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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.









PURPLE ISLANDS


To leave the earth in a vessel designed to ride the emptiness of outer space would certainly demand of its crew the very highest qualities of courage and determination. But if the journey was to be a one-way trip with the object of establishing an offshoot of the human race on a distant world, then every mortal quality would have to be considerably strengthened. Such was the project launched by Doctor Helenus Smith. He selected his crew with apparently small regard for the obvious essentials, but in doing so had his own reasons. The trouble began when a nameless world interposed itself on their course, appearing from nowhere. They landed because they had no choice, and it was then that the hands of fantasy were laid upon them. On the world of purple islands they came face to face with Truth and heard the voice of the Many Destinies. The tests to which these people from earth were subjected, and the ultimate outcome of their struggles before they at last found peace in the Glades of Wisdom make “Purple Islands” a powerful, thought-provoking story which must be read to be enjoyed.


DEE CARTER.







CHAPTER ONE


Philanthropist


When the advertisement appeared for the first time in the Personal column of a famous national daily it created quite a stir and not a little amusement of a derisive nature. In view of the controversial subject matter and the manner in which the text was couched the reaction of the general public was hardly surprising. Thousands, perhaps millions, of people read it. Many laughed outright; others studied it with more sobriety, wondering. Some, a few, took the whole thing as seriously as the advertiser intended they should. Among the latter was David Sherman.


Sherman saw it on the first day of its three-day insertion. He saw it when he was drinking a cup of coffee after breakfast in his Queensgate flat, and at that time he was in a receptive mood for such an item.


The advertisement read as follows: Emigration. The world of Earth is no longer a place fit for intelligent men and women to inhabit. Continued strife and world-wide shortages of food and all raw materials make the very act of existence a burden and a hardship. Do not hesitate to seize this opportunity, for it will never come again. A limited number of vacancies occur for the greatest adventure still open to living men and women. At no cost whatever you stand a chance of being among those selected to go in search of a better world beyond the limits of Earth and its atmosphere, there to found a new branch of the human race. Only qualifications necessary are courage, a desire to escape from the bonds of life on this weary planet, and a complete lack of personal attachments on earth. Nothing else is needed or asked for. Apply in first instance to Box 113109X284C.


Sherman let his coffee grow cold. He read and re-read the lengthy insertion. At first he decided it must be the work of some nut, and yet to pay for an advert like that in the particular paper chosen would be quite an item. He himself, a man who had already had an adventurous life as a journalist, soldier, air pilot and war correspondent in several different theatres of hostilities was inclined to look with relish on anything fresh that was offered. But at the same time he was not a man of impulsive action and so did not reply to the advert that day. It required a little thought even before he committed himself to the extent of making an inquiry.


The advertisement appeared on the two following days. The popular Press got hold of it and played it up with speculative articles designed to poke fun at the possibilities. One of the more serious dailies mentioned the matter in its leader—a warning note that irresponsible people had no right to stir up misgivings about the state of the world. Such madness could foster a dangerous element of defeatism among the people of the world, people who were doing their utmost to ensure lasting peace and to harness the enormous natural resources of the earth for the good of mankind. There was a little more in the same vein. It was read and digested by David Sherman, among others but he was not unduly impressed. To most men and women of average intelligence it had been clear for some considerable time that the nations of the world were indeed very sick. The slightest incident aroused a state of near-war. Constantly, in never-ending session, committees sat and wrangled over the petty quarrels that wracked the human race from end to end. The outcome of most of these well-meaning efforts was farcical, for the results were a foregone conclusion—deadlocks without end piling up for further antagonism and hatred. The future was indeed depressing, for no one in their right mind would have admitted that the world could stand the shocking drain of yet more warfare.


On the third day of the advertisement’s appearance David Sherman, after due consideration and with regard to all the difficulties inherent in any venture of such a nature, wrote a somewhat cautious reply to the box number specified. The answer reached him three days later, a neatly printed card asking him to present himself that afternoon at Suite 15 in a particularly well-known hotel in London’s West End.


“No alternative date,” he mused. “That assumes that I’m free, I suppose—or that if I’m not free enough to keep the appointment then I shan’t be worth considering.” He frowned in a mixture of puzzlement and vague good humour. “I wonder who the devil’s behind this business …?” he asked himself. But the only way to find that out was to visit Suite 15 and see for himself.


After all, he thought, there was no need to let himself in for anything too fantastic if he didn’t consider it worth the risk.


The printed card had said three-thirty p.m. The half hour chimes were ringing out from Westminster as Sherman went across the hotel foyer to the reception desk.


“Suite 15 …?” he said to the girl on duty.


She eyed him for an instant before replying. Her face was politely blank of expression, but he thought he read the ghost of a sceptical smile in her dark brown eyes.


“Certainly, sir,” she said quietly. “You have an appointment?”


“For three-thirty, yes.” He hesitated. “Er—tell me, in confidence of course, have there been many other people calling on Suite 15?” He used his most persuasive smile as he put the question.


The girl’s red lips quivered slightly in a quickly killed smile, the quality of which it was impossible to translate.


“I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not at liberty to tell you. I think, perhaps, you’d better go up though—the gentleman is inclined to be irritable at lateness.” Then she relaxed sufficiently to smile. “In confidence,” she added, “there have been several others before yourself. Don’t say I said so, please.”


“Thanks, I won’t.”


Sherman turned away as a bellboy approached in answer to a summons from the girl.


“Take this gentleman to Suite 15,” she told him.


Sherman journeyed upwards in the lift. It was not the first time he had visited this particular haven of luxury and this re-acquaintance with its splendour was very pleasant. But his mind was busy with the possibilities of the immediate future. What would he find in Suite 15? Who was the person responsible for that odd advertisement? And what manner of people would have answered it besides himself?


“Your name, sir?” asked the boy, pausing at the door of an apartment and eyeing him curiously.


“Sherman. You needn’t wait, lad.” He tipped the boy, but the boy did not leave him.


“Orders, sir, if you’ll excuse me,” he said. “Have to see all visitors safely inside. Special rule with this gentleman, that is.”


“Oh.… No, wait, don’t ring the bell for a moment. Tell me this gentleman’s name.”


“Smith, sir,” came the too-pat answer. “Now, sir.…” He pressed the bell button and waited.


“All very mysterious, this,” murmured Sherman half to himself.” Very odd. Almost cloak and dagger, what?”


“Beg pardon, sir?”


“Er—nothing. Has Mr. Smith been here long?”


“I’m sure I couldn’t say, sir. Been on holiday.”


“Ah.… Never mind, someone’s coming, I think.”


“Yes, sir. That’ll be Mr. Maitland, I ’spect.”


The door opened to expose a tall, saturnine looking man in depressingly funereal clothes and the general air of the chief mourner. No smile of welcome lit his features, nor did he stand aside to let Sherman enter. Instead his high black eyebrows asked a wordless question.


Before Sherman could speak the bellboy did it for him.


“Mr. Sherman with an appointment,” he said tartly. “I’m handing him over to you now.”


The tall man in black switched his gaze to Sherman.


“Your card, if you please,” he said quietly. “There are certain precautions necessary as you can well imagine.”


“Er—yes, I suppose there are. Here you are then.”


“My name’s Maitland,” said the tall man. “This seems to be in order. Perhaps you will be good enough to step inside.”


Sherman stepped in, glancing round the little hallway of the suite. Maitland gestured briefly to the bellboy and closed the door.


“You will understand, Sherman, that we have been very careful to avoid any needless annoyance from sensation-seekers or gentlemen of the Press. It has not been easy and more than one crank has already been here. Naturally it was not possible to tell exactly what each person was like when they answered the advertisement—until we saw them.” He shook his head slowly, regretfully. “I must say a good many turned out to be most disappointing.” He paused, looking at Sherman with gloomy doubt. They were standing in the hallway, Sherman wondering what all this was leading up to and growing impatient in spite of his training.


Maitland said: “However, if you will come with me I feel sure it will be to your advantage. The field is narrow, I may add. The doctor will no doubt make up his mind without delay. He is, as you will discover, a somewhat impetuous individual, but first and last a philanthropist. Yes, I think that is the best term to use—a philanthropist. Come, Mr. Sherman.”


Sherman began to wonder whether this was not the craziest set-up he had ever experienced. The more he saw of it the more curious it became. For one thing it seemed impossible to associate Maitland with anything remotely connected with spatial emigration, which was virtually what the advert had offered. Whether his superior, the doubtfully named Dr. Smith, would live up to such ideallistic levels remained to be seen. But Sherman still wondered.


And then Maitland was opening a door on the other side of the little hallway. Beyond was a large, splendidly furnished apartment. The sole occupant was a small, wizen little figure hunched up in a vast lounge chair so big for his size that at first Sherman hardly noticed him. Then he became aware of the keen grey eyes that scrutinised him with apparently merciless shrewdness. He saw the figure of a very small man then, dressed soberly in expensive clothes but badly in need of a haircut, for his snow white hair reached almost to his shoulders as he sat.


Maitland said: “This is Sherman, the last on our list I fancy. Mr. Sherman, let me introduce you to the greatest benefactor the human race is ever likely to see. Doctor Helenus Smith. By his good work and great generosity a chance still remains for the people of this world to make a fresh start, turning their backs on all the evil arising from world strife and looking forward, ever forward, to new worlds!”


Sherman stared curiously, for the transformation in the sober-faced Maitland was startling. His dark eyes were bright and his hands quivered with rising emotion.


Suddenly the little white haired man in the chair spoke. His voice was sharp and edgy, imperative, too:


“That’s enough, Maitland!” he snapped. “You are late, Mr. Sherman. I do not like lateness. No excuses if you please. Come and sit yourself down over here where I can see you plainly.”


Sherman advanced across the floor, feeling rather like a rebellious schoolboy being called out in front of the class to be made a fool of—or an example. He was thinking now that this whole thing had been a big mistake. Maitland and Smith were surely bigger cranks than some of the people who must have answered the advert. But he could hardly back out without giving them a chance of defending themselves.


He sat down in the chair that Smith indicated. And now he had a better opportunity of studying the doctor in the light of what little had been said and his own misgivings.


Doctor Helenus Smith—if that was his real name—was a small man, one of the smallest men he had ever seen outside a freak show. As if to complete the picture Sherman was building up the doctor suddenly jerked himself out of his chair and started pacing backwards and forwards over the deep pile carpet, his hands clasped behind his back, his head with its shaggy mane of snow white hair thrust forward. He did not look at Sherman; and Maitland had melted into the background like the human chameleon with which Sherman compared him.


“You are a brave man, Sherman?” The question was shot at him swiftly as Smith came to an abrupt halt and whirled to face his visitor.


“I’ve been in some pretty tight corners during the past few years,” admitted Sherman uneasily. “As to being brave … I suppose I have an average amount of courage.”


“Yes, we are sure of that. I took the opportunity of checking on your record as a war correspondent, my friend. How old are you?”


“Thirty-one, sir. And healthy. But——?”


“Be patient! Be patient! How do you think I have made my way in life without a fund of patience? You are naturally anxious to know more about what lies behind my advert in the paper. But first I must know more about you, Sherman. A great deal more, you understand?”


“I guess it’s natural, sir. But couldn’t you give me just a hint of what you have in mind? How many people you intend to include in this emigration scheme? What kind of people they are? That sort of thing …? I’m burning with curiosity, to be honest.” Sherman ventured a smile, testing this quaint little man with every word and expression, watching him like a hawk—just as the doctor himself was watching. It was something like a battle of wits.


Smith, too, permitted himself a smile. “Impulsive youth!” he said lightly. “That is the type we need, eh Maitland? A fine physical specimen, too. Handsome and well proportioned. Little else matters, I think.”


Maitland materialised with a tray of drinks, offering it to Sherman. Sherman accepted one.


“Yes …” mused the doctor, wagging his shaggy head from side to side. “I think you’d be a good addition to our little band of fearless pioneers!” He stopped and shot his head forward again like an eager bird. “You have no ties here on earth? No emotional attachments or entanglements? They are apt to cause so much trouble and unsettle a man bent on true adventure.”


“I’m quite alone in the world,” answered Sherman. “I have no relatives, a few friends who would hardly miss me, and as for entanglements … no, there are none.”


“Splendid! You will be in good company because all who undertake this venture will be in similar circumstances. But you are anxious to learn more about the plan, of course. I can well understand that, but because I am making this vast adventure possible it is a whim of mine to keep you on tenter-hooks for just a little longer. In the meantime I shall ask you a few more questions to which I want direct answers.”


Sherman made no objection. “Go right ahead, sir,” he murmured quietly. But he wondered more and more what lay behind it all. Was this strange little man with the white hair a crank pulling a practical joke on a big scale? Or was he genuine enough but, merely misguided? Maitland had called him a philanthropist. That meant a man who gave for good causes. Did the founding of a new branch of the human race come under that heading? Sherman supposed it did, for he was under no misapprehension as to the possible future of the world if it continued to wrangle its way closer and closer to final war as it was doing at present.


But Helenus Smith was talking again, pacing to and fro across the floor, a small, bouncing man, fired, it seemed, by an almost fanatic eagerness to do what he thought was right.


“You are, I assume, a man widely versed in the present state of the world’s fortunes,” said Smith. “That is why you were placed on our list. Were it not so you might still retain a clinging faith in the ability of this world to pull itself together and mend its ways. As it is, by the very fact of the interest you show it is clear to me that no such hope remains in your mind.”


He stopped his pacing and stood staring at Sherman with bright eyes, the eyes of a visionary, of a man who saw the future as being alive with hope if that future was sought in the right direction. To Smith it was obvious that that direction was not to be found on the earth; his spikey featured face was turned instead to the vastness of space, and Sherman had an idea that nothing short of disaster was going to stop him achieving his aims.


Smith was watching Sherman narrowly now. Sherman had to play up if he was to discover any more. He pulled himself together and gathered his wits.


“You’re perfectly right,” he agreed. “Frankly, I do not see much hope for this old world in its present state, and short of a miracle it isn’t likely to improve. In the last century since 1900 there have been three major world conflicts, to say nothing of innumerable smaller ones constantly on the boil. And we’re heading for another conflagration even now. We can’t stand it, sir! I don’t mean this country, I mean the whole world. If it comes—as it must—there’ll be nothing whatever left of human culture as we know it today.”


He paused, wondering if he had said the right thing. It was a genuine reflection of his own honest feelings in any case, and he would not have said it differently. But whether the good philanthropist would be in wholehearted agreement remained to be seen. From what Sherman had seen of him to date he thought he was safe.


Smith nodded quickly, rubbing his thin hands with a loud leathery noise. He breathed hard through his long thin nose and peered intently at Sherman, still nodding as he did so.


“On that point we are in complete agreement!” he said. “It is good to meet anyone so fearless in his speech. You know, of course, that the popular Press is labelling me as defeatist? But what damage can I do when all the damage is already done? Man himself, through his own innate stupidity and greed, has signed the death warrant of all further advance!” The doctor thumped his fist in the open palm of his other hand. “And as you know, Sherman, when advance comes to an end retrogression must follow after it. So it has been throughout history! If a nation, a race of people, a world even, cease to advance they must and do degenerate!”


Sherman nodded gloomily. “Too true I’m afraid,” he said quietly. Then: “How do you propose to off-set such an ignominious end to the human race?”


The doctor glanced at Maitland, then back at Sherman.


“Your question brings us to the core of the whole matter,” he observed. “And since we must reach it sooner or later I suppose I shall have to give you the plan in greater detail. But first, are you willing to take this chance I offer?”


Sherman considered. “I’d need to know all about it; how it was being operated, what the odds against success were; where you propose to go and—very important—who you’re taking. You see, doctor, in a venture of this kind, in fact in any form of space travel, there’s no room for mistakes. We are advanced enough to realise that, and as you’ll be the first to admit, a great many brave men gave their lives to those mad pioneering flights beyond the world’s gravitational zone. If I’m to join you in this then your machinery for carrying out what you intend to do must be foolproof!”


Smith chuckled. “Your caution does you credit!” he remarked. “But you need have no fears. Everything that is possible within the limits of modern science has been done. There will be no mistakes, my boy—unless they are human ones, always the weakest link in any chain.”


“You mean you’ve got your ship and everything?” Sherman was surprised. But the eagerness of the little doctor was certainly infectious.


Smith nodded cheerfully.


Maitland drifted into their ken. “It is the finest space vessel ever constructed,” he said firmly. “You may rest assured that whatever the doctor undertakes will be done without regard to expense.”


Sherman felt a vague doubt at the back of his mind.


“I must say you managed to keep it mighty quiet,” he said. “You had it built secretly, of course …? Everyone would have known about it if not. Even today space flights are not exactly common-or-garden events. Any new ship is much publicised.”


“This one is complete and ready in all respects. As you guessed, it was secretly built. And when it is launched it will depart from this world with as much regard for secrecy as has been observed all along.”


“… and none shall mourn their loss for none shall know.” Sherman smiled with a certain resignation. “I take it you don’t wish to court ridicule?”


Smith shook his head impatiently. “Nor do I wish to be hampered by petty restriction and official interference! They are the bane of modern life on this planet, and one of the many evils we shall seek to avoid and escape from.”


“I see.… How about your operating crew, doctor? Space flight is a tricky business requiring the highest skill in those responsible for navigation.”


“That has naturally been attended to. My crew are volunteers like yourself, selected from among the many suitable and unsuitable applicants who answered my call.”


Sherman pursed his lips as he watched the little man. It struck him for the first time that the doctor was one of those men whose age it was impossible to guess. He might have been forty-five—or seventy-five. There was no telling.


“You have it all taped, I see,” he murmured. “One more question, please. How many souls have you picked to make this historic voyage?”


Smith smiled amiably. “Enough to found an off-shoot of the human race,” he replied.


“To found.…? You mean men and women then? Yes, of course, it would have to be for an emigration scheme. Really, sir, I hardly know what to say about it all! I’m excited, naturally, and curious, and have a hundred more questions I’d like to ask, but——”


“There will be time to ask and answer them all before long. But now I think we must make our decision. At least, you must make yours, Sherman, and remember, please, that there can be no turning back once you give your answer.”


Sherman swallowed hard. Here it was, he thought. And did he really and truly want to shoot off the earth with a man like the doctor for company? To be perfectly honest with himself he still did not know, could not give a direct answer. But there was something so alluring in the prospect of a trip out into space—an experience he had not so far enjoyed—that he knew in his heart of hearts what his answer would be. When he spoke at last he said what he had known he would say all along.


“I’m your man, sir! I’d like to go along, and if it doesn’t work out we can always come back.”


Smith and Maitland were silent, almost as if they held their breath in suspense. Then the little doctor smiled and said: “You are perfectly sure, my boy? This is your last chance, your last contact with the outside world of human affairs. If you are with us you will not leave this building by the way you came in. You will be one of us, for always.”


Sherman squared his shoulders. “I guess I’m much too intrigued by your plans to back out,” he said with a wry smile. “No, doctor, you can take my answer as I gave it. I’m your man! For good or ill.…”


“Speak not of ill,” said Maitland gloomily.


And Smith added: “All I have striven to achieve will have been for the good of mankind. I feel, indeed I am sure, that the human race has no hope of advancement beyond its present state unless it is given the chance to expand and to thrive without the constant weakening processes at work in the world we know today. Such advancement and freedom from the bonds of so-called progress will never be found on this earth. Therefore we must seek such conditions elsewhere!”
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