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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER ONE


Directive from the office of the Secretary for Interstellar Exploration:


Urgent and Top Secret. Destroy after reading.


All work on the interstellar drive must be given top priority. It is essential that the Alpha I should be constructed as soon as possible and on Pluto, where everything may be under the immediate supervision of the commander-in-chief of the military base.


All members of the crew are to be thoroughly trained for the flight. It is impossible to predict completely what the effect will be on the human frame, nor how the mind will stand up to the stresses of the journey. Nothing like this has been attempted before and it does not even compare with the first landing on the moon.


It is therefore essential that this training shall be carried out strictly according to the program laid down by the Department of Advanced Space Medicine.


Every person chosen as a potential member of the crew of the Alpha I must be sworn to absolute secrecy until they arrive on Pluto. Information received indicates that the Eastern Federation of States are already working feverishly on the problem of an interstellar drive, although we do not know how far they have progressed. It is possible that they are slightly ahead of us, which only makes the urgency all the greater.


Most of the crew are preparing to make their way to the moon, where they will undergo a series of adaptation tests under conditions of high vacuum and low gravity.


Martin C. Wilder                
Head of Operations.
7-15-2008


Stubbornly, Leigh Merril fought against the sensation of panic which threatened to boil up inside him.


For close to a week it had been building up; longer even than that, if he counted the time he had spent on the firing range at Woomera. He looked up through the glass panel set in the ceiling of the small observatory, staring out through the atmosphere of earth and the nothingness of deep space, up to the shining face of the moon.


The moon seemed so near and so easy. A step comparatively, now that it had been conquered. Up there, close to the edge of the Mare Imbrium, would be the cluster of rounded, iridescent bubbles which marked the position of the spaceport with its launching ramps, living quarters, atomic power units, waste disposal plants and everything which went up to make a man comfortable on a world which was totally alien to him, where he had to exist inside a pressurized dome or a space suit, because outside, on the surface itself, there was the hard cosmic radiation and the high vacuum of space itself.


“It still beats me how they picked on you to be one of the crew of the Alpha,” said Bailey, the station astronomer. He sat easily in the small chair which swung beneath the satiny, shining metal of the telescope and puffed contentedly on his pipe. “You’d reckon they would have chosen somebody who’d been up in space before. There must have been plenty of linguists and semantics experts without having to pick on you.”


“That’s what I’ve been telling myself all along, ever since I left London. Why me? It still doesn’t make any kind of sense as far as I can see.”


He turned to face the other and told himself: Didn’t the other feel it, too? Didn’t this make some impression on him?


Bailey’s face was thin and seemed to have grown a trifle thinner in the short time that Merril had known him. His figure was slight, but the look in his brown eyes was intense and as bright as it had ever been, and right now there was a trapped look in the way his fingers curled stubbornly around the stem of his pipe.


With an effort, Merril forced his gaze away from the other and looked up at the enigmatic shape of the moon again. He would certainly have resented the intrusion of anyone else on his own private feeling of uneasiness. He wanted no other man’s eyes on the whiteness of his knuckles where he gripped the sides of his chair.


This place is just a tiny city, he told himself angrily, a place enclosed by a vast dome, similar to those of the buildings on the moon. But in spite of himself, he wasn’t fooled. There were a couple of inches of plate steel near his right elbow and beyond that—air, going out for close on a thousand miles before it stopped altogether. But on the moon, there wouldn’t even be that. Outside the domes on the moon, there was nothing but the empty darkness which lasted for close to fourteen days with a sun-glaring day of the same length.


From where he sat, looking up, the face of the moon was unchanged from the days when Neanderthal man had roamed the earth. But now, a fairly-good-sized telescope such as that in front of him would reveal the presence of those little shining dots that sparkled whenever the sunlight picked its way over the Mare Imbrium and touched the peaks in the craters that ran alongside it. You had to know where to look, of course, but it wasn’t too difficult to locate them and it wasn’t too hard to see the individual domes which represented the huge buildings built partly above, and partly below, the surface of the moon, erected by man in his headlong plunge outwards to the stars.


Only we haven’t gotten there yet, he thought solemnly, and it’s possible that we never will. Why they were going to all this trouble to get together a trained crew to man a rocket which hadn’t even been built yet and whose propulsion unit was still a mathematical concept in the minds of a few of the best scientists of the Western Federation was beyond him. It seemed far too much like putting the cart before the horse.


He returned to the astronomer. “Even now, after all these years, it seems strange to a man like myself that there should be men and women up there on the moon. Not only there, but on most of the other planets and satellites also. It makes me wonder why they do it.”


The other knocked out his pipe on his heel and grinned. “There’s a reason, I suppose,” he said quietly. “Maybe it’s the same reason why I sit behind this telescope almost all of my life, looking at things I’ll never see from close quarters, making all sorts of wild theories, testing them and seeing which explain the facts and which don’t.”


“And what’s that?”


“Curiosity,” said the other slowly. “There must be millions of worlds out there in the remote depths of space which could sustain life as we know it. Maybe some are inhabited, maybe not. But I think we ought to find out for two important reasons.”


Merril caught the other’s eye and watched him quizzically for a long moment.


Bailey nodded slowly, busied himself momentarily at the controls of the giant telescope, then said, “Firstly, there’s the inherent need for new planets which are compatible with our way of life and the environment we have here on earth; and secondly, if any of these other worlds are inhabited, the sooner we know about it, the better.”


“That sounds strange, coming from an astronomer like yourself.”


“Maybe so. But a lot of things have changed, even in my lifetime. The past few years have seen a tremendous upsurge in planetary exploration. Already, men are living up there on the moon, on Mars, Venus, Mercury’s Twilight Zone and even on the moons of Jupiter and Saturn. Now they’ve even started a military base on Pluto. But I reckon that so far, that’s their limit.


“A nuisance, isn’t it? But there’s an awful gulf of light-years lying between us and the nearest star. I guess that’s where you and the others come in. I’d sure like to be going with you, just to see what it’s like out there. The furthest I’ve been is Titan. God, but that was something.”


Merril started to shrug, then restrained himself. The gesture seemed too nonchalant at a time like this.


“Our first concern is to get a drive which will take us there,” he said, picking his words carefully. “As far as I know, they haven’t even done that yet. Maybe they’ve begun the building of the ship, but that won’t take us off the planet because, with conventional drives, it would take us the best part of thirty years to reach Centauri. And then what? No man alive would be able to set out and reach any of the other stars.”


Bailey busied himself for a while climbing onto the swaying bucket seat suspended beneath the instrument so that he could examine the telescope. His main interest appeared to be in the instruments, but he said nothing, and presently he jumped down onto the floor and crossed over to Merril.


“You’ll be blasting off soon,” he said. “I understand you’ll meet up with Doctor Anderson and the other two members of the crew on the moon-rocket. The captain of the Alpha I, Randall Clifton, is already on Pluto. You’ll be meeting up with him there.”


There was silence for a tense moment, and Merril could feel his heart beginning to bump inside his chest. He threw another swift-glance into the sky through the transparent portion of the dome, and shivered. Such a long and weary way to go, he thought, through all that emptiness—and who knew what lay at the end of it all?


In the huge control block at the Woomera launching site there is a green blip hovering almost motionless on the circular radar screen. The control officer sits in front of it, his eyes blinking tiredly after several hours of watching.


“Nearly an hour since they went on board,” he says.


The officer in front of the second tube turns his head and rubs the back of his neck slowly, grimacing.


“Think they’ve had any trouble on board?”


“I’ve checked on the radio channel. Seems they’re taking their time with these new guys. Some of them haven’t been spaceways before.”


There is a long pause. In front of the two men, the twin radar screens glow with a pale, translucent light that lights the objects in the room with a ghastly glow.


Ten minutes pass and the hands of the electric clock on the bare wall move slowly around the circular face. Then there is a faint sound in the distance, barely heard through the six-inch-thick concrete and steel walls of the block.


The ground trembles a little. Something shakes with a faint sound, scarcely heard, rattling in the uneasy silence. There is a slight movement on the nearer of the two screens. The two men peer at it intently.


The green blip which represents the rocket itself gets free of the bottom of the screen and begins to climb slowly over the palely glowing surface….


It was happening too quickly for Merril. None of this could possibly be so. He simply couldn’t be leaving earth like this and climbing up into the void on the end of a slim pencil of electronic fire. His mind groped footlessly for something concrete on which he could fix it, something he could anchor onto, while somewhere beneath him, atomic motors strained and shuddered, splashing a backlash of ionic fire into the concrete pit.


Merril was alone in the small cabin, separated from any of the others, and they, in turn, were all isolated. Why this had been done he wasn’t sure. So far, he had been unable to take everything in. Events were nebulous blurs which faded into one another in a manner which was both annoying and confusing. It was as though all sensation had been blurred and numbed, as though nothing that was going on about him was real any more. He told himself that within a few brief seconds he would be several hundred miles from the surface of the earth and speeding away at an ever-increasing rate, but it didn’t register.


He thought freezingly: Why did they insist on us having our space suits handy and the spare oxygen cylinders lying there in the center of the small cabin? Were they anticipating that something would go wrong on this particular flight—or was this purely a routine measure which was taken on every trip to the moon?


Lights flashed and the thunder inside his head grew to enormous proportion until it seemed as though his head must surely burst at the seams. There was the sudden push backwards against the plastic webbing of his seat as they began to climb.


Lying in his padded seat, Merril felt the long seconds ticking away into a dark, unforeseeable future. Little disconnected thoughts began to link up inside his brain, drifting lazily along channels of his mind which seemed rusty and long unused.


There was the dread knowledge that somewhere far beneath him, in the sleek body of the ship, almost directly below his tensed body, would be the tremendous atomic engines, hidden behind their leaden protective shields. He could not even guess what force they used when they transformed water into a stream of high-velocity ions.


Carefully, very carefully, he rested the back of his head on the specially shaped rest. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw more lights flashing on the tiny panel a little way in front of him, inclined so that it seemed to be on a level with his head.


Something huge and invisible slammed him back in the seat, pressing his body against the yielding plastic, until it seemed he could no longer breathe and his chest was collapsing swiftly inside him. No longer was the tremendous vessel a leashed, inanimate thing standing on the desert sands, a vast fabrication of metal strips and complicated atoms and electronic machinery which he couldn’t begin to understand.


Instead, it was a shuddering, straining, roaring creature with a thunderous voice and a mind and an individuality all its own. For a single instant, it hung suspended above the fused patch of sand and concrete which had been the launching apron on the end of a thin pencil of pure ionic flame, blue-white and eye-searing.


Sudden vertigo wrenched Merril’s body. An agony of pain sat briefly on his chest, but in spite of it and the terrible sensation of suffocation, that thrust down at the back of his throat, he felt clear and light-headed. His stomach and chest seemed to be bruised all over, and the red haze of incipient blackout floated in front of his eyes as he lay there gulping down air into his aching lungs in great, racking gasps.


A bodiless voice said loudly and metallically, “We are almost at the point of null acceleration. Prepare for free fall conditions.”


Free fall! Involuntarily, Merril braced himself and wondered how the other members of the Astra’s crew were taking it. It seemed impossible that they could all be as green as he was when it came to space travel.


There was a sudden silence. He hung onto the sides of the inclined seat as the acceleration ceased, the motors shut off and everything stopped suddenly. Silence lived in the ship around him like a light turned off. But the thunder of the rockets still rang painfully in his ears, shrieking at his brain. His weight dropped momentarily to nothing, floating upwards against the restraining straps.


The small hairs on the nape of his neck stirred a little uncomfortably. He was enough of an earthman to get goose flesh at the sudden, unexpected feeling of having no weight. But he was determined not to show anything similar to fear, because they might be watching him even at this moment, testing his reflexes in some ways he had never dreamed of. He remained in his seat, but stiffened his body against the webbing which held him safe, preventing him from floating ludicrously toward the ceiling. Or was it the floor?


He was suddenly aware of the fact that he was not in space, no longer on earth. There were no real reference points here to indicate whether he was on his head or his feet. He had left all that behind, and until they reached the moon, he would be forced to orient himself according to the ship.


He was still standing there wondering what to do next when the door slid open gently with a faint hiss of incoming air as slightly varying pressures equalized. One of the semi-humanoid robots entered and watched him for a moment through unblinking glassite eyes.


It said: “We will be landing within twenty hours at the spaceport in the Mare Imbrium. If you please, we would like you to remain in this cabin until we land. You will then be escorted to your permanent residence.”


“Wait.” Merril spoke tensely, although he tried desperately to keep his voice even. “Where are the other members of the crew who are supposed to be accompanying me on this trip?”


The robot said at once: “I understand they are in their cabins, sir.”


“I see.” He felt suddenly helpless. This wasn’t how he had expected it to be at all. But these inhuman creatures had always embarrassed him for some reason he had been unable to fathom. “Will it be daylight there when we arrive?”


There was a pause; then the robot said harshly, “It will be daylight, sir. When we land, there will be five days of the lunar day left to run.”


Merril sat quite still, breathing deeply and evenly, telling himself that it would be all right; that somehow he would have to rid himself of this fear which seemed to be building up inside him. But there was the knowledge that when they landed he would have to set foot on this alien world in the full, eye-searing blaze of daylight.


He was not quite sure how he would stand up to being out there on the barren, terrible, harsh surface of the moon, with nothing but airless void around him and the flimsy protection of his space suit holding in his precious supply of air.


The robot left the cabin as noiselessly as it had entered, and the door slid shut behind it. Weight suddenly returned to normal as the ship began to spin around its longitudinal axis, creating an artificial gravity of its own. He lifted his body experimentally, hesitated for a moment, then estimated that it was within comfortable limits, unbuckled the plastic straps and swung his legs cautiously to the floor.


Sudden dizziness seized him for a moment, and he was forced to hang onto the chair to steady himself. With an effort, he forced his eyes to remain open, swallowed fiercely and walked unsteadily over to the nearby port.


It opened as he pressed the small metal stud beneath it and he looked out onto space.




CHAPTER TWO


Seemingly beneath him, there was a vast black well of nothingness sprinkled here and there with clusters of stars, far more brilliant and diamond-like than he had ever seen them before. No wonder Bailey wanted to come out here, he thought.


He turned his head, craning his neck to see further around the curved hull of the ship. But earth was nowhere in sight. He felt afraid, and he loathed himself for being afraid.


This was to have been a day of tremendous triumph as far as he was concerned, he thought bitterly; the beginning of what could be the greatest achievement of mankind, outrivaling even the first jumps into space made by the moon pioneers; the dawn of the day which would see the conquest of interstellar space. But what, in fact, was the net profit so far?


The Alpha I was still a hull lying on the barren, unbelievably cold surface of Pluto; the motor which was to drive them across that unthinkable void was not yet constructed, indeed might never be constructed; and here he was, separated from those who were to be part of the first party to cross to Centauri, looking out onto the midnight blackness of space and striving desperately hard to choke down the fear which lay like a tightening knot within him.


He was afraid and he knew it. But there seemed little he could do about it. His palm felt damp and sticky, and there was a chill on his back where sweat lay in cold splotches.


From time to time, he could see the stars beginning to swing slightly across his line of vision and guessed that the rocket was turning slightly in its course, but he couldn’t guess where exactly the moon lay, or whether the glowing ball of earth still hung in the void behind their tail.


He could see neither and could only sense their nearness. He smiled grimly. He would have liked the intercom to have been a two-way affair so that he might get in touch with some of the others, even the pilot who might feel disposed to talk to him now that the vessel was obviously flying on the automatic controls.


Merril was a rational man and not given to any morbid thoughts under normal circumstances. Although he recognized the possibility that death might lie at the end of this mission, he forced his outlook on it to be objective. After all, he pondered, watching the stars move ever so slowly across the circular port, death was nothing more than a natural outcome of life. No man could forestall it forever, even with all his knowledge.


And curiously enough, when it came as close as it felt now, it was somehow oddly unreal and implausible. He straightened up instinctively, realizing that he was thinking along the wrong lines. Positive thinking was the only thing now. Life was what he ought to be thinking about, not the possibility of death.


He pressed his face against the thick, transparent glassite of the port and just managed to catch a brief, transitory glimpse of the edge of earth, shining huge and brilliant. Outside, he thought grimly, lay a vacuum. A man would die instantly if he stepped out there with no protection.


His brain turned over once or twice in his head. Quite suddenly, he realized that if the whole of the universe was considered, vacuum was the normal thing. Atmospheres were negligible, amounting to nothing at all. Which meant that man himself was something of a cosmic accident.


He wanted to reject completely the fear that was rising inside him again; to pass it off as a product of his over-wrought imagination. But was it? Here, he thought tensely, was the environment in which he would have to live all the way to Pluto and then to Centauri—a terrible place where there would be no dawn and no horizon.


For hour after hour, the ship seemed to hang motionless in the eternal darkness. The slight background noises went on, made louder and more insistent by the overawing silence. There were the small, seemingly unrelated sounds which always seem to exist where human beings dwell but which had to be there; otherwise it was highly probable that a man would go insane with the silence after the motors had been switched off.


Nineteen hours after take-off, he ate a hurried meal in the tiny cabin and watched the scarred and pitted surface of the moon almost directly over his head. He drank some coffee, hot and sweet, and found that presently it brought some of the warmth and strength back to his body.


The rocket began to turn, lateral jets flaring, coming down toward the distant surface, slowing as it did so.


The voice from the communicator said thinly: “Please put on your protective suits and strap down for deceleration. We shall be landing in approximately fifty-seven minutes.”


The possibility that they might have to land with their space suits on had not occurred to him. Carefully, holding onto the tilted seat for support, he pulled on the space suit, adjusted the flow of oxygen from the portable tanks strapped across his shoulders, and waited for a few moments as the transparent face piece misted over with his breath. He had considerable difficulty making himself comfortable.


Inside the enveloping folds of the suit, he felt cramped and confined, more so than he had even been before in his life. There was a sensation of choking claustrophobia which was slow in going away.


In the port, there was now nothing to be seen. The blackness was alive with glittering stars, but they were so incredibly remote that they did not seem to have any connection at all with the rocket. Inaccessibly far away and untouchable, they represented the ultimate which man would ever achieve.


The minutes were ticking away. Merril glanced at his watch and saw with surprise that they had only fifteen minutes left before landing. He hadn’t realized that it had taken him so long to get into the suit.


He walked over to the inclined seat and sat down gingerly on its edge, feeling the cold firmness of the steel cutting into his flesh through the flexible rubberite of the suit. Merril was a linguist, and a good one, which was perhaps why he had been picked for this job in place of other men who were, perhaps, better spacemen than himself, and vastly more experienced.


The rocket was now plummeting down toward the jagged surface of the moon, gathering speed as the gravitational pull caught it relentlessly, hugging it down toward that massive hunk of rock.


Merril felt suddenly more tense and afraid. The suit seemed a flimsy construction to afford him any real protection once he stepped out of the ship onto the moon proper. Cosmic radiation, below the danger limit perhaps but still there, would be biting invisibly into his flesh.


Meteors, striking downward without any atmosphere to burn them up, would be another source of danger, and even though they had told him back on earth that the chance of being struck a fatal blow by one of these minute particles of rock or dust was incredibly small, he felt uneasy in his mind.


Very soon now, he told himself, the main rockets would fire, slowing the vessel in its headlong plunge, bringing it under control as the velocity was reduced. Then, after that, there would be the tests which he was to undergo with the others. He began wondering about them as he waited for the rockets to come on, filling the air with their thunder and vibration.


A ghost of a smile hovered around his lips as he sat there, thinking. The mere fact that he was seriously thinking in terms of what was to happen once he and the others had landed on the moon was token enough of the faint new feeling of optimism which was mounting within him.


It was not until several minutes later that he glanced at his watch again. Four minutes before they landed—and still the rockets hadn’t cut in! He stood up, shaking a little as the sudden realization hit him like a physical blow.


Surely they ought to be slowing by now. The surface of the moon must be very close. A hundred miles away probably; certainly not much more. The panic inside his chest threatened to choke him.


Something had gone wrong. He stared helplessly at the square box on the wall which housed the intercom. It remained silent, and there was no way he could get in touch with any of the others.


The special magnetic boots of the space suit kept him anchored safely to the floor while they were in free fall, and he made his way slowly across to the door. It remained shut in spite of everything he could do to open it.
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