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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


Volunteer Detail


It didn’t seem possible, thought Wayne, that in Man’s present state of advancement the conquest of Zennor’s satellite should prove so difficult. It was downright absurd that a barren chunk like that could defy exploration and establishment as a base. The more he thought about it the more ridiculous—and maddening—it seemed. But the fact remained that no one had so far come back from a journey there. It was known that landings had been made; it was equally certain that if any of the crews had survived they were not in a position to return to Zennor. But there were stories, oddly disturbing in their vagueness and lack of detail. He thought about them and thought about the morrow. He and Reece might be sticking their necks out, but they’d volunteered and it was their affair.


And yet now that he looked once again on the great grey satellite up there in the sky he began to wonder if it was entirely the affair of two men. Surely this was something that had a bearing on the whole of progress? If failure to establish a base on the satellite continued and persisted with the loss of more and more ships and men then morale would suffer. Somewhere up there in the sky was a mystery, a threat to mankind, a gigantic question mark that sprang from the grey globe that constantly circled Zennor with the tirelessness of all eternity, the unchanging rhythm of Time itself.


Reece, standing in the chalet doorway behind him, drew a long breath. Like Wayne, he had been staring up at the satellite body for several minutes. But unlike his companion—a volunteer like himself—he looked on the coming venture not so much from a spatial point of view as with the eyes of a man born to run risks and revel in the various experiences his service with the Space Exploratory Branch provided for what was to him his own personal amusement. And yet he was no rash fool, this man Reece. Wayne had worked with him on many occasions in the past; they knew each other well; they knew to just what extent they could rely on each other; they knew the risks they would be running on the morrow, but they did not know what form those risks would take. No man knew that, though several had tried to find out. If they had probed the mystery of the satellite they had never returned to tell the tale. Only two men had ever come back from the trip. But they had never actually landed on the satellite, and did, in fact, bring back no information worth having, nor any clue at all as to what had happened to other ships or their vanished crews.


Wayne turned his head at a slight sound made by Reece. The night was dark—as all Zennor’s nights were dark. But the satellite was bright enough, and near enough, and clear enough in all conscience. Wayne felt as if he had but to stand on tip-toe and reach up an arm to touch the barren greyness of its surface, to finger the needle points of the mountains that speared from most of it.


“We know everything about it,” he said quietly. “And yet we don’t know a thing when it comes down to hard fact.”


“Curious, I agree.” Reece lit a cigarette, the sudden flare of the match illuminating his chiselled features. “We don’t know a thing—apart from the undeniable things such as distance, the time it will take to get there, the certain knowledge that it has no atmosphere whatever, good or bad, that its gravity factor is considerably less than we are accustomed to on Zennor, that there’s no life there, and finally—but by no means least, my friend—that up there on that uninviting little world that doesn’t even have a name, only a number, at least a dozen men had perished and five ships have disappeared without trace.”


He broke off and shook his head grimly. “When it comes to that we don’t know a thing, as you say. Funny, isn’t it? Or is it?” He lowered his gaze from the moon of Zennor, looking instead to the floodlit space port a mile from where he and Wayne were standing. Ships … they were things he could understand; they were the lifeblood that made him throb with excitement. Yes, even after years at the game of dodging spatial perils and probing deeper and deeper into the unknown. He sighed when he thought about it, and wondered what would happen this time. He even went so far as to wonder if he and Wayne would come back.


“I suppose it is funny in a way,” muttered Wayne. “But it won’t be funny for us, old man.”


Reece eyed him shrewdly in the darkness. The tip of his cigarette glowed bright and etched his mouth with red.


“We’ll make out,” he said softly. “Nothing’s beaten us yet; I don’t see any reason why 232 should beat us.”


But Wayne only shook his head—and went on staring at the grey globe of Zennor’s satellite, more correctly known as Spatial Body 232: Zone K.


“232 may not beat us,” said Wayne soberly. “It won’t be the satellite itself that does the beating. There’s something on that globe, something that we know nothing about. I have a hunch that sooner or later we’re going to be mighty sorry we ever took on this particular detail.”


Reece laughed quietly. “If there’s anything on 232 apart from sand and rock and wrecked ships it’ll be a miracle. You don’t expect me to believe these fairy stories, do you? Especially as the men who spin them have been listening to lunatics!”


Wayne said: “I wonder …?”


Reece frowned in the gloom. “For heaven’s sake be your age,” he grunted. “Those two clots who took a ship round 232 without landing didn’t bring back anything of any value. You’re not going to tell me at this late stage that you attach any credence to that wild yarn of theirs about seeing some kind of monster striding around, are you?”


Wayne tore his gaze from the ominous circle presented by 232. His companion’s hard-headed commonsense was of course sound enough—in its way and as far as it went. And yet Wayne could never quite forget that five ships had landed on 232 and never returned.


“It’s crazy,” he said, as if speaking to himself.” “Here are we, Earthmen living on Zennor thousands of millions of miles from the Earth. We cover distances in space that would have made our ancestors’ hair stand on end. We use ships and communication methods that to them—even a century ago in the ’50s—would have seemed on a par with magic. And yet…” He sighed and spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness.


“And yet,” finished Reece, “we can’t establish a base on a miserable little moon less than a week’s travel from here! I know, it gets me down too. That’s why I’m determined to put an end to it once and for all.” He came from the deeper shadows and dropped a hand on Wayne’s right shoulder.


“You and I are landing on 232,” he said firmly. “Get all these crazy ideas out of your head, my friend. There aren’t any monsters there. That’s a fairy tale. We’re out to prove it—and we’re coming back!”


Wayne grinned. “Sure we are, John. You needn’t think I’m getting scared or trying to back out; I’m not. But I must admit that I can’t see things in quite the same crystal clear light that you do. There must be some very real reason why no one ever returns.”


“Why no one has so far returned, you mean!”


“All right, if you like it better.”


“It’s been a series of accidents that stopped those men coming back,” said Reece. His tone was so sure and so convincing that for a moment or two Wayne was almost prepared to believe him. But always there was that vague and formless doubt at the back of his mind that warned him of things and events far beyond the grasp of either himself or the levelheaded Reece. Perhaps, he told himself, he was being too fanciful, and being fanciful when engaged on the type of work that he and Reece undertook was a dead loss. Spatial exploration under the auspices of the far-distant Earth Government could at times be a pretty dangerous game. Often enough the two of them had come unpleasantly close to a sticky end. Would they come out on top yet again? He hoped so, he sincerely hoped so, but he was none too sure, certainly not as sure as Reece was that everything could be reduced to a few hard facts and mysteries fobbed off by explaining them as the result of accident. Admittedly there were plenty of accidents that could serve; there were a hundred different reasons why a ship should not return from a journey to 232. A dozen ships might follow one another and all fall foul of some error of judgment on the part of their crews, some material defect, even from a quite simple and apparently trivial breakdown. But such a premise could hardly explain why no word had ever come from those ships either immediately before or after landing. Wasn’t it taking credulity just a little far to ask belief of such an extraordinary series of accidents coming one on top of another? Wayne thought so, and Wayne, despite his somewhat vivid imagination, had an underlying streak of commonsense that matched Reece’s in the long run.


“It could have been accidents, I suppose,” said Wayne. But there was doubt in his tone. So strong was it that Reece eyed him suspiciously as he turned for the door of the little mountainside chalet in which they were to spend the hours before blast-off shortly after dawn. It was quiet and peaceful, but at the same time handy to the space port below in the valley.


“Of course it was accidents!” grunted Reece. “You know, Tony, your attitude worries me a little. This is not a picnic we’re in for. We shall need all our senses about us if we’re going to stay out of trouble. But I still believe that if we handle our ship properly, take the usual precautions and don’t act the fool—or get the jitters—we shall solve this mystery and come back to pick up the kudos for doing it.” He laughed softly. “Think of it, the first men to land on 232!”


“Not the first to land,” said Wayne grimly. “You mean we hope to be the first to get off it again.”


They stepped inside the simple peace of the building. Florilight came on at the touch of a switch; there was food and the rarest of Zennorine wine; there were books, a video, an ultra-phone giving direct contact with Earth; there was a Zennorite manservant to look after them, and above all there was solitude—which even Reece enjoyed on the eve of such a venture as the one on which they were soon to be engaged.


Over supper Reece said: “There’s one thing that does puzzle me a bit. It’s something we shall have to watch out for according to the only report available.”


“What’s that? Oh, you mean the wind storms …?”


Reece speared a pickled onion and held it up on the end of his fork.


“The storms,” he said slowly. “Yes, that’s it. The trouble is that I can’t really believe in those storms, Tony. Conditions on and near the surface of 232 are known from observation. There’s no atmosphere and therefore there can’t be any wind currents or storms. That’s patently obvious, and yet the only thing that rang true in that weird and wonderful report those crazy men brought back was mention of severe disturbance whenever they approached the surface.”


Wayne compressed his lips tightly. “That part of the report hadn’t escaped me,” he said. “On the face of it a storm as we know it, a wind storm of the strength and power mentioned, is impossible. Since there’s no atmosphere there can be no atmospheric movement, and long range observations establish the fact that 232 has no electrical potential whatever, which cuts out the possibility of that kind of storm. It doesn’t make sense, but after all it’s hard to disbelieve everything in that report!”


Reece grunted. He did not look at Wayne, but kept his eyes focused on the onion he had speared and was holding up for inspection. Then: “The pity of it was that those two chaps died so soon after getting back. No one had a real chance to go into detail with them—or sort out the right from the wrong in their story. Queer why they died like that. You remember the details, of course?”


Wayne nodded grimly and took a sip from his glass.


“Found dead in bed, both of them. Only a couple of days after getting back. They never did make up their minds as to the exact cause of death. One authority said they died of fear, pure and simple. They certainly had a look on their faces as if they’d seen the devil himself in the night!”


Again Wayne gave a nod.


“We shall see for ourselves,” he said quietly.


“You bet! I’ve often wondered why the Government hasn’t put its back into the business and sent at least a dozen ships off Zennor. If they’d done that they’d have been sure of getting there—and getting back. Accidents couldn’t happen to a whole fleet, not the kind that wipes out all trace and silences communication on approach.”


“The Government is too mean to think of a thing like that. They never see further than sacrificing one ship and the smallest possible crew. Besides, with the Earth and our rivals from the other side of the Galaxy just itching to fly at each other’s throats they’re scared stiff of using more ships than necessary for anything but readiness for war.”


“That may be, but don’t they realise that a base on 232 would give complete control over Zennor? 232 is a far more important place than anyone seems to think. And Zennor is vital to the Earth’s spatial communications. Any world establishing a usable base on 232 could lord it over Zennor. I must say the Earth Government is slow in not throwing all they have into the effort.”


Wayne chuckled. “It would do us out of the job if they did,” he observed. “This is something I really do want to be in on. It’s such a small business, but it’s so important and yet it seems to be the toughest nut we’ve ever attempted to crack. The Government should have concentrated an entire exploratory fleet on the job a long time ago. I hate to think what would happen if our rivals got there first. They’d have Zennor by the short and curly in no time at all, and then where would Earth be?”


“Up a creek without a paddle, Tony!” But then she’s often in that position.” He broke off, frowning in a thoughtful fashion. “You don’t think that our rivals are on 232 already, do you? That could explain the loss and disappearance of the ships that have gone there.”


But Wayne shook his head. “You know very well that nothing moves in space without the indicators giving it away the moment it comes within the range of the questor beams. Besides, the Darris aren’t all that clever. We know the type of defences and weapons they’ve developed. They certainly don’t possess anything of a secret nature that could silence and wipe out anything landing on 232. No, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree there, old man. The people of Darri may be pretty bright in their own way, but they’re not magicians—and they’d have to be to establish a base on 232 without anyone knowing.”


“Which brings us back to a chapter of accidents to account for the non-return of previous exploration parties.”


“Exactly—if one can believe in such a long armed coincidence as that entails. And if one discounts the story in that report about monsters sighted on the surface. Or the storm that almost wrecked their ship before they could sheer off. I’m damned if I know!”


Reece grinned broadly. “I’m going to bed!” he said firmly. “If you have any sense you’ll do the same, Tony. We have a heavy day before us.”


“Hmm … I think you’re right.” He rose to his feet and strolled to the window, staring out across the floodlit space port in the valley, across the jagged hills beyond, up at the grey, featureless globe of Spatial Body 232: Zone K.


Reece paused in the doorway, watching Wayne for a moment.


“You’ll see plenty of the satellite before long,” he said quietly. “Probably more than you want. Good night.”




CHAPTER TWO


Ordeal By Storm


Zennor was a large world, two or three times the mass of Earth. To Earthmen it offered many attractions and many advantages, for it formed the heart of a great web of spatial communication system developed during the last century of progress. It was a young world, too, with untold millions of years of life ahead of it, and already plans were laid for future generations of Earthmen to make it their permanent home when the Earth itself decayed.


The people of Zennor were a simple, docile race not unlike men in appearance, though smaller. Internal strife was unknown among them, and their own culture denied violence of any kind. It had been a simple matter for the Earth to establish its sway over them when once the range of her ships had been increased sufficiently to cover the distance. The Zennorites looked on men as benefactors rather than conquerors, as friends rather than enemies. They themselves had not been sufficiently advanced to get further along the road of progress than surface travel on their own world, and therefore tended to look on the tall men who came from space in gleaming ships as something akin to the gods. They accepted them and did them honour, which was all to the good from the Earth’s point of view. Such a reception saved bloodshed and anguish—and money. And a friendly base on Zennor gave the Earth supreme mastery over the space-ways she was at that time so busy establishing.


But always there had been the dreary grey satellite up there in the sky, a constant challenge, an eternal mystery. No really concerted effort had been made to land there, and even now when Wayne and Reece were on the point of departure for 232 their attempt could hardly be termed a large-scale operation. In their own minds it was, naturally, but to the distant government that authorised it they were merely a couple of adventurers in the employ of the Spatial Exploratory Branch. Any results would be of interest, but beyond that the overlords of Zennor were not prepared to go.


And yet, as Wayne and Reece realised, 232 was a place of the utmost importance, a potential threat to Zennor should it be colonised by rivals such as the humanoid beings of Darri from across the Galaxy.


“We shall see what we shall see,” said Reece quietly when they finished their breakfast while dawn was lighting the sky and the chill was still in the wine-like air.


Wayne lit a cigarette and stepped out onto the veranda. 232 was no longer visible in the sky, but the image of it hovered in his mind with a strange persistence. He seemed to see it as he had seen it the night before, a challenge and an unsolved mystery that had claimed several lives and had engulfed several ships in the midst of the unknown that surrounded it. Every scientific fact was to hand, set out in detail from observation. On the face of it nothing whatever should stand in the way of a simple landing on the grey and barren globe. But Wayne remembered previous attempts—and was worried. Somewhere behind all the known scientific facts lay another, an unknown factor that must be faced—and overcome.


“We’ll do it,” he thought aloud. “We’ve got to!”


Reece glanced at him sharply. “There you go again,” he grunted. “If I didn’t know you better I’d say you were a doubting Thomas. For Pete’s sake quit jittering and concentrate on cold hard facts as we know them! Now snap out of it and get your things—the ship’s waiting.”


Wayne gave a short laugh. “You don’t have to worry about me letting you down,” he said. “It’s just that I have a curious mind that sees matters rather more deeply than yours. We’d better be on our way.”


Reece looked relieved. “I knew I could trust you,” he said. “But you do get me worried at times. Anyone would think you believed in ghoulies and ghosties by the way you talk!”


Again his companion laughed. Perhaps, he thought, Reece was nearer the truth than he imagined. Wayne had always been oddly aware of unseen, unknowable powers behind events, powers that crossed his mental vision and left their indelible imprint. But he didn’t pursue the subject any further with Reece. Reece was too hard-headed ever to understand such an outlook. Only actual contact with an apparently inexplicable something would soften his receptive capacity. Not that Wayne wanted to seek such a means of convincing his friend. Far from it! But it would make Reece more understanding—and arm him against the error of underestimating the unknown as a peril.


Two hours later they got the signal to blast off.


The sky was clear and blue. Zennor enjoyed its long and flawless summer. Quite a crowd of people watched the great silver ship streak upwards through the brilliant sunlight. There had been but a brief time for farewells, a fact that suited Reece and Wayne admirably. Two officials had given them their last minute spatial condition report. A few friends had shaken hands with them, plainly under the impression that they were seeing them for the last time. They didn’t say so, of course, but the two men felt it. Reece laughed when they were secure inside the ship, waiting. But Wayne viewed the farewell in a more sober light.


“Lot of long-faced idiots!” said Reece. “Anyone’ud think we were doomed before we start!”


Wayne didn’t answer is eyes were on the chronometer as the seconds ticked away before the blast-off signal. There was plenty of excuse to ignore Reece; and then Reece too had his hands full with the close approach of zero point.


Everything went perfectly. The blast-off was a model of space ship operation by skilled crewmen. But the small crowd that watched from the security of the tall control block looked on with set faces.


One of them, an official attached to the Spatial Exploration Branch, shook his head as the giant vessel took the air.


“I guess that’s the last we shall see of them,” he said.


No one answered, or contradicted, or passed comment of any kind. In their hearts those people shared the same belief—this was one more addition to the mystery of 232’s almost symbolic defiance of Man. They were sad at the loss of Wayne and Reece, but they knew nothing could be done about it. It was a pity and that was as far as it went, a great pity that two such expert operators should be throwing away their lives in what must surely be a vain attempt to conquer what was, after all, no more than one insignificant celestial body.


Had they known what the future was to bring those two men they might have thought differently. Whatever it was Spatial Body 232: Zone K was a power to be reckoned with, one worthy of conquest.


But prescience is fortunately limited among men, and even if Wayne was endowed with certain misgivings and a deeper insight than most he had no fore-knowledge of what was in store for him when he threw the switch and brought in the full power of the initial take-off assistors.


When he and Reece recovered from the physical tempest of acceleration action on their brains the ship was quiet. No longer did it vibrate to the savage thrust of the rockets or the quivering pressure of Zennor’s atmosphere. Only a faint and seemingly distant hum told of the titanic surge forward through the blackness of space as the speed settled down and grew steady.


Wayne shook his head, clearing it a little. He wished the scientists would hurry up and work out a means of defeating initial black-out on blast-off. It had always been a curse to those who travelled the space ways; until it was wholly eliminated it would remain so.


In spite of the overall size of the ship the control room was small and crowded with equipment, most of it fully automatic in operation, needing only the guiding hand of an expert to set it working.
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