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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


Into The Abyss


THEY built the ship, the first and last of its kind, and launched it up into the black abyss of space. Once outside the atmosphere, the automatics took over from the initial thrust. A slender metal tape slid beneath an electronic eye. The impulses were fed directly into the intricate mechanism behind the tiered banks of instruments.


The moon, a massive hunk of rock and dust, slid by at a little over seventy thousand miles; acceleration soared, the planet behind the ship dropped into the black vastnesses as it fled towards the stars.


When its green image had faded from the circular faces of the tracking screens, the technicians went outside, congratulated each other and stared up at the sky. It was late dusk and a few stars, the brightest ones, were already visible. Neither the technical nor the military staff spoke much, their minds were too full for that. Somewhere out there, among the foaming trillions of stars, the ship was moving at an unthinkable speed through a dark night that had no beginning and no end.


While the starship fled through the darkness, while those on board came out of the long, chemically-induced sleep and took over control from the automatics; those behind on the planet began the building of another ship to follow the first. But it was never used.…


The bomb which fell less than five miles from the take off site, although it destroyed virtually everything within a radius of twenty miles, razing every installation above ground in a blaze of atom-heat, merely touched the metal of the ship as it rested in its deep, sunken pit, with a smattering of hard radiation.


Retaliation on the aggressors was swift and sure. Around the curve of the planet the missiles swept, hugging the surface, reaching up out of the atmosphere, only to slide in again as they neared their targets. The billowing mushrooms of deadly heat and radiation spread themselves over the face of the planet, the cities crumbled into dust or flowed into lava, the armies were little more than a disorganised rabble on both sides as both they and the civilian population died in their millions, destroyed by the invisible radiation which ate into their bodies.


Four light-weeks distant, the ship was moving at close on light-speed, still continuing to accelerate. For those on board, this was to be the only world they would know for many years. Their lives would be bounded by the great curving hull; their horizons limited, and yet limitless. They had been carefully chosen for the trip. Psi quotients had been checked and re-checked, the capacity for punishment, for endurance, had been raised to abnormally high levels; but above all, they had been chosen for their ability to survive under the extremely difficult environments in which it was expected they would find themselves whenever they reached a habitable solar system. Their mission was simple and straight forward. To locate a planet capable of colonisation, to send back its location, to land there and survive until colonisation from the parent planet could begin.


Each individual had been allotted a routine. In what little spare time they had, there were innumerable relaxations. Everything had been taken care of on board ship. It had been recognised that the greatest enemy during the voyage would be boredom and everything had been done to minimise this. The microfilm library contained over seventeen thousand volumes covering every subject thinkable. Full length feature films were shown every thirty hours star-time.


There were problems to be faced as the months dragged on into years, as they examined solar system after solar system, nowhere finding a planet which could sustain their type of life; but the inflexible routine which had been worked out in detail long before they had left their home planet, solved each problem as it arose and thirty-seven years after they had begun their journey, they were decelerating in the vicinity of a G-type sun which glowed brilliantly directly ahead of them and even from that distance showed a retinue of several planets.


With the aid of charts drawn up during the approach, and multi-stage calculating machines the size of matchboxes, the controls were locked on to a slightly-modified course as the starship drifted inward towards the sun, pausing at each of the planets, examining and scrutinising, checking atmospheres, gravity, density, radioactivity and countless other characteristics which were all fed into the integrating units.


Six days later, they were entering a stable decelerating orbit around the third planet from the sun, moving between it and the solitary moon which stood off on their starboard bow a mere sixty thousand miles away. Analysis of the planet complete, they made the capsules ready to take them down to the surface, the ship itself locked in its orbit. For ten seconds, everything stood ready, then the general alarm bell rang throughout the entire length of the ship and a moment later, the first meteor struck amidships, tearing a gaping gash in the touch metal. There was no chance to turn, to break out of orbit before the main swarm closed around them.…


They all got out of the jeep and walked quietly along the dusty track towards the nearest of the control buildings. In the distance close to the edge of the desert, the metal gantry now stood empty in the thin wind which blew about it in thick, billowing clouds. Doctor John McKenly, pipe in mouth, stood for a moment, staring at it, then shrugged his shoulders with a barely perceptible motion and followed the others inside. There were three men in the control room apart from himself. Healey, tall and straight in his Major’s uniform, standing beside the window, looking out along the road towards the take-off site, only once lifting his eyes to the darkening sky, his face still, but with a trace of the elation they all felt. Near the table, Ellery and Captain Summerfield stood together, conversing in low tones. They stopped as McKenly closed the door behind him.


“Well,” said Healey without turning his head. “It feels good, I suppose. Knowing that for the first time, we’ve beaten them to the punch.”


“Them?” inquired McKenly quietly. He puffed quietly on his pipe.


“The Reds,” said the other shortly. He uttered a sharp bark of laughter. “There’s a ship up there in orbit and a man inside it, out where no ship carrying a human passenger has ever been before. He’s already made half dozen orbits and there’s been no trouble.” He paused, then turned on his heel and glanced across the room at Summerfield. “How long now before we can pick him up again?”


The other checked the chronometer on the wall. He grinned. “He ought to be coming up over the horizon within twenty minutes, Major,” he said quietly, with a touch of understandable pride in his deep voice.


“Good. Then I suggest we go down to the main control room. I want to hear this when it finally comes through.”


Summerfield nodded. He opened the door which, from that upper room, led down into the bowels of the earth beneath the building. Major Healey led the way, down the long flight of steps and into the vast chamber at the bottom. Here was the heart of the building, where the four-year programme had been initiated and where it had finally reached fulfilment. The end-product was up there now, orbiting the Earth in a roughly circular orbit, three thousand miles above the surface.


One of the men seated behind the nearer bank of instruments turned and saw them. He pushed himself roughly to his feet and walked towards them. His pale eves were troubled behind the thick lenses of the spectacles. His features were a trifle more fixed than usual.


“What is it?” Healey demanded, sensing something of the puzzled bewilderment in the other’s mind. “Has something gone wrong with the satellite?”


The technician shook his head. “Nothing wrong with that, Major, as far as we know. But there was something puzzling which I think you ought to know about. So far, we’ve been able to find no explanation for it.”


“Go on. What is it?”


“Less than an hour ago, the scanners picked up something in an orbit outside that of the satellite. Something big. How big, we’re not sure. It was only by the merest chance that we caught it at all. We can say that it was larger than the satellite and that it seemed to be in a stable orbit around the Earth.”


“But that’s impossible.” expostulated the other. “Can you still pick it up?” He glanced at one of the scopes on the wall, but there was nothing there.


Anderson, the technician, gave the Major a cold look. “It isn’t there now. Why, we don’t know. In all, I’d say we had it under observation for a little over seven minutes.”


Major Healey bit his words off short. “And then what happened?”


“It vanished. Quite suddenly and inexplicably. If it was a ship, then the only explanation I can offer, for what it’s worth at the moment, is that it was destroyed.”


“In other words, you’re saying that the Reds have a satellite up there in an orbit exterior to our own, but that something happened to it—what, you aren’t sure—and it’s been destroyed, just like that?”


The other shrugged unhappily. “That’s all I can say at the moment, Major.”


Out of the corner of his eye, McKenly noticed that the Major was preparing to make another bitter comment and hurriedly, he interrupted. “Isn’t it possible that there was some fault in the scope itself? It seems unlikely that the Reds can have beaten us to the punch again.”


“A fault could have developed in the scope,” confessed the other uneasily, “although I doubt it. Naturally, I checked that point. There’s nothing wrong with it now. To all intents and purposes, it’s working quite normally. See for yourselves if you wish. It’s just possible that——”


He pursed his lips as a new thought struck him, then went on quietly: “It could have been one of the moon shots we saw. Several of those, in the past, missed the moon by a few thousand miles and went into orbit around the sun. We know that their orbits were such that they would make periodic close approaches to Earth. I’m afraid I’ve lost track of most of them completely. It’s highly probable what we saw was one of those satellites.”


“And the reason for its disappearance from the scope?” asked McKenly, sucking on the empty pipe for a moment before putting it back into his pocket.


The other spread his hands helplessly. “That’s a little more difficult to explain. All I can suggest is that it ran foul of a meteor swarm. There are such things between here and the moon on occasions. Encke’s comet made an extremely close approach to the Earth less than a month ago. It could have been something to do with that I suppose.”


Healey turned his head to look around the room. Where there had been silence a few moments before, there was now a babble of voices. Within minutes, the satellite was due to rise above the radio horizon and McKenly knew that it was essential they should contact the man in the sky as soon as possible. For the past one hundred and forty-six minutes, contact had been broken due to the vast hulk of the Earth itself, intervening between them and the ship in orbit. Anything could, theoretically, have happened, during that time.


“Major Philips. Major Philips! Base calling Mercury One. Base calling Mercury One.…”


Mercury One, pondered McKenly. That was the code for the satellite. The voice of the operator droned on in the near distance. In spite of himself, McKenly felt the tension beginning to rise within him. The others were feeling the same way, he thought slowly. Wondering if, this time, the loudspeaker set on the wall at the end of the central aisle, could break into hissing, uproarious life, as Phillips answered the call, or whether it would remain silent.


Healey had clambered down the remaining flight of steps and was standing, shoulders hunched forward, over the nearby table, staring down over the shoulder of the operator. The screen in front of them with the green monitor line circling it endlessly, showed empty as before.


“He should have come within range by now,” The Major spoke abruptly. It was more of a question than a statement and the operator, without turning his head, said quietly: “Another fifty seconds, sir.”


“If he’s on time.” The Major must have spoken without thinking for he showed no surprise as the operator said tonelessly: “Unless something drastic has happened since the time we lost him, sir, he’ll come up on the exact second. There’s no air resistance out there to slow him down the slightest fraction and he’s in a stable orbit.”


“That just goes to show how much I’ve got to learn about these things,” murmured the other easily. “You get so used to things never being exactly as you want them, when you want them, that when something like this turns up, it doesn’t penetrate all at once.”


“And this is only the beginning.” went on Summerfield with a trace of excitement in his voice. “Now that we know it can be done, there’ll be no stopping us. First stop the moon. After that, Venus and Mars. We won’t need all that much more power, will we, Doc?”


He looked straight at McKenly as he spoke, brows arched in an interrogative line.


“That’s true, up to a certain point.” admitted the other cautiously. “There are a lot of things to be taken into account, though, which will have to be ironed out before we can put a man on the moon. As for Mars or Venus—well, I’d be sticking my neck out if I said that——”


“Here she comes.” interrupted the operator tightly. He pointed.


McKenly lowered his gaze swiftly to the screen. The tiny, blue-green blip was just visible off to one side, but drifting slowly towards the centre and showing more strongly with every second that passed.


“Mercury One to Base. Mercury One to Base.” The loudspeaker shuddered into life, the harsh, metallic voice barely distinguishable above the grating crackle of static. “How are you reading me?”


“Answer him,” snapped the Major tightly, but the operator had already thrown the switch, was speaking quietly and distinctly into the microphone, his words reaching up through the stratified layers of cloud and thinning air, out into the black, empty void which lay beyond, through which the satellite plunged in its endless fall.


McKenly stood quite still in front of the control panel, listening to the words which came from the speaker. It still seemed incredible that the programme had been brought to such a successful conclusion. At the beginning, there had been endless problems to be solved; fuel, instrumentation, the design of the countless instruments and telemetering equipment which filled the interior and exterior of the satellite. But above all, there had been the question of the man himself. The programme of rigid training which had been mapped out for the astronaut had been far more stringent than anything which he had known before. Then, he had doubted whether they would ever get a human being who would come up to all of the requirements they stipulated, even after the period of intense training.


Finally, they had narrowed it down to three men and from these, one man had been chosen. Now he was a little over three thousand miles above the Earth, enclosed in that sphere of metal, put there by a multi-stage rocket which had blasted off from the launching site earlier that day.


“… conditions normal, instruments apparently functioning satisfactorily. Pulse rate—seventy-three. Will continue transmitting until no longer within range.”


Healey straightened and smiled faintly, managing to look pleased at the same time. “Well, gentlemen,” he began quietly, looking at each of them in turn. “The first part of the programme appears to be functioning satisfactorily. I presume that we continue with the remainder of the experiment.”


Ellery sighed deeply. “Do we have to push this man to the limit?” he asked tightly. Ellery was one of the few men on the project who had bucked against the ultimate aim of the work.


“There’s absolutely no question about it.” snapped Healey, glancing round at him. “This is the whole reason behind the work. Philips knew what was expected of him before he accepted the commission. He has to go through with it now. There’s no question of him backing out.”


“But what more will it tell us that we don’t know already?” protested Ellery thinly. He was a slender man in his early fifties, with sharp, delicate features and pencil-thin moustache.


“You know the answer to that question better than most of us,” Healey said, without emotion. “We know we can get a man into orbit. We know that he can survive the initial thrust. Now we have to know just how much he can take in this alien environment. Right now, he’s existing under conditions which we can only partially simulate here on Earth. It’s vital that we should know how the human body—and mind—reacts to that environment. Without that knowledge we can’t even begin to contemplate sending a man out to the moon, or the nearer planets.”


“All right,” muttered Ellery dryly. “Forget I asked that question. I see I’m out-voted anyway.”


“Naturally.” said the other with a faint curl of his lips. “This has ceased to be a question of either humanitarianism or ethics. It’s a matter of obtaining essential knowledge while we have the chance. For the past two years, Philips has been trained to the limit for this moment. He isn’t going to let us down. There’s no reason at all why you should, Ellery.” The tone of his voice brooked no argument and Ellery lapsed into an uneasy silence.


“I wonder if he will reach the limit of how much a man can take?” said Summerfield after a brief pause.


Healey looked a trifle bored. “That’s something we don’t know, but which we have to find out. Naturally, it depends upon the man. At least it will show up any flaws there may be in our training programme if he does fail.”


“I wonder. We’re dealing with the unknown here. No one knows what it’s like out there. No directions with which you can orientate yourself and all that blackness, three thousand miles down to Earth in one direction; and in the other, going out for umpteen billions of miles, with no end to it at all.”


“He’ll survive.” said the Major thinly. “He’s got to survive. The whole of our space programme depends upon this. If he doesn’t, it could set us back ten years, possibly more. And in that time, the Reds will not only have their man in orbit, but on the moon and the nearer planets too.” Suddenly the tension which had been riding him relaxed. He knuckled his hands and leaned his weight on them on the table in front of him, staring down at the blip on the scope, now close to the centre and scarcely moving.


What must it be like, isolated up there? thought McKenly inwardly. The only contact with Earth and sanity being the tenuous and easily-broken thread of the radio communicator. No man, he felt sure, could ever have been so lonely and isolated before. But this was only the first of the problems they had to solve before man reached out to the planets and then, perhaps, to the stars themselves. But he was looking a long way into the future in thinking of the stars, he decided. Best to concentrate on first things first. He focused his gaze on the blip which marked the position of the satellite, tried mentally to estimate where it would be in the sky outside, at that moment. A second later, he was aware of the sudden exclamation behind him. Major Healey had turned a fraction of a second before he did himself. There was an expression of surprise, blended with incredulity and frightened bewilderment on the man’s face behind them, the operator in constant contact with Major Philips on board the satellite.


It took every bit of will power that McKenly had to control the shaking in his hands as he straightened up and walked around the side of the instrument bank. Healey was there before him.


“What is it?” snapped the Major. “Something wrong?”


“I—I don’t know, sir.” The other moistened his lips. “It’s Major Philips. I think he’s——” The man’s voice trailed away into a tight silence as he sat there, staring up at Healey.


“For God’s sake, pull yourself together and explain what it is.” snapped the other tautly.


“I don’t understand it.” There were beads of perspiration on the other’s forehead and his fingers were trembling slightly. “A few seconds ago, he was speaking quite normally. But now, he’s—well, listen to this!”


He leaned forward, jerked a switch. For a moment, there was nothing but the crackle of static from the loud speaker on the wall. Then, gradually, McKenly was able to make out the words. At first, they seemed to be slurred together as if the man in the satellite were having difficulty in speaking, but after a few moments, it was possible to make out what he was saying.


“… something big down there … can just glimpse it through the atmosphere, possibly six-legged, but I can’t be sure. Nothing but jungle most of the way although there seems to be some kind of sea over to the right.…”


Almost before McKenly was aware of it. Healey had snatched the microphone from the startled operator’s grasp, was holding it tightly in his right hand, and saying tensely:


“Philips! Can you read me? I repeat. Can you read me?”


There was a long, uncomfortable pause. The voice crackling over the receiver still continued to ramble on for several moments, then it broke off suddenly, as if the speaker had suddenly realised that he was being spoken to.


“What’s that?” Puzzlement in the voice. McKenly had the strange impression that the other was trying desperately to orientate himself, that he was struggling between two mighty and almost irresistible forces.


“This is Carl here. Philips. Carl Healey. Now for God’s sake pull yourself together. I know what it must be like up there, that it’s bound to get you in time, but you’ve been trained for this kind of thing. If anyone can stand up to it, then you can! Now listen carefully and answer my questions. Are you listening?”


Another brief pause which lasted for perhaps ten seconds, then the receiver crackled: “Yes, I’m listening.”


“Good. Now I want you to start reading over the instruments, from right to left as we decided. Give me everything, no matter how unimportant it may seem.”


The usual routine, thought McKenly tightly, keeping the other’s mind off the feel of all that awful blackness around him with the millions of stars gleaming like candles in the darkest night Man had ever known. Whatever happened, Philips must not be allowed to think about that. Once the test was finished and they succeeded in getting him down again, then things might be a little different. They would want to know how he had felt, up there, all those thousands of miles away. But not just now. The other’s personal impressions were not wanted, indeed they could be dangerous, for he would tend to dwell on them far too long and in that environment, it needed only the slightest mental push and he would go over the edge of sanity.


Vaguely, he was aware of the other’s voice reeling off the figures in a steady stream. There was only a brief pause, now and again, but that was normal.


“Excellent.” Healey exhaled in a deep sigh and made to hand the microphone back to the operator, then stopped as another thought struck him. He seemed to have lost most of the tension which had gripped him a few moments earlier as he said genially: “Just how are things up there, Major. We must seem a hell of a long way away.”


For a moment, it seemed as if the other had decided not to answer. Then his voice came back over the receiver strangely hesitant and with a touch of bewildered fear in it. “Just where are you, Major? Surely you can’t be down there in that steaming hell of a jungle. God, I’ve never seen such a planet as that. There can’t be any intelligent life down there, that’s a certainty.”


McKenly’s brain felt oddly hollow and empty. All he could feel was the flailing sense of panic in his chest and the painful constriction of his throat muscles, and all he could sense was the silent terror of that metal sphere hurtling through the deepness of space somewhere over his head, visible from the desert, but not from here, in the control room. There was only that bodiless voice coming over the receiver on the wall.


He grew aware that Major Healey was staring at him, his fingers still clutching the microphone tightly as though reluctant to release their hold, a muscle twitching high up in his cheek, just below his right eye.


“What in God’s name are you talking about, Philips?” Healey almost shouted the words into the microphone. He looked like a man grappling with something he could neither understand nor conquer.


Before Philips could speak, McKenly stepped forwards and took the microphone from the Major’s hands. “Here, let me handle this,” he said quietly. “There’s something wrong up there, dreadfully wrong, and the sooner we get to the bottom of it the better.”


He had half expected the other to tell him to go to hell, but to his surprise Healey surrendered the microphone without a single word and took a step backward as McKenly edged his way forward until he stood immediately behind the operator.


“Major Philips. This is Doctor McKenly. Now don’t talk for a minute. Listen carefully to what I’ve got to say. There’s something here that we don’t understand. I want you to look out of the forward viewport and tell me exactly what you see. Can you do that?”


“I think so, Doc.” A pause, then: “I don’t understand this, at all. I can see quite clearly through the viewport but that isn’t Earth down there. There’s no place on Earth that can possibly look like that” There was a shrill edge to his voice, clearly audible, even over the receiver. The background static seemed to have faded slightly and McKenly guessed that the other was almost directly overhead. Pretty soon, conditions would begin to deteriorate once more as the satellite moved away towards the south-eastern horizon, and he had to ask a lot of important questions before then. There was not much time left and he went on hurriedly:

OEBPS/images/9781473210615.jpg
Slreway AN INCREDIBLE AND PROPHETIC STORY OF THE
o *ALIENS’ WHO MIGHT, EVEN NOW, BE AMONG US

JOHN GLASBY






OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





