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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


Slowly, the cold, dark planet spun through the empty deeps of space.


High on the black mass of rock, silent among the greater silence, Ookuul crouched; waiting. Every nerve and muscle of his body quivered in taut anticipation.


His large, jet-black eyes, all pupil, flickered intently, hungrily over the jagged, lifeless valley below. For a long while he had tracked his unsuspecting victim across the frozen wastes of Caal. Only the intensifying sickness of his hunger gave him any measurement of time.


No days of warmth and light ever disturbed the monotony of the eternal night. No sun ever rose above the distant ridge of mountains.


A part of his mind, detached but alert, flashed back across the intervening centuries to the earlier days. Days when Caal was warm and teeming with life. Before the planet had torn itself from the grasp of its parent sun; to go flying into the darkness of outer space. From that far-off moment, his only aim in life had been the pursuit of food. Food which had dwindled rapidly over the years. Through sheer necessity, cannibalism had come into its own.


Abruptly, he stiffened as a soft sound shattered the clinging silence. In an instant it was repeated. The muffled pad, pad of naked feet on smooth, hard rock.


Ookuul tensed himself.


The long, sensitive fingers of his right hand gripped the short, metal bar with an intensity he was unable to control. He sensed the other’s position a moment before he was able to see him. The mere movement of a shadow across his field of vision, ten or so feet below him.


His prey was moving quickly. Ookuul realised that his actions would have to be instantaneous. Swiftly he galvanised his body into convulsive movement. Like a stone, he dropped onto the other’s unsuspecting back and brought the bar down with a sickening thud. Savagely, he smashed in the back of his victim’s head. He died without a moan.


Ookuul could contain himself no longer. A thin foam of white froth slavered around his trembling lips.


Lowering his mouth to the gaping wound in his victim’s skull—he began to feed.


Sol had long since disappeared below the limits of visibility. In the control room of the Ultima Thule, Senior-Lieutenant Brant drew himself slowly to his feet. The ship had attained its limiting velocity; and the effects of the anti-acceleration gas were beginning to wear off. As the second-in-command, Brant held a position of extreme importance.


He acted as mediator between the scientists who formed the greater portion of the crew and the military staff. The Ultima Thule was the first of a new class of exploratory space-ships, built to the rigid specifications laid down by a select team of Earth’s leading scientists.


This was her maiden interstellar voyage and as such, she carried her full compliment of one hundred; most of whom were rapidly recovering from the state of induced anæsthesia.


The communicator screen above the massive control panel spluttered twice; then cleared. The face which appeared was bronzed and young-looking; the determined mouth giving the lie to the laughter which lurked behind the blue eyes.


Brant recognised Carl Nessler, the chief chemist, as the other spoke: “Any idea where we are Brant? I don’t seem to be able to identify any of these constellations.”


Brant focussed his eyes on the huge expanse of the visiplate.


“We’re somewhere beyond the stars of Corona Borealis at the moment. I haven’t got our exact position yet; I’ll broadcast it as soon as it comes through.”


Nessler nodded; his image faded.


Brant turned his attention to the intangible night which held them and the ship in the grasp of its mighty coils. On the port bow, T. Coronae glowed a pale blue. He glanced down at the banks of instruments which confronted him. Their space-references were given with respect to this star.


This was not unusual; the star was known to have turned nova three or four centuries earlier. As a result, it was still in an excited state, surrounded by a field of high energy radiation. This made its image on the screen doubly characteristic and Brant had little difficulty in recognising it before it drifted away into the far distance.


There was a slight click behind him. The door slid open quickly and Captain Anson entered. He was accompanied by three of the military staff in their gold-braided uniforms.


“All the men seem to have recovered, Brant,” he said; his keen gaze taking in every detail of the room. “Some of them, of course, are new to this kind of treatment. It’s too early yet to say whether there’ll be any after effects.”


He crossed over to the visiplate. Several of the nearer stars, some of which exhibited a discernible disc, drifted outwards from a common point in the centre.


Without turning round, he said: “You’ll find the official orders governing this trip on the chart table, Brant. I’ve no doubt you share the men’s curiosity about our destination.”


The Senior-Lieutenant spread the enclosed star map on the small table. He noticed that their course had been plotted in red and studied it with unveiled interest. In all, it represented a round trip of close on a million light years.


A squeaky voice shrilled from the communicator.


“We’ve located an unidentified object on the radarscopes, Captain.”


Almost instinctively, Brant recognised it as belonging to one of the two Venusians who manned the radaric “eyes” of the ship. He glanced up. It was Doos Marn, the spidery antennæ sprouting from the top of his head, waving excitedly. The oval double eye in the centre of his forehead divided into two; one half fixed on the Captain, the other surveying something to his right.


“It’s travelling parallel to our direction of motion,” he continued; “But we’re rapidly overtaking it.”


Anson hesitated, then said: “Keep it on the scopes. I’ll put the ship into a slow curve and execute a search. This may prove interesting. If it comes within two thousand miles notify me at once. No—cancel that order, I’ll come down there myself.” He spun on his heel and faced Brant. “I’ll pass the directions from the radar room,” he said. “Keep a sharp look-out from the bridge.”


From the corner of his eye, Brant watched him go. It would take the Captain a few minutes to reach the radar room. Meanwhile, this was as good a time as any to broadcast their position to the crew. He snapped down the switch of the main intercommunication system. He knew that all over the ship, his face would appear on the numerous screens; his voice would reach everyone.


Briefly, he read off the space co-ordinates and ended by saying: “It has been reported from the radar section that an unidentified object has been sighted on the scopes. Until further notice, all members of the military staff will remain on the alert. That is all.”


He broke the connection.


“Do you think there’s any chance we’ll be attacked, Lieutenant?” asked one of the men behind him.


Brant, who had been setting the automatic controls, turned to answer. He said briefly: “Until we pick up the object visually I don’t see how I can answer that question; or even make a guess.” He gave a short laugh. “If those two Venusians managed to pick it up, then it must be something big.”


He turned back to the communicator screen and tuned in to the radar room. As the picture came on with startling clarity, he saw that Captain Anson was bending over the nearest tube. In the background, he recognised Lieutenant Morgan, the only scientist on board to hold a military rank. He was the ship’s botanist. A quick glance over the rest of the room showed him that several other scientists were also present. There was Ericson, the metallurgist; Marlowe, head of the biology department and Ma’a Dii who somehow combined the duties of both physicist and astronomer. The latter was speaking as Brant tuned in.


“——and furthermore, I regard the suggestion that we are dealing with an outer planet with the greatest scepticism. My section has already charted the paths of the nearer suns. Not one of them approaches within two light years of the ship.”


He was interrupted by Jee D’Yon, the other Venusian operator:


“I don’t agree. It’s definitely a body of planetary size, which rules out any idea of a projectile. Get in touch with the control room and see if there’s any sign of it yet. Tell them it’s dead ahead now—distance, two million miles.”


The Captain looked up.


He noticed Brant’s image for the first time.


“Did you hear any of that, Brant?” he asked.


“I came in, in the middle of Ma’a Dii’s speech,” said Brant. “I’ve got three of your men up here with me Captain. We’re all keeping a sharp watch through the windows—but so far there’s no sign of anything out there.”


Anson paused and seemed to be deliberating. Eventually he said:


“There’s something here that’s mighty peculiar. I don’t like it at all.” He reached a decision. “Get Wilson to cut the forward thrust by seventy per cent. Report back to me here as soon as you’ve done that.”


The thunder and vibration of the drive fell appreciably as the order was duly carried out. Brant was glad when it was done. Although the Ultima Thule had been designed to withstand any chance collisions with meteorites, nothing ever built could survive a direct hit on larger objects. He called the Captain again.


“Anything showing?” shouted Anson. He was a small, grey-haired man of fifty; older than most of the crew. The greater part of his life had been spent on the ships of the Interstellar Exploratory Corps—a fact which made him an excellent choice for the command.


Brant shook his head. “Nothing’s shown up on the visiplate,” he answered. “As a check, I’ve determined the distance of the nearest star at the moment. And that’s three and a half light years away.”


From the bridge, he had a clear view of the blackness which lay ahead. A few stars were dotted here and there but these were, without exception, situated far beyond the reach of the radar impulses.


Over the communicator came the voice of the Venusian operator, calling the distances.


“Fifty thousand miles—forty-five—forty thousand—thirty-five.”


Almost unconsciously, Brant wondered how long the Captain was going to keep the ship on her present steady course.


All over the Ultima Thule, others were wondering, too.




CHAPTER TWO


It was one of the three military men who unwittingly solved the mystery. His sudden shout brought Brant to the visiplate. He pointed excitedly to the centre of the screen.


One of the stars had completely disappeared. As they watched another close at hand did likewise.


The man said: “There’s a dark body out there between us and those stars. What do you think it is, Lieutenant?”


“Well whatever Ma’a Dii says, it looks like a planet to me. I’ll get them to check its dimensions from the scopes.”


Anson had already heard this conversation. His voice sounded excited and relieved as he said: “I’ve been listening to everything you’ve said, Lieutenant and I believe you’ve hit it.” His voice took on an urgent tone and went up in pitch. “Throw her to the right—quick. We’re almost on top of it.”


The last half of his sentence was nearly drowned by the roar of the atomic thrust as the Ultima Thule veered to the right. The change of direction was so sudden that the small chart table tore itself from the metal floor and careened against the outer wall. Brant was pressed with cruel violence against the cushioning of his seat.


Gradually the acceleration decreased. Slowly the air forced its way between his teeth, into his aching lungs. The sharp pain of violent nausea left him. Blood pumped itself to his brain as his vision cleared.


“Phew, that was a near thing,” gasped one of the men, picking himself up off the floor. He looked around. One of the others had not been so fortunate. There was a deep, bloody gash down the side of his face where the table had struck him. He was unconscious. Brant leapt to his feet and helped the others lift him into a chair.


“Better call Doctor Curtis,” he said. “He’s losing quite a lot of blood.”


The man saluted and disappeared at a trot down the steps. Even as he spoke, Ma’a Dii’s voice came over the intercom. He was calling Captain Anson from the physics section.


“Ma’a Dii here, Captain. We’ve managed to rig up an infra-red screen and the following details are available. It’s of planetary dimensions and several of its features are plainly visible.”


“Any sign of life?”


The Martian sounded emphatic. “That’s highly unlikely. The surface temperature must be somewhere in the region of minus two hundred degrees Centigrade. I’ll check it for you if you wish.”


Brant looked up as a deep voice cut across the conversation. It was Dr. Curtis. He knelt beside the injured man.


“Hello. What’s happened here, Brant? This man’s in a bad way.”


Brant explained in as few words as possible. Finally Curtis said: “I’ll have to take him to the surgery. He’s certainly got a hefty bang on the head. It wouldn’t surprise me if he hasn’t received a fractured skull. I’ll see to it right away.”


He motioned to the other two men and together they carried him from the room. No sooner had they gone than the Captain entered. He was accompanied by Ma’a Dii and a handful of junior scientists.


They were carrying something bulky.


“Put it down over here,” said Anson. Brant noted the easy deliberateness with which the younger men worked. He had examined the personal files of many of them. They had all been picked for their cool nerve and scientific ability.


It was only when they stepped away from the instrument, that he recognised the infra-red screen which Ma’a Dii had mentioned earlier. Anson noticed his puzzled gaze.


He said: “It’s been decided to land on the planet. It was put to the vote a few minutes ago and the scientists were absolutely in favour of it. Naturally I intend to see that the necessary precautions are taken. Hence the screen. As the planet is so dark as to be invisible to us, I suggest we use it as an aid to landing.”


He nodded to the Martian who pushed the stud home with a long, snake-like feeler. The screen cleared.


A small, frozen world, the planet filled the vast expanse of the plate. The surface was readily visible due both to the type of radiation used and the extreme tenuity of the atmosphere.


“Think you can put her down in one piece?” asked Anson.


Brant grinned. He intended to say, “I can land her on anything I can see, Captain.” But he didn’t say it. He was watching the screen. Had he been mistaken; or was there something moving down there, half-hidden beneath the overhang of a huge rock.


There was sharp hiss at his side as Ma’a Dii sucked in an astonished gasp. He was waving his multi-jointed arms in speechless amazement. With a jerky movement, Brant increased the magnification. For a moment there was silence. Then one of the junior physicists cried: “But it can’t be—no creature could possibly live on a planet like that.”


Brant recovered his voice. He said slowly: “Probably this was once the outermost planet of a fairly large system. Twenty planets or more. That would explain the adaption of the existent life forms to their present environment. Whatever the explanation is, I’m willing to swear that that was a man I saw.”


“But that’s impossible,” protested Anson. “The temperature is almost at absolute zero. We’ll see what Marlowe has to say. This is his department.”


He called the biology section. Briefly he explained the position. Marlowe listened to what he had to say; when he replied he sounded dubious, unsure of himself.


“I can only enlarge on what Lieutenant Brant has suggested,” he began. “Ever heard of Orthogenesis?”


“No, what’s that?”


“It’s a theory of the mechanism of evolution, put forward a few centuries ago. It postulates that variation is determined by the action of the external environment on the fixed constitution of the organism concerned. Briefly, that means that the possibilities of variation are limited to certain definite lines. I would say off hand that the form taken by the inhabitants of this planet was determined many millennia ago, when it’s highly probable that it belonged to a solar system very similar to our own.”


He was silent for a few moments.


“Anything else you can give us?” asked the Captain.


“I’d just like to add that for these people to have adjusted themselves to the low temperature in a reasonable space of time, the planet must have been at the greatest possible distance from its parent sun.” He paused, then finished: “I’m sorry I can’t offer you any more information, Captain. All I can say is this: life did not begin on that planet while it was free in space.”


“And that makes sense,” said Ma’a Dii. “The farther away from the parent sun, the weaker the gravitational pull. It would be comparatively easy for the planet to fly off tangentially.”


Anson turned to Brant. “How far are we above the surface?”


“Five hundred and twenty miles, sir.”


“Good. Hold her on this course and reduce altitude slowly, land as soon as you pick out a suitable place.”


By degrees, the dull hunger pain in his stomach went away. Ookuul released his hold on the lifeless, inert body. It rolled slowly down the sloping surface of jagged rocks; the empty head nodding crazily. The brittle bones of the skull cracked and snapped as it struck against the smaller boulders. Ookuul watched it disappear out of sight in the darkness.


He turned to go; then abruptly he stiffened. Another sound reached him. A deep full-throated roar; and an instant later, the glowing cylinder of the space-ship appeared high above the distant ridge of mountains. Swiftly it zoomed overhead, a little to his right; the thunder of its passing reaching him several seconds after it had faded to a mere dot.


Ookuul quivered with excitement. He waited. From out of the distance, the great ship reappeared. It swung in a wide are over Ookuul’s head, then drifted to the ground in the middle of the black valley; a mile or so away.


Confused thoughts whirled through Ookuul’s mind as with renewed vigour, he clambered down the rocks. Here was his chance to leave the dying decadence of Caal.


He saw the reason for his race’s dissolution in a brief flash of blinding clarity. Over the centuries, they had fought each other on sight; living only at the expense of others.


Food had been the primary concern. There had been no opportunity for the building of space-ships such as that which now disturbed the silence of ancient Caal.


He drew closer. His seething desire and yearning burned within his black eyes; was visible in the taut, strained lines of his body.


The ship lay half-hidden in a cloud of solid nitrogen shards, rows of light cutting through the velvet blackness. Time slipped by. There was no sign of movement. The deep red glow of the rocket tubes faded to a dark, cool colour.


The glittering splinters of frozen gas settled—and Ookuul waited.




CHAPTER THREE


Brant snapped down the switch of the nearest communicator.


“Everybody keep their eyes peeled,” he ordered. “If anyone has any ideas, now’s the time to bring them up.”


The intercom was silent for several minutes. The only sound in the vast control room was made by Ma’a Dii. He was loading his atomic blast pistol, waving it unconcernedly around with apparent disregard for his companions’ safety.


Finally someone said: “I propose that an aerial survey be made of as much of the planet as possible within the next hour. One of the small pinnaces could be used.”


Brant was unable to recognise the voice but it sounded like a Martian.


“I second that motion.” This time there was no mistaking the crisp, efficient tone of Evans, the astrophysicist. “We can’t stick around here waiting for the natives to come to us. If you want my opinion, they’ve degenerated into the primitive state.”


Another voice broke across the communicator: it was Marlowe, the biologist.


“I disagree entirely with that last statement of yours, Evans. The fact that these creatures have adapted themselves to their extreme surrounding suggests to me an extremely high degree of intelligence. There can be no intermediate stage. We must exercise the utmost caution.”


“Nonsense.” Evans sounded angry. “Put the motion to the vote, Captain.”


“Very well. All those in favour of the motion raise their hands. We can count you from the screens.”
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