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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 1


NEW WORLD


‘KREEE … OWW!’ The slim flat space craft screamed across the blue void. The gravity pulse set up by the armour of holding rays rippled and bucked around its hull—man-made gravity in space which gave colossal speeds and equally terrific braking power to all craft, apart from acting as invincible armour against hurtling meteors, cosmic rays and solar penetration.


‘Shroo … uush!’ The craft flared as its pilot sent it banking into a spiral before levelling out and coming in fast side-slipping flats toward Kemlo’s space scooter.


When they were moored side by side and the holding rays adjusted to cover both craft, the pilot slid open the chute and walked across to the scooter. He wore the new light-weight space suit uniform of the Space Charter Corps; a shiny blue in colour and smart despite the trappings of wide magnetic belt, ray gun and the life-giving canisters of diathene, oxygen and waste converters. Around his figure as he moved there rippled the aura of the holding rays generated from various points of the suit so that the man was enveloped by them. Perhaps of all the fantastic inventions made by Man in this space era, the holding rays rank as most important of many vital inventions, for without them Man’s passage through, and life in, space would indeed be hazardous.


The pilot’s strongly featured face was shadowed behind the solar vizor of the space suit helmet, but Kemlo saw a flash of white teeth as the man adjusted his helmet speaker control and hailed the boy in the space scooter.


‘What do you think of it, Kemlo?’


‘Sounds fierce!’ Kemlo grinned as he climbed from his scooter.


‘Afraid of it?’


‘Of course not,’ Kemlo replied stoutly. ‘But I don’t see how you get so much power. It’s too flat to have a large expansion chamber in the power unit. What is its top speed, Cal?’


Calvin Lester shrugged casually.


‘Around ten thousand at full gravity power. She hits about fifteen thousand on a spiral slide. That power unit is going to revolutionise our charter work. It’s the smallest, most compact and powerful self-generating unit ever devised.’ His voice was eager with enthusiasm as he continued: ‘When we get the power for weight plus tensile strength of hull balanced properly in the big ships it will solve fuel problems for all time.’


‘I thought the pellets of urania we use for power in the scooters had solved it?’


‘Well, of course there’s no comparison with units powered by pellets of urania and the old type propellent fuels,’ Calvin admitted. ‘Man wouldn’t have built this new world in the sky if he’d had to continue to use thousands of tons of liquid fuel for every cargo ship sent up from Earth.’


‘Funny you should say that about the new world,’ said Kemlo.


‘Why?’


‘Because my friends and I never think of it like that. It’s our world and we were born into it. We don’t have to wear space suits, and although we live an ordinary life in the open sections of the Satellite Belt, we don’t know what it’s like to have streets and buildings surrounding us like you have on Earth. It’s not a new world to us—it’s our world. And when we leave our Satellite Belt and go for thousands of miles in our space scooters, and sometimes visit the smaller and lesser known planets …’


‘I wouldn’t say that,’ Calvin interrupted. ‘If I remember rightly, you’ve been to the Moon and to the moonlets of Mars.’


‘We certainly have.’ Kemlo grinned at the memory. ‘Kerowski, Kartin and Koram, in fact several of the boys from other Satellite Belts have been with us, but most of the times we went with space-suited men like yourself from Earth; but as we don’t have to wear space suits, there were many things we could do which they couldn’t. It’s only when we work with you in that way that we realise how different our life is. I suppose you people living down on Earth looking up at at the sky and seeing the tiny Belts spinning around a thousand miles above you, must always think of it as a new world.’


‘Yes, I suppose we must,’ Calvin admitted. ‘Of course, these Satellite Belts have been up here since I was a boy so I’ve got used to them and come to accept them, and so have my parents, but my grandparents remember them being built. They called it the conquest of space. And now we’ve got a generation of children born in space.’ He grinned at Kemlo in a friendly way. ‘And a fine-looking bunch you are, if I may say so,’ he added.


Kemlo gazed at the man seriously as he asked: ‘Are we very different from Earth-boys, Cal?’


‘Now I wonder what you want me to answer to that? Do you want me to say that you’re better or that you’re the same …’


‘Just the truth,’ Kemlo interrupted. ‘We have Earth-boys to visit us and although they always have to wear space suits we get along fine and they don’t seem any different from us. We play the same sort of games in our games-room, but outside the Satellite Belt I think we’re much more at home. Very often the vastness of space frightens Earth-boys, and they don’t get the same pleasure as we do out of skimming along in a space craft and perhaps waiting on the space lanes for a big ship to go past so that it rocks us and tosses us about on its spume-wake. Earth-boys live constantly in gravity, but except for our gravitational exercises each day to keep our muscles supple we can’t fall over and bounce around like they do. So being tossed about on spume-waves or having races in our space scooters doesn’t have the same appeal to them.’


‘But you’re happy?’


‘Of course we are,’ Kemlo declared confidently. ‘Although we know that in many ways we’re different. Earth-boys can come here wearing a space suit and visit us, but we can’t visit Earth—at least, not yet.’


‘You mean that scientists are still working on a suit which will enable you to live properly on Earth?’


‘Yes, but I don’t think they’ve succeeded very far yet. That’s what makes us feel different and why I asked you the question.’


‘I shouldn’t think too much of it, Kemlo,’ said Calvin Lester seriously, putting his arm around the boy’s broad shoulders. ‘You have plenty of history lessons at school, don’t you?’


‘We do,’ Kemlo chuckled. ‘Too many sometimes.’


‘Then you’ll know that centuries ago—probably dozens of centuries ago—people lived on Earth in very different conditions and circumstances to those in which we live now. The expectation of life now is about one hundred and twenty years, yet not so very many centuries ago men died when they were not much more than forty or fifty; at least, that was the common age for dying. Centuries before that men lived in even worse conditions—according to our ideas of life. And that’s where you have the problem which bothers you, I think, Kemlo.


‘You don’t want to be different from Earth-boys yet you know you must be. You were born into and belong to the space generation, just the same as a long time ago boys were born into what they called the Jet Age, when it was quite common for them to sit in a plane and go hurtling across the sky above the Earth faster than sound. But since those days we have developed this new world and it is your world. The scientists will find a way of making an Earth suit the same as they have found a way of making us a space suit, and then you will be able to visit Earth and see it all for yourselves. It’s a far more crowded, noisy and restless life than you have up here. But you’ll be greatly admired. Not many Earth-boys have the physique that you and your friends have.’


‘You mean our very broad shoulders and deep chests?’


‘A natural development of being born in space,’ Calvin Lester replied. ‘Centuries ago, scientists said that the existence of human life in space was not possible, but they were not able, even by the most modern instruments of their time, to record what would happen if a human was actually born in space. Old habits and beliefs die hard, Kemlo. Scientists always accepted that space was nothing and therefore Man could not live in it without the protection of Earth-made devices.’


‘But that’s true.’


‘Yes, it’s true as far as Earth-born people are concerned; but in this great Universe wherein the distant worlds are linked by the vastnesses of space there does exist something which gives you who are born to it a natural life, yet to an Earth-born person brings death.’


‘Oxygen, of course,’ said Kemlo. ‘We can’t take too much oxygen.’


‘Not only oxygen.’ Calvin Lester laughed softly as he added: ‘Let’s not start quoting all the long words and medical terms loved by the experts. There are some things we ordinary chaps have to accept, and the most obvious of these is that here you are—standing beside me in space, breathing naturally, looking strong and healthy and immune to solar penetration. But if I were to shut off my oxygen and diathene and remove my helmet I should die.’


‘And if I were to fly down to Earth right now I’d die, too,’ said Kemlo. Then he glanced at the man with a slightly embarrassed look as he asked: ‘Do you think I’m stuffy, Cal?’


‘Stuffy! Of course you’re not stuffy. What a silly question!’


‘Not so silly. We have to learn a lot more than Earth-boys do. We have to learn all about Earth and its history, and how life is lived every day, for you down there, and on top of that we have to learn many more technical details because of our life here. Sometimes when Earth-boys visit us they find us stuffy because, although we like lots of fun, we seem a lot more serious to them.’ He sighed gustily as he added: ‘I suppose it’s all part of our new world.’


‘You want to forget any ideas that you’re stuffy, young fella-me-lad. You’re bound to be a little different in the way you think and talk because you study more intensely up here and you deal in more technical things, but that’s part of your life. If you were stuffy you wouldn’t have been chosen to help us on the space lanes—you take that from me.’


‘You really think so?’ Kemlo asked anxiously.


‘The proof of it is that you’ve been chosen,’ was the reply. ‘And I suppose if an Earth-boy overheard us talking right now he’d think both of us were stuffy. But that’s because there’re so many fascinating things mixed up in your everyday life and mine which both of us want to know more about. And anybody who wants to laugh at us or call us stuffy can do it, but they’d be wrong and we know it.’ Calvin Lester changed the subject abruptly. ‘Who’s going to be your assistant on this job, Kemlo?’


‘Kerowski, I expect. He was mad that he couldn’t come now.’


‘Why?’


‘Kerowski doesn’t like to miss anything and he’s got lots of admiration for you charter pilots. So have I,’ Kemlo added quickly. ‘I think yours is the most dangerous job of all.’


‘I wouldn’t say that,’ Calvin protested, but obviously pleased at this compliment. ‘Charting the space lanes for the ordinary route ships is a trifle hazardous, but this sort of job is easy—I hope!’ He grinned at Kemlo.


‘There’s always the uncertainty, isn’t there?’ Kemlo said with a tone of understanding.


‘Have you ever seen a blueprint of space?’ Calvin asked.


‘I saw a copy of the prints you’ve been working from.’


‘Then you’ll know what I mean when I say it’s a crazy sort of business. Let’s go across to the charter craft and I’ll show you what I mean.’


When they reached the craft, Calvin Lester set the power-operating mechanism working by pressing an external switch and the sleek, flat cowling of the craft slid back in two sections. Each section folded into the side panels, leaving the wide low control section open. They climbed into the compartment and sat for a few moments while the pilot answered Kemlo’s questions about the seemingly complicated control-panel.


This panel which faced them contained more instruments, dials, levers and switches than Kemlo had seen in so small a craft. Above the panel were long screens now dark, but at the flick of a switch Calvin Lester flooded the centre oblong screen with light and, adjusting a dial close to it, brought a blueprint into focus.


‘There’s your charted course from Earth to a ring of Satellite Belts, starting with the major Belt K which is your home, Kemlo—then comes S and M, T and O. Up to the ring of the Satellite Belts the space lanes are well charted.’ He pointed with a gloved forefinger to other lines and sets of figures across the deep blue of the screen. ‘Beyond the junction of the space lanes covering all the Satellite Belts ringing Earth are the charted lanes along which research ships travel on to the Moon and Mars, Saturn and Jupiter areas. These small dotted trajectories lead to the lesser-known planets over which brief surveys have been made.’


‘Seems a shocking waste of time to chart space lanes to those other planets when we’ve not even reached there yet,’ said Kemlo with a laugh.


‘Nothing’s a waste of time, young fella,’ Calvin corrected him seriously. ‘A century ago, people on Earth said it was a waste of time to send up rockets to a height of a thousand miles to chart the way for the cargo ships and passenger craft which ultimately would build your Satellite Belts in the sky. Nothing is a waste of time, Kemlo. And it all has to be done methodically. Across this vast arena of space’—Calvin’s hand waved in an all-embracing gesture over the screen—‘we have to conform to scientific observation and a strict charting of courses for any space craft, whether they be research ships fitted only with instruments or manned by crews. You just can’t have propelled objects hurtling across space in any direction. Their course has to be plotted from the start to the finish so that contact can be maintained with them for the whole period of the flight.’ He tapped the screen gently with his finger as he asked: ‘What in your opinion is the site for the new Belt, Kemlo?’


‘About a thousand leenas to the left of us and some forty degrees angle between S and M Belts.’


‘Near enough, considering we’re dealing with thousands of miles, and a leena is a space term, but you can’t see any flight lanes or, as we mostly call them, space lanes charted beyond your Belt?’


‘No, not yet. But that’s because you’ve not reached so far.’


‘Oh yes, I have,’ said Calvin quietly. ‘That’s why I wanted to show you this. And when I’ve shown it you we’ll close up and you can take the craft on a trial run.’ His deft fingers moved over the control switches at an oblong box-like section of the control-panel. When these were set to his requirements Calvin Lester began tapping a small depression key. ‘Now watch,’ he said.


And as Kemlo watched, so a series of white dotted lines punctuated every inch or so by figures accompanied by a lettered symbol spread slowly across the blueprint mirrored in the screen. These followed a curving course then branched out into two parallel lines like curving railway tracks across a blue land.


‘Why the curve?’ he asked as Calvin finished his charting.


‘Because that’s a known path of astral storms, and for some reason a passage centre for meteorites,’ was the explanation.


‘You’re going to bring the cargo ships up on the same route as to K and S Belts?’


‘That’s the route we shall use. Have you got a better suggestion?’


‘No,’ Kemlo replied thoughtfully and hesitantly. ‘It depends where you’re taking off from on Earth.’


‘The Bohana desert, of course. And that will bring us on the right trajectory to come between K and S.’


‘Why not use Woomera? That’s on the opposite side of the world to the Bohana desert, and you wouldn’t need to make such a deep curve in your flight.’


Calvin Lester leaned back in the pilot’s seat and stared steadily at the boy for a few moments; in fact so long that Kemlo began to feel uncomfortable.


‘Did I say something wrong?’ he asked at last.


‘Not a thing,’ said Calvin. ‘You’ve just made a very simple but profound statement. And it needs thinking about. The point is—will it be easier to ship out the cargo from Woomera seeing that most of it is being assembled at Bohana right now? That means a long haul in our Earth-terms.’


‘How many ships will you have coming up?’


‘About fifty,’ was the nonchalant reply. ‘Most of those are being based at Bohana. I think you’ve got something there—if we can iron out that curve we’d save fuel and time.’


‘You’ll iron out the curve right enough, but you’ll run smack across the Mars ghost run,’ said Kemlo after a pause. ‘And you haven’t even got that charted.’


Calvin Lester jerked upward in his seat, staring at Kemlo in surprise.




Chapter 2


THE GHOST RUN


‘NOW what exactly are you talking about?’ the charter pilot demanded.


‘The Mars ghost run,’ Kemlo replied in a surprised voice. ‘I thought everyone knew about the ghost run.’


‘“Everyone” doesn’t include the International Commission, the Space Research Committee, all the scientists and other dome-heads—and, of course, your humble and ignorant servant,’ said Calvin Lester with heavy sarcasm.


‘Oh, it’s not official,’ said Kemlo airily. ‘But because a thing isn’t official doesn’t mean it’s not there.’


Calvin Lester patted Kemlo’s head with a derisive gesture.


‘You fascinate me,’ he said, still in sarcastic mood. ‘Who else beside yourself believes in this ghost run—I mean, apart from your friends?’


‘Well—’ Kemlo began hesitantly. ‘I’ve reported it once, and so did Kerowski, but—’


‘But what?’ Calvin insisted.


Kemlo grinned sheepishly. ‘But no one believed us,’ he admitted frankly.


Calvin Lester drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly, making a hissing noise through his helmet speaker.


‘Kemlo, my clever Captain of Space Scouts,’ he said, speaking very carefully and clearly, ‘will you answer a few simple questions?’


Kemlo nodded eagerly. ‘If I can.’


‘They will be well within your power to answer. Firstly—who am I?’


‘Who are you?’ Kemlo repeated in surprise. ‘You’re Calvin Lester, chief charter pilot of the space lanes, attached to Satellite Belt K for the duration of the project of building the new Satellite.’


‘Good. And why am I here with you?’


‘Because as Captain of Space Scouts on Satellite K I’ve been chosen to assist in patrolling the space lanes which will carry the cargo and assembly-crew ships from Earth. You’re to teach me how to handle this new type charter craft.’


‘Excellent. And how many charter pilots do I have under me?’


‘At least twelve, and four of those are teaching senior boys from Satellites S, M, T and O how to handle this type of craft.’


‘You’re doing fine. Now tell me how many years this new Satellite has taken to build in prefabricated sections down on Earth?’


‘I don’t know for sure—about fifteen, I think.’


‘Correct. And how many science engineering experts have taken part in all the preparations?’


‘Hundreds, I should say,’ Kemlo chuckled.


‘Would you say that they were the finest brains in every section of science and space knowledge?’


‘Yes, naturally.’


Calvin Lester sighed and leaned back in his seat.


‘Naturally, he says. Naturally!’


‘What’s wrong with that?’ Kemlo asked sharply.


‘Nothing—nothing at all.’ Calvin lifted his gloved hands and shrugged. ‘You have a good knowledge of the main facts behind this tremendous project and quite rightly you say it is natural that the best brains would have been employed for years to make it possible. But my fine and funny Space Scout—do you think any tiny point has been overlooked? Do you think if there was any truth in your so-called “ghost run”, the experts would not have recorded it and instructed me accordingly before they sent me up to chart the space lanes?’


Kemlo was silent for a long time before he nodded slowly.


‘I suppose they would,’ he admitted miserably as he realised how Calvin’s little game of question and answer had tricked him. ‘I suppose it’s just another of those things we space-boys believe in, like—like—’ he hesitated, groping for the right word.


‘Like a superstition?’ Calvin suggested in a more kindly voice. ‘All good space-men have superstitions. But you’ve got to keep to fact, Kemlo, or else an Earth-man can go space-crazy.’


‘You suggest I’m space-crazy and I’ll poke you in the snoot!’ said Kemlo with a sudden and, for him, unusual surge of anger.


Calvin Lester laughed heartily.


‘That’s better!’ he exclaimed. ‘And if it were possible for me to strip off this space suit in your games-room you could try and do just that.’ He gripped Kemlo’s shoulder firmly in a sort of encouraging gesture. ‘I didn’t really mean to sneer at you or suggest that you were space-crazy,’ he said. ‘After all, you’re living in your own world. I’m just an interloper compared with you space-boys; a theory man, even though I have got a total of some six thousand space hours on my record. But all space pilots are pretty highly-strung men.’


‘You mean they’re nervous?’


‘We’re all nervous at one time or another, I suppose,’ Calvin Lester admitted, ‘but space pilots have to be very fit men. In addition to physical fitness they have to be expert technicians, and their training is more intensive than a professor’s. They have to know a great deal about so many things whereas a professor of science engineering or space development mostly specialises in one subject. There’s a great shortage of first-class space pilots on Earth because the conditions are so tough for them, and there’ll always be a shortage, unless …’
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