stuck down here practically at sea level, with a 15-centimetre. I won’t see it for months yet. Well, certainly not for a few weeks.”


“Pity.”


“Why?”


“Well, we could track it. I’ve got an orbital software package. Copied it from a hacker in Berkeley. He uses it for playing space war games, but it could be fun to try it out on the real thing.”


“Would your machine be good enough?” Frank was intrigued. “They’ve got some pretty fancy equipment up in Reykjavik and you heard the guy saying they can’t tell exactly where the comet’s going to end up.”


“Oh, sure. They need the big machines to do the detailed work. I’m not in their league.” He glanced around, checking that nobody outside their group was in earshot. “But the 479’s well up to hacking out a halfway decent orbit. If I had a bit more memory, it’d be almost as good as the computers they’ve got in those shuttles. But you can’t get memory at any price these days. Even so, I reckon we’d beat any hacker in California on a simulation like this, if we had the data.”
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