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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 BEST OF Earth wasn’t good enough. He was throwing it away, all for the shadowy chance of something better out of space. That was the fact, but the words were hard to say. Especially to Kayren, because she had been the best.


She met him at the jetport, with a clinging kiss.


“Were so lucky, Adam. You and I together. Now we’ve got absolutely everything!” Her breathless huskiness sent a tingle down his spine. “It’s so good to have you home to stay.”


He wondered uncomfortably how she would take it.


She had rushed straight from a swim at the senator’s place on the lake, her bright curls still dark-streaked with dampness. Scrubbed clean, she was flushed and sweating a little with excitement now, and her own sweet odor set an ache of longing for her in his loins.


But he wasn’t coming home.


Pink-and-gold with the warm June sun and her own delight, she pushed him back to look at him. He stiffened against the pain of what he had to say, his lean frame snapping to attention in the trim black-and-silver as if she had been an inspecting Space Force general.


How could he tell her?


He caught his breath and groped for words and illogically crushed her close to kiss her again. He couldn’t bear to break it so bluntly. She had been part of him too long. Their fathers had been pioneers in the project, early leaders of the long search for other life in space. Though he actually recalled neither Dr. Hunter nor his own lost father, he had been in love with Kayren ever since her youthful widowed mother came to work in the senator’s Westmark office.


Her lithe, athletic body shivered a little in his arms. He thought for a moment that she had begun to suspect. Herself a business math major, just out of Westmark State, she seemed sometimes to have all her father’s bold scientific logic disguised beneath her own child-eyed charm. But then, as she swayed and clung and slipped away again, he knew that the tiny shudder had been only her firmly reined desire.


“I’ll bring the car around while you pick up your bags,” she said eagerly. “The family’s waiting for us, with the red carpet out. The senator is staging what he calls a family shindy for us—”


“Not yet, Kay. Let’s—Let’s—”


In spite of himself, he kissed her again.


Twenty-two years old, he had just won his jets at the Space Force Academy—on the same day she finished at State. But all his hard training had not prepared him for this crisis. Her melting warmth weakened his knees and his purpose. Yet he couldn’t come home, not to stay.


“Let’s get a drink somewhere.” He clung to her hand, staring down at his diamond on her finger, the huge blue crater stone his father had brought his mother from the moon. “Something—something I must tell you.”


“If it can’t wait.” She nodded gracefully. “But they’ll be expecting us. A pretty important affair. Celebrating your jets and my graduation and our wedding. I think your family likes me, Adam.”


“I love you, Kay!” His voice came hoarsely, too loud. “You know I love you.”


“Of course I do,” she agreed serenely. “We’ll go up to the Planet Lounge for just one drink.”


The lounge was dimly lit with glowing models of planets and their moons, decorated with charcoal murals of crater-rippled landscapes. They found a back table.


“The invitations are all addressed.” Her bright innocence hurt like a knife. “But your family isn’t waiting to be asked. They’re all too generous. Your Aunt Victoria is giving us what she calls a rancho home, out in her Spanish Hills addition. General Monk says hell furnish it. The senator is buying us a car, and the bishop wants to lend us his mountain place for the honeymoon—”


She stopped, leaning across the little table. Her eyes turned dark with sudden fear.


“Your stepfather—” She caught her breath and bravely tried to go on. “He wants to talk to you. Something about a research appointment at the university. Academic status and a fat grant from some foundation—”


Her voice stumbled again.


“What is it, Adam?” The bright sun-color drained out of her face, leaving a few pale freckles. “What’s wrong?”


The waitress had come to the table, a plump redhead in black net glittering with tiny silver rockets. His voice harsh and uneven, he ordered two martinis, Kayren’s very dry.


“I’m not coming home, Kay.” He flinched from her hurt face. “Not to live. So there won’t be any wedding. I wrote you the night we got our jets—and tore the letter up. I don’t suppose you’ll understand. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”


The great diamond smoldered on her quivering hand.


“Is there—somebody?”


“Nobody.” He grinned bleakly. “There never was anybody else—if that matters now.”


She sat looking stunned and bloodless until the redhead brought the drinks. Moving with a sudden start, she caught the burning diamond to strip it off her finger.


“No!” he said. “I’d like you to keep it. If you will.”


Mechanically, as if it didn’t matter, she slipped it back.


She picked up her glass. It spilled on her quivering fingers. She set it quickly down, untasted.


“Why?” She looked up at his face. “Why?”


“I’m staying in the Space Force.”


“But I thought—” She leaned desperately across the little table. “I thought the senator had your discharge all arranged.”


“He did.” Adam nodded curtly. “But I couldn’t go through with his little scheme. Didn’t want to, really. Kay, I’ve volunteered for six years in Project Lifeline. I got the notice yesterday that I’ve been accepted. I’ll be going out to the moon.”


“I can’t believe it, Adam.” Her pale lips stiffened and quivered. “Can you tell me why you’re doing this?”


“I’m afraid not, Kay.” He shrugged unhappily. “Not so you’ll understand.”


“Try me.” Dilated with pain, her eyes looked almost black. “Is it because your father died on the moon?”


“Maybe.” His face twitched. “I guess that’s part of it.”


Fingering the diamond, she waited silently.


“Look at me, Kay.” He grinned sickly at himself. “The lucky guy that had everything. Millions—so long as Aunt Victoria doesn’t change her will. Family—the family means a lot to me. You—you were best of all, Kay.”


“But everything isn’t enough.”


He sat for a moment watching pain twist her face.


“Sorry, Kay,” he muttered. “I just don’t know how to make you understand. It’s not your fault. Not anybody’s. But Commencement night I couldn’t sleep—because suddenly I knew that life should be better. Somehow, it ought to offer more than anything we have.”


“And the project is your idea of that something more?” She flushed with bright anger. “You’re leaving me—you’re giving up everything—just to wait on the moon for a signal out of space?”


“I knew you wouldn’t understand.” Tired lines bit into his face. “But that’s our chance of something better, Kay.” He tried to smile. “Perhaps the odds aren’t so good, but it’s the only game in town.”


“A game that killed your father,” she said bitterly. “And broke your mother’s heart.”


“Don’t ignore Joe Runescribe.” His strained smile vanished. “I know the odds,” he said. “I’m sure my father did. But the promise is worth all the risk.”


He leaned toward her, sternly eloquent.


“Think what it would mean!” His eyes flashed with his vast and stubborn elation. “To prove that our fleck of cosmic dust isn’t all there is! To learn that we aren’t alone! To find other worlds, other minds, other races—older and wiser and more talented than we are! Think of it, Kay. That’s what I’m playing for.”


She took one careful sip from her martini.


“You didn’t tell me.” Her voice was dead. “Now you aren’t even asking me to wait.”


“That wouldn’t be fair.” He looked up into her level eyes. “I can’t make you wait six years—or more likely sixty. It’s a bet on planets and creatures and technologies that may not exist in our galaxy. I’m betting my life, but I won’t bet yours.”


She pushed her glass suddenly away.


“I’ve lost my taste for extra-dry martinis.” She laughed unsteadily. “We’d better go and tell your family now. Get your bags, and I’ll bring the car.”


She was taking it well, he thought. Even though she didn’t begin to understand. Clean and tall and lovely, strong enough for anything, she walked bravely away through his hot haze of tears. Her newest hobby, he recalled, was karate.


His own family failed to take it so well. They were gathered in the old family mansion, which the senator had repurchased and restored as a political gesture. It adjoined an integrated section. A tired Negro was shuffling along outside the high brick wall with a black-lettered placard, MONKS UNFAIR TO MILL WORKERS, and a group of Mexican children stopped playing to stare as a radio signal from the car opened the tall iron gate.


Three generations of Monks and their kind were waiting in the old family fortress, noisy and happy, half of them already tipsy. His mother kissed him damply. The hawk-beaked general shook his hand. Smiling painfully, like a frostbitten cherub, the little bishop escorted him to greet his Aunt Victoria. A wheezing old virgin with a bright scarlet shawl and a thin brown moustache, enthroned on her wheelchair, she presented a seamed leather cheek for him to kiss. The senator’s small golden-curled granddaughter dragged them excitedly away to peer into the bedroom piled with the graduation and wedding gifts to be opened after dinner.


The genial senator had been mixing drinks in the glitter of bottles and glasses and ice at his long sideboard, but dinner was already spread in the traditional family style, the great oak table richly burdened with smoking platters and overflowing bowls. The senator himself had grilled the immense tom turkey that lay waiting to be carved, bronzed with hickory smoke and oozing golden juices.


The senator had seated Kayren at his right and Adam at his left. Jovially poised with carving knife and fork, he called upon the bishop to ask a blessing upon the family gathered to welcome this newest and loveliest member—


“Stop it!” Kayren was on her feet before the bishop could begin. “Adam has news for you.”


She sat down again, smiling too brightly at him across the great turkey. Her face looked tense and white and her voice had been a little high, but her great blue eyes were innocent and wide, veiling their malice. He felt a spark of admiration for her.


In the startled hush, he rose reluctantly to peer up and down the two rows of waiting faces. Feeling none of Kayren’s cool poise, he was choked with a cold regret. He loved these people individually, down to the openmouthed and breathless yellow-haired girl sitting with her grandmother at the foot of that endless table. As a family, they had formed his childhood world, narrow but warmly secure. He hated hurting them.


He drew an unsteady breath.


“The engagement is broken,” he announced hoarsely. “It’s all my fault. Kayren has been magnificent. I apologize to her, and to all of you. I’m awfully sorry I let things go so far, but—well, I simply didn’t see what I had to do, not until graduation night. What I had to do is join Project Lifeline. I’m leaving next week for the search station on the moon.” He caught his breath. “All the wedding gifts will be returned.”


He sat down abruptly.


“Bravo!” Kayren cooed melodiously over the turkey. “Quite an oration. You should follow your uncle into politics.”


“Adam, you’re joking!” His mother, beside him, blinked up at him with purple-shadowed eyes. “Aren’t you, Adam?”


When she saw that he was not, she suddenly looked too old for her bright makeup. A wounded animal wail came out of her withered, green-painted mouth. She dropped her head into a tiny crash of scattered wine glasses.


The senator growled that he would be damned.


Down the table, Aunt Victoria began writhing and gasping with her asthma. Joseph Runescribe rose to wheel her away. The yellow-haired granddaughter came sobbing from the foot of the table to hug Kayren.


Adam sat flushed and silent, feeling the eyes of all the family on him, shocked and flatly hostile. He wanted to explain what Project Lifeline meant to him, but he knew that they would never understand. He was almost ready to retreat, when Joseph Runescribe rolled his aunt back to her place and the senator called again for the bishop’s blessing.


A shrunken, shaven Santa Claus, with his fat red cheeks and fat potbelly, Bishop Monk prayed very pointedly for those pitiful misled souls who dared to doubt that mankind was the dearest creation and the most holy image of God. With a special quaver in his voice, he begged mercy in Christ’s name for those fools who sought truth and light and the life everlasting not in divine revelation but out in the wilderness of space.


The senator carved the turkey, distributing white meat and dark with his usual fluent felicity. He rang for his Negro man to pour the wine and proposed separate toasts, one to Kayren and another, ambiguously, to “Adam’s better judgment.”


Tasting nothing, his mother sat crying silently, two broad streaks of purple washing down her withered cheeks and blurring the green around her mouth. Kayren attacked her plate with an air of cool disdain, but he thought she looked secretly ill.


The senator ate with gusto, after the plates were served, and began to question him with an air of Olympian detachment, as if he had been a reluctant witness before some routine committee investigating something no more important than world peace or a new pad for the West-mark jetport.


“Young man,” his mellow voice boomed above the clatter of the meal. “I do regret that you failed to consult me before you took this injudicious step. Frankly, I’m afraid you’re in for a very painful surprise. I’m afraid you’ll find very little support, either political or financial, for any continued American commitment to Project Lifeline.”


He paused to spear another brown bite of turkey.


“What leads you to believe in the project?”


Adam straightened, eager to defend himself.


“All our arguments were verified by Kayren’s father, while he was project mathematician.” He grinned at her dove-eyed innocence. “Every normal sun-type star has its family of planets. One or two of each family must resemble Earth. Carbon-based life appears on an Earth-type planet just as normally as its seas do, with no special creation required.”


He glanced uncomfortably at the bleak-faced bishop.


“Evolution guarantees the rise of intelligence, wherever life appears. Natural selection keeps refining mind, which is the ultimate adaptation for survival. The process is automatic. The Hunter thesis says that brains appear as inevitable as rainbows do.”


He heard the yellow-haired child whispering sharply to her grandmother. Sick inside, he knew he was losing them all. The abstract idea was too vast for most of them—and he saw the flash of malice in Kayren’s limpid eyes.


“Thinking creatures are everywhere!” He hurried on, trying hard to be both exact and dramatic. “The Drake equation proved that, years ago. Dr. Hunter made some new assumptions—about the relative age of our sun and the survival of intelligence. He estimated that one star in ten must have worlds at our own level or above us.”


“A beautiful oration,” Kayren murmured mockingly. “But you all know my poor father died in a lunatic asylum.”


He tried to ignore that ironic thrust.


“Think how many stars there are!” He hurried desperately on. “That’s the clinching argument. Multiply the smallest possibility by billions enough, and you have a certainty. Dr. Hunter estimated ten billion superior civilizations, just in our own galaxy.


“Look at the meaning of that. If only one planet in those ten billion makes the technological breakthrough to interstellar flight, you’ll have the birth of a great transgalactic culture that will spread in time to all of them. And on, perhaps, to other galaxies—”


“What’s that?” General Monk barked down the table, briefly impressed. “If we have that many potential enemies in space, we had better see to our own defenses.”


“No danger, General,” Adam said. “Anyhow, almost none. Dr. Hunter always insisted we needn’t fear invasion. Fossils prove that our sort of life has been evolving for several billion years here on Earth without interruption from outside. That seems to mean that the odds are several billion to one against successful invasion in any particular year, including this one—”


“Toot!” the General snorted. “I’ll keep my powder dry.”


The senator cleared his throat, with the effect of a gavel.


“You’re contradicting your main argument,” he interrupted shrewdly. “If space is so crowded with all these superior beings, why aren’t they already here?”


“A big question.” Adam nodded defensively, feeling them all against him. “That’s why I’m joining the project—to look for answers to such questions. But at least one answer seems pretty clear.”


He spoke down the table, trying to seem confident.


“Astronomical distances are as great as astronomical numbers. On the galactic scale light itself is slow. And the best theoretical rockets have only a tiny fraction of the speed of light. Actual flight between the stars depends on the sort of scientific breakthrough that Dr. Hunter couldn’t calculate.”


“I’m familiar with the Hunter thesis.” The senator’s mellow public voice rolled out roundly. “In fact, it took me in, back in the beginning. We’ve been voting funds for Project Lifeline for more than thirty years. We keep beaming expensive signals toward every star around us. We never get an answer.”


“Replies will take time,” Adam protested. “An answer from just the nearest star would take eight years, at the very best. But each year brings more stars into our signal range. We simply can’t give up now—”


“I’m afraid the taxpayers are getting a little tired of pouring billions of dollars into every rathole on the moon,” the senator broke in blandly. “And my constituents keep asking embarrassing questions. Even assuming that the universe is full of super-minds, why should they talk to us?”


He paused for effect.


“What do you say to a fly in your soup?”


Adam tried to ignore Kayren’s pleased smile and the snicker from the foot of the table.


“That’s a very serious question,” he insisted doggedly. “Out on the moon, I hope to find an answer. If we do pick up a signal from space, it will be the great turning point in human history. It will give our lives a meaning.”


“My boy, I’m afraid I just don’t understand you.” The senator shook his flowing silver mane and turned his genial smile on Kayren Hunter. “I can easily recall a time when the love of this glorious American girl would have filled life with meaning enough for me.”


In Adam’s awkward silence, he heard his Aunt Victoria chiming a spoon against a glass. A heaving mountain of wounded flesh, she clutched the scarlet shawl around her sagging dewlap and snored for her breath.


“Adam Cave, you’ve broken—my poor old heart,” she gasped at him tragically. “I have loved you dearly—for your poor father’s sake. But now you’ve—you’ve betrayed me—betrayed the family trust—betrayed a lovely young girl.”


Kayren gave him a bright sardonic smile across the turkey skeleton, as if she had begun to enjoy her martyrdom.


“I won’t tol—tolerate such outrageous behavior—not even from you,” Aunt Victoria wheezed laboriously. “If you go off to the moon—listen to me, Adam! I’m cutting you out of my will. Not one share of anything.”


Her watery eyes blinked at him.


“Adam—for my poor old sake—give it up!”


He squirmed uncomfortably, a painful lump swelling in his throat. He pitied her, for the more graceful creature she once had been. He felt grateful to her, for many generosities. He loved her yet, in spite of all she was.


“To say I’m sorry does no good,” he muttered huskily. “But I am sorry, Auntie. Truly I am.” His eyes fell from the cold faces he had loved. “I’m afraid you’ll never understand—even if we do make that contact. But I’ll be on the moon next week.”


Aunt Victoria swelled and purpled and sank into a fresh asthmatic attack. Joseph Runescribe fluttered back to her side. General Monk caught Adam’s eye with a beckoning nod toward the senator’s library.


The long dim room had a rich smell of old leather and fine tobacco and austere tradition. The general closed the door, inspected the law-laden shelves, and gestured for Adam to sit across from him at the old teak table.


“What is it, sir—”


Lifting a lean forefinger to silence him, the general took a small diskshaped device out of his pocket and set it on the table. Adam caught a faint but painful humming from it, almost too shrill to be heard.


“The senator says he keeps the place debugged, but I don’t like chances.” The general nodded grimly at the thin black disk. “Ultrasonic. Supposed to kill any bug in fifty feet.”


Adam waited, wondering.


Deliberately, General Monk opened a heavy silver humidor and lighted one of the senator’s strong cigars. Trimmer and taller than his brothers, he had the aggressive family jaw, with a cruel hooked nose and cold yellow eyes. He sat puffing the black cigar, frowning somberly.


“Nephew, I wish you had talked to me.” He lowered his voice and carefully slid the squealing disk to a point precisely between them. “I’m afraid your impulsive behavior has got you into a bad situation.”


“How, sir?”


His alert eyes flickered at the door.


“You know that Project Lifeline is a joint undertaking, supported by several powers—”


“That’s one reason I like it, sir.”


“I don’t,” the general rapped. “I could have advised you that old Hunter’s theory of friendly contact with any other planet is an insane utopian delusion.”


Adam moved to protest.


“Listen, nephew.” The general gestured sternly with the long cigar. “Don’t think I’m uninformed or ill-advised. Our facts come from many sources. They’ve been evaluated by experts. Professionals agree that any interstellar contact would be the greatest danger our world has ever faced—”


“Sir, I disagree—”


“Boy, you’ve no right to disagree.” The general snapped ash from his cigar. “You don’t know enough. We put up with Project Lifeline because it may become a useful listening post, but you’ll find no future there.”


“My father—”


“Listen, boy.” The general leaned closer to the shrilling disk. “If you want to tackle the real problem, I can get you into another outfit—one that is fighting to protect us from contact.” His steel eyes narrowed. “What do you say?”


“Huh?” Adam caught a startled breath. “Sir, does this mean that some kind of contact is already happening?”


“No comment.”


“Can you tell me more about this outfit?”


“If I do, you’re in it.” Sarcasm flashed across that brown hawk-face. “Why hesitate?”


“Because I disagree, sir” Adam sat straighter “If transgalactic contact is possible at all, I believe it is man’s great hope. My father gave his life for the project. I’m willing to give mine.”


“You won’t get much in return.” The general kept his voice down, but it crackled with anger. “Toot, boy! We tolerate the project as a harmless boondoggle, but I can promise you that any real contact will be bitterly resisted by every responsible government on Earth.”


Adam gaped blankly.


“Sir, I don’t understand—”


“Talk to Joseph,” the general gritted. “I’m no theorist.” Reaching for the whining disk, he lowered his brittle voice. “Listen, boy. Though I’ve really said nothing, this meeting is secret. If you let one hint slip, the results could be bad for both of us.”


“I won’t talk—”


“Don’t!” The general stood up, yellow eyes smoldering. “You’re a stubborn fool,” he grumbled brusquely. “You’ve let the family down.”


He muted his black disk and marched back to the living room. Adam stumbled after him, perplexed and hurt, yet excited by his own unanswered question. Was contact somehow near?


To his relief, the family shindy was breaking up.


Kayren kissed him with a hot vehemence, as if to make him sorry.


“Don’t hurry back, Buster,” she breathed sweetly. “I won’t be waiting.”


The senator gave him a bland handclasp, and he rode home with his mother and her husband.


Sobbing quietly in the car, his mother whispered accusingly that he was behaving just like his father. She couldn’t stand the agony of that all over again, and now she was getting one of her migraine headaches. At the apartment, she glanced at the hall mirror and saw her smeared mask of purple-and-green and ran wailing away to bed.


Joseph Runescribe followed anxiously to give her a tranquilizer. Feeling empty and shaken, half angry and half ill, Adam went back to his old room. He was standing in the doorway, looking at all his books and models and athletic trophies, thinking of the bare ten kilograms he could take to the moon, carefully ignoring all the photographs of Kayren, when Joseph came wanting to talk.


He felt tired of talk—of useless talk and hopeless emotion. All these people he loved had become opponents, dull and cold and ugly. The senator’s turkey was an unpleasant mass in his stomach, and the general’s warning festered in his brain. He needed to get out, to hike ten miles out of Westmark on some country road, getting things straight again and making a real farewell on this warm June night to the Earth he knew and loved.


A sharp longing caught him, for the project itself. For the mighty transmitters and supersensitive receivers on the back of the moon, shielded there from Earth. For all the labs and computers buried in the moon. For the hard problems to solve, even for all the failures and delays before the triumph of contact—


But then Joseph himself was a scholar, the professor of classical antiquities at Westmark State. A citizen of the academic world, where mind scorned money, he might understand. Adam followed him hopefully back to the den, where they wouldn’t disturb his mother.


“Suppose you are right, Adam?”


A dark, alert, bird-like little man, Joseph was trying too hard to be affable. He kept darting about the warm, brown, book-lined room to offer Adam things he didn’t want: a glass of Spanish brandy, a cup of auto-expresso, even a tranquilizer.


“Just suppose you did contact superior creatures?” he inquired. “Grant the most favorable—and most unlikely—case. Suppose they receive us as worthy young kinsmen—not as monsters or cattle or vermin. Suppose they welcome us into a great galactic civilization and gladly share their high culture with us?”


He paused, his dark face sardonic.


“Would that improve the human condition?”


“The human condition!” Adam made a face at that pet phrase of Joseph’s, because it reeked too much of his mother’s miserable self-pity. “I suppose a lot of people feel pretty desperate,” he said. “I guess the trouble is just that we want so much more than life can ever give us. We all want to be happy and beautiful and noble and immortal. Life makes us sad and ugly and mean—and then it kills us. But still I don’t like the phrase.”
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