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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


On the vast expanse of the rear visiplate, Sol was no more than a yellow dot. A tiny point of light, shining with the hard twinkle of a cut gem, and nearly ten light-years away. Soon it would be lost among the countless millions of others that splashed across the Great Dark.


With an audible sigh, Space-Commander Steve Rane settled his broad shoulders more comfortably against the anti-acceleration cushions lining his chair. He felt suddenly tensed and alive. The pure exhilaration of the situation, the sheer inescapable challenge, struck through him like a searing flame.


For weeks now, the Terran Exploratory Ship Vega had thundered her way through the void, straining across the awful gulf that separated Sol from the nearer Suns. She was a new ship, the last of her class, and embodied all that was new in the Terran sciences.


Over the long years, ships had been sent out from the Solar System, searching the endless wastes for other planets. Several had returned. And always the news had been the same. There were many suns within a radius of ten light-years, but without exception, they were sterile. Now the Vega had reached out farther than ever before. Less than half a light-year away, lay Sirius. Already it blazed like a distant furnace way over on the starboard bow and about forty degrees above their line of flight.


For a brief moment, Steve twiddled idly with the viewing controls, watching the star-clouds streaming across the plate. Deep inside him, was a yearning so powerful, so urgent, that it almost hurt. Surely, somewhere, he thought, there must be a warm, friendly environment that had produced a planet. A companion in the great stretch of loneliness surrounding the solitary life-bearing system in the Universe.


He shrugged and turned the whole of his attention to the visiplate. As always the scene was the same. Everywhere, the black night. The endless night of space that swarmed around the ship, crushing it in the grip of its mighty coils.


Cold flecks of light, swarming patches of frozen mist, foamed across a gulf of a million light-years. They seemed small, insignificant blotches on the face of the dark immensity. But each of them, he knew, was a whirling star-city, maybe vaster than his own, shrunk to immobility by the far distance.


He shook his head once or twice as if to clear it. That was the trouble with the Universe. There were many things, important things, that were too big to be grasped fully. They got crowded out by the vast multitude of little, everyday happenings.


Almost angrily, he dismissed the thought and thrust it into the far background of his mind. With a swift, automatic movement, he turned in the padded, inclined seat as the steel door slid smoothly open.


Nick Brodine, co-pilot and astronavigator, his sole companion on the exploratory run, scrambled into the control cabin. The door clicked shut behind him.


There was the slightest suspicion of a frown spread over his long, thin features. The fine lines around the corners of his mouth seemed to deepen as he eyed the visiplate. He grinned quizzically as he felt Rane’s gaze upon him.


“Any idea how long the return journey is likely to take?” he asked. His voice, though loud, seemed oddly hushed in the room of vast machines and instruments.


“About two weeks—maybe three.”


“As long as that.” His deep tone held a touch of vague alarm. “Hmm. I didn’t realise it would take all that time. I’ve just checked our fuel supply. We’re running pretty low.”


There was silence for a moment. Mechanically, Steve slipped the controls into automatic. When he finally turned, his grey eyes were narrowed. He said with an odd edge to his voice: “Have we enough to complete the mission? A complete survey of the Sirius system and still get back to Earth?”


“Frankly,” Brodine confessed; “I doubt it.”


He lowered his tall, lanky frame into the co-pilot’s chair and launched into a brief account of the fuel consumption necessary for the return orbit.


“You realise of course,” he explained; “that we can’t go back along a straight-line course. Several suns prevent such an orbit. For the most part, they’re dark stars. Suns that have reached their final flicker of life. But not even this ship could survive a direct flight through the outer fringes of a sun. It would be sheer suicide.”


Rane leaned back still farther and pursed his thin lips the lowermost bank of the instrument board. His voice had a little snap as he said: “I can quite see your point Nick, but it would be foolishness to turn back now. You’re quite sure about your readings?”


The other nodded. “There’s no doubt about the seriousness of the situation,” he replied sombrely.


Rane leaned back still further and pursed his thin lips thoughtfully.


“There’s one way we can do it,” he said finally, slowly, “at the moment we’re not on true course—but it will only take a few minutes to adjust that. Once that’s done, we push up the acceleration to the utmost limit for ten minutes or so. Then cut the motors completely. That will conserve our fuel reserve and at the same time, we’ll have enough acceleration to reach our destination.” He looked up from under dark brows. “How does that suit you?”


Brodine thought deeply for a few seconds. “It sounds feasible,” he admitted, almost reluctantly. “Though we’ll have to start right away. The sooner we reach peak acceleration, the better.”


Rane nodded wordlessly in agreement. The harsh actinic light, flooding down from above the control panel, heightened the hard contours of his lean, brown face and threw them into half shadow.


But it was his eyes that dominated his features. Grey they were; and shot with a brilliant, icy fire, matched only by the remote glitter of the stars outside. The eyes of a man who had faced the hidden deaths that howled on the alien planets of the Solar System. And looked beyond the empty veil of time and space to behold things that were not fit for man to see.


Now they were taking in every detail of the imposing glitter and array of the instrument board. A towering, tiered arrangement that occupied the area of an entire wall. With the green and red flashing lights that winked monotonously along the indicators above the rows of buttons.


For a moment, he fixed his undivided attention on the spinning dials in front of him. Then he flicked down the switch that activated the small forward viewing plate.


The illusion of sitting motionless on the brink of space snapped out as he spun the directional gyro. Moving in a wide arc, the Vega tore a flaming hole in the eternal darkness as she lifted, and headed towards the flaring hell of Sirius. The long minutes dragged as the strain pulled at their muscles.


On the rectangular black patch of the visiplate, the great star-clouds drifted across in fiery trails. New constellations appeared to replace the old, then, they too, vanished in turn off the bottom edge. Finally, they steadied; became discrete points again, as the Vega came on course.


Brodine leaned over, struggling against the lightness of the turn. He peered over Steve’s shoulder.


“Sol has almost dropped below the limit of visibility,” he said. “Which is Sirius?”


Steve pointed. “There—near the middle of the plate.”


The other squinted along the aiming device, then gave a short grunt. He studied the brilliant blue-white star for several moments without speaking. When he finally looked up there was an expression of grim determination on his face. Some of the sheer, exhilarating excitement that coursed through Rane seemed to have communicated itself to him also. When he spoke, his voice was little more than a whisper.


“We’ve got to reach it,” he muttered, half savagely. “We’ve got to.”


“Don’t worry,” said Steve. “We will. If there’s a planetary system there, we’ll find it somehow.”


As he spoke, he reached down and buckled his protective webbing tightly across his chest and shoulders. He gave the harness a few experimental tugs with his left hand. Then, apparently satisfied, reached out with his other hand and grasped the small red lever, used only in emergency, that would initiate the automatic accelerative sequence. He turned and eyed his companion.


“Better strap yourself securely into your seat,” he said casually. “This is where we start!”


He waited until the other gave a brief nod. Then pushed the lever home.


Silence! The preliminary atomic motors cut at the instant the lever slipped into position. There was no sound, nothing.


Then the full-throated roar of the main motors started up. Smoothly, power was fed to the engines. The low roar surged upwards and rose to a vigorous cannonade. The note of wild, ecstatic life brought a vague sense of relief. An abrupt end to the taut tenseness that had built up over the long weeks.


There was a shudder that vibrated through every plate of the ship as though she had been smashed by a giant fist. Steve felt his stomach come up in protest. Acceleration slammed him back into his seat.


But outside, beyond the curving, transparent dome, nothing was altered. Stupendous and beyond all comprehension as their terrible velocity was, it could make no perceptible impression on the far distances of space.


Brodine turned from his brief examination of the instrument board. His voice reached Steve above the throbbing din. He was shouting: “We’re in. We’ve already reached the limit. She won’t take any more. Keep her at that for about fifteen minutes.” There was a tired elation in his tone. “Better adjust her now so that she’s dead on course. It won’t be so easy to turn at this speed.”


Steve’s slim, sensitive fingers flashed over the numerous studs and switches with a familiar ease. Slowly, the image of the blue sun moved across to the intersection of the luminous hair lines. Only then did he sit back in his chair and force his aching body to relax under the terrible strain.


Over the long minutes that followed, the great ship slid through the blackness along her destined course. Sirius grew from a remote speck to a glowing ball that exhibited an appreciable disc.


Five minutes passed. Then ten. And still the massive engines thundered, sending the Vega surging onward at unthinkable speeds. Swiftly the velocity soared.


The impassive faces of the meters shimmered and blurred before Steve’s swimming eyes. Unconsciousness threatened to overwhelm him. It flickered like a dark shadow just beyond his range of vision, far out of focus. Soon, the pressure threatened to go beyond the limit of human endurance. The anti-acceleration cushions helped, but they had never been designed for such an extreme velocity. Metal grated and creaked from the torture of the acceleration.


Then abruptly, it was all over. Somewhere, deep down inside the automatic mechanism, a lever clicked into place with a sharp snap. The shrill, ear-splitting whine died to a low moan that dropped to the brink of silence, trembled there for a moment, then ceased altogether.


With an effort, Steve focused his aching eyes on the visiplate. The red veil that shimmered in front of his eyes began to fade. The terrible pressure eased from his straining body. He sat up shakily. There was a tight sensation behind his temples; a throbbing, bursting stab of pain that seared through his forehead.


As from a great distance, he heard Nick’s voice. “Well it worked. But I don’t want to go through that experience again. It nearly——” He broke off with a shout. “Hey! What was that?”


The Vega gave a sudden, violent lurch and careened madly to one side. A warning light flashed red on the screen and a buzzer alarm sounded.


Surprised, Steve fumbled with the supporting straps across his chest. They fell away, and he eased himself to his feet. Cautiously; for they were now at limiting velocity and their weight was down almost to zero.


A brief glance was enough to show that Nick was already on his feet. He was staring in blank amazement at the row of dials just above his head, as though unable to believe his eyes.


“That was the repeller field going into operation,” he said, slowly. “Something big almost collided with us!


“In a couple of Strides, Steve was by his side. “Are you sure?”


“Take a look for yourself.”


Steve leaned forward and scrutinised the bank of instruments. On the long dark tube of the radaric indicator, a bright blue spark gleamed steadily just below the line marked “Danger.” Swiftly he read off the time interval along the horizontal scale. “That’s the one,” he said finally. “A very puzzling situation.” His lowered voice echoed a baffled unease. “Any idea what it was?”


“Not at the moment. Suppose we go along and take a look at the radar telescopes. They might tell us something.”


He bent to check the course, then led the way to the communicating corridor. The gravity switch set above the door clicked automatically as he passed underneath and he was able to pull himself easily along by the metal handholds. Nick Brodine followed close on his heels.


The sound of their footsteps sent loud, clanging echoes booming along the metalwork. The intricate mechanism of the radaric eyes of the ship, the probing telescopes, lay in a small room amidships. It was bulkheaded off, aft of the air-conditioning chlorophyll banks. Opening off the other side of the corridor were the control gyros and the bulky directional equipment. While underneath, sealed off from everything else, by thick leaden shields was the throbbing hell of the atomic motors.


They were silent now, quiescent, and the metal floor beneath Steve’s feet was perfectly still.


The mechanism that operated the sliding door, leading into the radar room, was full automatic. It slid soundlessly to one side as they approached.


Inside was darkness. The only light was the pale bluish glow that came from the circular radaric screens.


“No sign of anything at the moment,” muttered Steve disappointedly. “There’s no way of telling what it was that nearly hit us.”


“Couldn’t we turn one of the telescopes rearwards? We might be able to pick it up.”


Steve shook his head unhappily. “Not a chance, I’m afraid. Whatever it was, it was travelling at a fair velocity. And when you add our own speed to that, you’ll see how impossible it would be.”


“Hmm. I suppose you’re right, but——”


He stopped suddenly, then pointed to the nearest screen. “Look, there’s something there. It looks like——”


“A meteor swarm,” breathed Rane. Swift and sure, his fingers closed over the controls. The picture sprang into greater, blinding clarity as he increased the magnification. He sounded exultant as he added, “And where there are meteors it’s highly probable we’ll find a planet. At least, this will give us something to go on.”


He looked up, startled, as the pulse signal, flashing above his head, gave its intermittent high-pitched screech of warning. It wasn’t a strong signal. But it was getting louder and more frequent with every succeeding moment.


“We’ll have to put the repeller field on full power, “he snapped suddenly. “That meteor swarm is heading this way. Our course is going to take us right through the middle of them!”


Nick started for the door. “I’ll see to it right away,” he called over his shoulder. “I don’t fancy taking any unnecessary chances with those babies. Any one of them could knock a fair sized hole in the Vega.”


Steve heard his heavy footsteps echoing along the passage. Gradually, they faded into silence. A sudden metallic clang indicated that the door at the far end had snapped shut. There was a grim smile on his face as he turned his attention to the radaric screens.


The meteor swarm was closer now. Mentally, he estimated its distance at something under a couple of million miles. At the speed the Vega was travelling, their orbits would intersect in little more than ten minutes.


Ten minutes! Only just long enough to build up the repeller field to the peak of its crushing, repulsive force.


On the nearer tube, the swarm showed up as a faint blur of misty blue light. It lay slightly off centre, to one side of the yellow circle that marked the Vega’s position. But even as he watched, it drifted closer. Roughly, he judged its length to be several thousand miles. Long enough to wreak havoc with the defences of an unprotected ship.


In the pale glow, his fingers found the low bank of control knobs. With infinite care, he adjusted them so that the whole of the main body of meteors came under the probing eyes of the great telescopes housed under the ship.


And as he did so, the floor beneath his feet quivered and shuddered as the repeller field was stepped up in intensity. Powerful as this was, when he crossed over to the transparent observation port and glanced out, he could see nothing. There was nothing visible. The space all around looked as clear as any vacuum. The waves that warped round the outer hull of the Vega were as tenuous as the blackness itself.


Complex they were; great concentric, overlapping shells of force, that threw back anything which approached to within the danger limit. They represented the ultimate in Terran science.


With a final, brief glance, he spun on his heel and strode to the door. Behind him, on the wall, the warning screech was continuous now. A thin wail of sound that rattled eerily from wall to wall.


Inclining his head slightly, he stepped out into the corridor and headed towards the control room. Gravity was still way down, far below normal. It enabled him to drift along almost lazily.


Along the corridor, the lights burned blue from a thousand tiny point sources, sending veined glimmers of light into the dimly lit recesses. It was a relaxing glow. One that tended to push the nagging, elusive thoughts out of his mind. To forget.


Sharply, he shrugged off the feeling of pleasant apathy they induced and thrust the control door aside. Uncontrollably, his heart was beginning to thump with an excited and somewhat apprehensive expectation. Just how well the Vega’s reinforced protective field would stand up to the impact of the tiny asteroids he didn’t know. But it would. He was sure of that. Though the sensation might be far from pleasant.


Nick Brodine was staring intently through the transparent curvature of the dome when Steve entered. He looked round with a grin. Under the dark, thick brows, his deep-set blue eyes held a stern radiance. He reached out as though struck by a sudden thought and slipped the red repeller lever forward another couple of notches.


“I’ve been listening out on the microwave scanner, while you were in the radar room,” he said gravely. “Combing every possible wave band. All I picked up were a few feeble clicks and squeals and a couple of eight-year-old programmes from Earth. I checked on the other noises. Just Sirius’s characteristic discharge. It came from that way too.”


Steve walked over and joined him, looking out into the dead black of space. On every side and up and down were stars and the never-ending stretches of blackness.


“No sign as yet of the meteorites.” Nick made an abrupt, disgusted sound.


“That’s to be expected. They’re too far away from Sirius to reflect any light. That’s what puzzles me.” He sounded uneasy, unsure of himself. “Sirius is a pretty big sun, I’ll admit,” he went on gravely. “And of course, there’s the Dark Companion to be reckoned with. But even so, I’m surprised to find that the system reaches out as far as this.”


“That’s right.” Nick turned sharply. There was an odd glint in his eyes. “According to the star-maps there’s no other sun within three light-years either way. And from what I saw on the screens, these are travelling in a stable, well-defined orbit. They’re not just wandering aimlessly through space. If only we could——” He broke off suddenly. For a moment, it seemed as if all hell had been let loose. The big ship slewed violently. From the radar room far along the passage, the warning radaric whistle rose to a shrill, ear splitting crescendo. Lights flickered and dimmed as power was drained off to feed the force field.
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