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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 I



THE ship made a strange whining sound, reminiscent of an animal in pain. The Captain, galvanised into action, leapt out of his bunk so violently that the grav-simulator was unable to deal with the force of his thrust. He floated towards the control panel in an odd, helpless sort of arc. The navigator reached up a hand and steadied him.


“Thanks.” The monosyllable was terse but the navigator knew his skipper well enough not to take exception to the terseness with which the gratitude had been expressed.


The Captain checked the main drive and the subsidiary drives. As his fingers flicked the buttons of the test circuit activators there was a negative response from the warning system. The navigator had joined him at the control panel.


“What do you make of it, Aster?” asked the Captain.


The navigator shook his head uncertainly.


“I don’t know, Captain Velos.”


“You can hear it, can’t you?”


“Hear it clearly, sir.”


“Would you say it is getting louder?”


“I think perhaps it is.”


There was a tense, vibrant silence. Aster and Velos looked at each other and then back at the control panel.


“It is getting louder,” affirmed Velos.


Aster put his head on one side and listened like a bird.


“Louder,” he repeated, and nodded.


The Captain pressed the General Alarm button. The penetrating tones of the audible signal filled the ship. The three off-duty members of the crew came off their bunks like sleepy caterpillars dropping off cabbage leaves.


There was Plumbus, the ship’s biologist, doctor and psychiatrist. He was a big, slow-moving, rather phlegmatic man; he rubbed the sleep from his eyes and came to the centre of the control cabin.


“What’s the matter, Velos?”


The Captain put a finger to his ear.


“Listen,” he said significantly.


Plumbus began to listen. He did it deliberately and with great precision.


“There’s a queer sort of whining noise,” he agreed.


“Yes, exactly!” returned the Captain.


He and Aster, the navigator, looked at Plumbus thoughtfully. Schafft, the mechanic, seemed to be also a general, all-round inventor. He was a thin, angular sort of individual. Where Plumbus was slow, almost lethargic, in his movements, Schafft was lightning fast, quixotic, mercurial, in both speech and gesture.


“That’s a damn queer noise,” he said.


“Well, if you don’t know what it is, I’m sure none of the rest of us do!” said Aster.


“What do you think, Schafft?” asked the Captain.


Beneath their heavy lids the eyes of Dr. Plumbus travelled from the control panel to Schafft’s face and back again.


Kramer, the geologist, planetographer, photographer and recording expert, was surveying the control panel, as though he would have liked to have hit it with a sampling hammer. Kramer was as hard as the rocks that were his main interest. He had a jaw like granite, eyes like flints, hair like asbestos fibres, and a voice that sounded like water running through subterranean tunnels and passages. Kramer was not a man who spoke much but, as though in a strange compensatory manner, he seemed to listen and think all the more.…


Schafft unscrewed a couple of bulkhead panels and began examining, examining the circuits underneath.


“Press the test circuit buttons again,” he asked.


The captain pressed them, the test lights showed negative response.


“The circuits appear to be O.K. but, of course, they may have shorted out somewhere around the fault,” said Schafft.


“Is that very likely?” asked Aster.


“Damned unlikely!” agreed Schafft. “Normal procedure is for a short to throw in the central alarm system. Mind you, freak shorts do sometimes occur, but only once in a hundred thousand times. They are put in the textbooks as an example of what can happen to the uninitiated. There was the case of the Lepros IV which was lost with all hands in deep space, finally turned out, when salvage crews picked her up years later, with the skeletons still aboard, that was what had happened.”


There was silence for a few minutes. Silence, that is, except for the whining noise, which continued to grow.


“Whatever it is,” announced Schafft, rather enigmatically, “it’s getting worse.…”


“You’ve got no idea at all?” asked the Captain.


“I’ve got plenty of ideas,” returned Schafft, “the thing is, how many of them are right? And how much time have we got in which to test them out? It could, I suppose, be one of the signal bearings on the main riffel drive. It could be one of the golandian bars come adrift near the akon chamber.… It might be the magnetrox in the helyon compartment.”


“You don’t really think that any of those possibilities are likely, do you?” asked the Captain.


This crew had sailed together on many occasions before. They knew each other well. Velos knew his men perhaps better than any of them knew him, for Velos was something of a mystery man. He had the mystique of the captain.


The whining grew worse. The ship began to shudder. Emergency lights began flashing on.


“Skin seems to be coming adrift,” said the navigator, pointing to the emergency light in the third panel. Tension switches were thrown. The emergency light flicked off for a second. The whining grew louder. The ship’s vibrations grew worse. The emergency lights flashed on again.


“What else can we do?” asked the Captain. “The tension switches have all been thrown.”


“Retract the forcefield,” suggested the engineer. He was shouting to make himself heard above the whine.


The Captain nodded to show that he had heard. He threw over the lever which would bring back the force-field until, instead of acting as a buffer, for any stray meteoric particles, it was absorbed into the hull itself. To retract a force-field was the Grade A emergency. The whining grew louder.


The engineer suddenly snapped his fingers.


“I’ve got it!” he roared.


“Do you mean you can stop it?”


Schafft shook his head.


“Life capsule,” he shouted. “Life capsule, as fast as you can make it!”


They scrambled into the ship’s life capsule, but a swift glance at the panels made the navigator scream a warning.


“It can’t be done!” he shouted. “It can’t be done!”


The four space men looked at Aster questioningly. The whining was so loud that it was painful. The altitude gauge was down to practically zero.


“We should never launch in time,” yelled the navigator.


“We shall have to attempt a landing!” Somehow, the Captain fought his way back to the control panel, contrived to close his mind to the brain-destroying whine. The gauges, the levers, the wheels, the dials and the switches seemed to dance in front of his face. Nothing seemed to really make any sense. He forced himself to go on concentrating. Lives depended on his ability to concentrate. He must not let them down. It wasn’t just his own life depending upon him. It would have been easier to give in, then. It was the other lives that mattered.


Velos kept on wrestling with the controls. Finally he got the shattered, disintegrating ship absolutely athwart her auto-landing beam. He threw the switches to automatic grounding position, and collapsed, clapping his hands to his ears.


Aster was already down; Plumbus and Schafft were buckling at the knees, only Kramer stood erect, fighting the noise. Kramer, the rock man, thought the Captain.


Then the intensity of the sound made him black out. His last conscious thought was a prayer that the auto-lander would get them down on this planetary surface, wherever they were.





CHAPTER II



“IF I didn’t know better,” said Val Stearman, pointing towards a skimming disc of light, “I would be inclined to say that that was a flying saucer.”


The Cleopatrine beauty beside him fixed her exquisite eyes on the descending disc ship.


“It is a saucer,” she said quietly.


Val looked at her.


“You’re joking!” But her voice had not been bubbling with humour when she had spoken. Deep down within his secret heart of hearts, at the lowest level of his existence, Stearman knew that she was not joking.


“But—” he began, and then stopped in mid-sentence. The thing was moving fast, and there was no doubt at all that it was coming towards them.


The fields on either side of the narrow road along which Val was driving his powerful sports saloon were white with snow. The lingering February frosts of the frozen beginning to 1963 still had large areas of the East Anglian countryside in their savagely icy grip.


Val and La Noire stopped the car and sat watching for a few microseconds which seemed to last hours.


“Do you think we’re in danger of being hit?” she asked suddenly. “Let’s get out.”


“Out?” protested Stearman. “Darling, it’s cold! There’s about fifteen degrees of frost.”


“Let’s get out!” she repeated.


Val stopped arguing. He knew La Noire well enough to know that her mysterious, Cleopatrine beauty was not her only attribute. She possessed a keen and hyper-sensitive brain. If she sensed danger, then a hundred to one that danger was very real and very close. He waited for her to get clear and then opened the door and scrambled out himself.


The spinning circle of light in the sky ahead of them was very much closer now. Val looked at it with considerable interest. There was practically no cover, but on the other side of a gateway on the other side of the road was a firmly frozen ditch. Its icy surface was two or three feet below the level of the field which it drained.


La Noire climbed gracefully over the gate and Val vaulted it with ease and athletic precision. The disc of light was now quite unmistakably some kind of artifact, and if it wasn’t a space ship of some kind, Val Stearman would have been prepared to eat the old check cap which he habitually wore when he was driving.


Putting his arm protectively across La Noire’s shoulder, Val pinned her to the icy surface of the ditch. His body half covered hers. A few feet above their heads, cutting into the frozen surface of the field, throwing soil and small stones into the air, the fuselage of the strange disc made contact with earth.


Clods of frozen soil and showers of earth and little stones spattered all around them. Val and La Noire crouched in the protective miniature valley of the ditch.


“Thank heaven it’s frozen,” said Val.


As he spoke there was an ominous cracking sound. There was a grinding roar from behind them, which drowned the cracking sound that the ice was making in protest at the combined weight of Val and La Noire Stearman.


“Whatever it is, it’s landed!” said La Noire.


Val straddled the ditch and lifted her lightly and easily into the field, then with a quick thrust of his massive legs he sprang from his rather awkward position and stood in the field beside her, surveying the circle of light thirty yards beyond them.


Stearman was a man whom life had not treated gently. He had no complaints or regrets about that; in fact, he would rather a thousand times over have died of violence than of boredom. One legacy which the adventures of life had bestowed upon him was the habit of going nowhere without a Browning automatic.


Stearman enjoyed the rather unusual position of Psychic Investigator and Reporter on the Unusual, on the redoubtable Daily Globe. He had been to the furthest corners of the earth in the course of searching for news of his own particular kind for the gratification of the Daily Globe’s readers, and the mollification of the one and only “Mac,” the irascible old Scots editor. It was in the course of one of those adventures, long ago, that Val had first met the bewitching La Noire. In those days she had herself been involved with a rather unwholesome organization who, after Stearman’s intervention, had pursued Val and La Noire relentlessly. One by one the hunted had dealt with the hunters. But that was history.…


A legacy of the history was the gun.… Now, as Val and La Noire moved cautiously, but purposefully, towards the ship the gun slid out of Stearman’s pocket and nestled in the broad palm of his right hand. It had a nice feel to it, that gun; a comforting and reassuring feel.


Stearman was also the kind of man upon whom Nature had bestowed some of her choicest gifts. He had a keen brain; clear, bright, penetrating dark eyes, a crop of curly, iron-grey hair, and a face that was powerful and rugged; it was handsome in a strong, masculine way; in the same way that the Vilder Kaiser mountains in Austria are ruggedly handsome.


A gun was almost a superfluity for a man with Stearman’s physique. Despite the two-score-and-a-bit years, during which he had lived and moved and had his being, he was as fit, as strong, as virile, and as enthusiastic for life as he had ever been. It might have been written of him, as it was written of that mighty prophet of old, “His eye was not dim, and his powers were not abated.”


Stearman motioned to La Noire to drop just a little behind him, and the almost feline beauty of her shadow moved softly and mysteriously in his wake. Stearman reached the outline of the ship. He moved his hand forward. The ship was hot, very hot. He withdrew his hand. It seemed reasonable. It had been coming down pretty fast. There was some slight damage, not much, as far as he could judge from his circumnavigation of the hull.


La Noire peeped over his shoulder by standing on tiptoe; a sound of movement could be heard within the ship. Stearman slipped the safety catch off the gun and, holding La Noire behind him, backed off a few paces. A panel opened in the side of the ship.…





CHAPTER III



VELOS, Captain of the disc ship, poked his head through the observation panel. The air samplers had already shown that the atmosphere was safe, and the grav-tester on the auto-landing device indicated that it was practically normal. Velos felt almost relieved that the whining had stopped.


Schafft followed the Captain to the hatch.


“Any idea where we are?” he asked.


The Captain nodded.


“Unexplored, but it’s been observed,” he replied.


“What do the observers have to say about it?” asked Schafft.


“Mixed,” said the Captain cryptically. “Very mixed. Humanoid culture, stage four development.…”


“Stage four?” said Plumbus, peering behind the Captain in the hatchway.


“Stage four,” affirmed Velos.


Plumbus nodded his ponderous chin. “Hmm,” said Plumbus; it was a very thoughtful monosyllable, “Hmm,” he said again, as though thoroughly satisfied with the noise that he had made on the first occasion.


Velos and Schafft looked at him.


“Are we going to explore?” asked Schafft.


“I don’t see why not,” answered the Captain. “I want to make a quick external examination before I——”


Schafft broke off in mid-sentence; he tapped the Captain on the shoulder and pointed silently to where Stearman and La Noire stood looking at the space men. “Let’s hope they’re friendly,” said Schafft, recovering some of his composure.


“I endorse your sentiments there,” replied Plumbus.


“There are only two of them, and one’s a woman,” said Velos.


“The man looks pretty big,” said Plumbus.


“Yes. I should think he’s as heavy as you and he’s not fat,” returned Schafft, weighing up Val Stearman, and casting a swift glance at Plumbus.


“I’ll go and speak to them,” said Velos.


“Do you know the language?” asked Aster, who stood Behind them in the lock.


“I took an intensive when I was on observation duty here, years ago, before I teamed up with you characters,” said the Captain. “There’s probably an educo-reel in the store with some of this planet’s languages on.”


“What’s the place called, anyway?” asked Aster.


“Earth!” answered the Captain. There was silence.


“I’ll see if I can find that educo-reel,” put in Aster, and disappeared back inside the ship.


Val and La Noire stood watching silently. The Captain came forward.


Vale broke the silence; he whispered to La Noire swiftly and urgently out of the corner of his mouth.


“What sort of impression do you get of this character, friendly or otherwise?”


“Friendly, I think,” returned La Noire. “There is no sense of evil with him, anyway. He seems”—she hesitated—“he seems very like us,” she finished.


“Well, that doesn’t make him a saint incarnate, does it?” said Val with a wry grin, but he lowered the barrel of the gun.


Velos screwed up his face into a frown of concentration. It was a long time since he had done that intensive. He bit his lip for a second, then his eyes brightened and some of the ferocity of the scowl disappeared.


“My name is Velos,” he said. “Do you understand me?”


“Yes!” cried Val. “How on earth do you come to speak English?”


“I have been instructed in your language,” replied Velos. He was still speaking very slowly and uncertainly. “When I was younger I came to this planet to observe. I listened to many of your television and radio transmissions.” Every word was coming out as though it was something of an effort.


“Your people have been observing us for a long time?” asked Val.


“We are inquisitive,” smiled Velos. “We have observed many planets.” He pointed to the crumpled edges of the disc ship. His face became rueful. “This was one of our explorator craft,” he said slowly.


Val nodded.


“Will it be possible for you to repair it?”


“Perhaps.” Velos didn’t sound particularly optimistic.


“If you can’t repair it, what will you do?”


“We will throw ourselves upon the mercy of your government,” said Velos slowly.


“I think you will be treated all right. You would probably be top priority and top security,” said Val. “I can just imagine what they’d do to you now. Interrogating you about your space technology, all that sort of thing. Yes, you’d be big business in the war sphere. You’d put us ahead of the Yanks and the Russians!”


“My people are troubled by the political difficulties of your people. It is not good that a culture which has reached Stage Four in technology should still be at Stage Three in its ethical development.”


“I don’t quite understand you,” replied Val.


“Your people can make space ships, and flying bombs. You have the beginnings of atomic and space technologies,” said Velos, “but you are still in the political stage at which nation states exist.”
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