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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


PRELUDE TO WOOMERA


THE helicopter swung to the north, beginning the last leg of the journey. Astern, the Adelaide airfield receded into the hazy distance. Below and all ahead lay the hot desolate sea of the Australian bush, an expanse of baked soil mottled with a scant green carpet of spinifex, saltbush and nardoo. Here and there, a warped and stunted tree crouched like a scarred survivor under the burning whip of the sun.


The pilot, tunelessly humming the latest song hit, fed a small coil of steel tape into the helicopter’s electronic brain, then settled back to read his newspaper. To him, the desert was what it always was, and there was nothing new to look at. Being on shuttle service between Adelaide and Woomera City, he often made the trip three or four times a week. He knew the country like the back of his own hand, only more intimately; and had the electronic brain rebelled—as electronic brains sometimes do—he would have been able to complete the trip safely while simultaneously concentrating on the Adelaide Guardian crossword.


The front page of that newspaper lay across his knees. It was dated January 1st, 2050. Black headlines flung out their telegramatic message: Seven Aussies for New Year’s Honours; Caroline to come Down Under; Atom Pile goes up in Brazil.


It was the central item that attracted his attention. Nowadays, Aussies were always getting knighted, and berserk atom piles had about as much news value in the twenty-first century as a train smash had in the quaint old days of the twentieth.


But the monarchy was timeless, and young Queen Caroline the First belonged to the hearts of all her scattered peoples. Besides, didn’t her old dad, King Charles, marry an Australian girl? So why should the British have first claim on her. By rights, she ought to spend six months out of every year with her fifty million subjects in Australia. The pilot brightened at the prospect of Queen Caroline’s visit. It was quite a time since the old country had gone gay.


The thoughts of his two passengers were, however, in quite a different vein. One of them—the man—was filled with an unreasonable mounting excitement as the helicopter made its way across the desert to rocket country, to Woomera City. Philip Shane tried to tell himself that there was no solid reason why he should get up steam, that this was just another job and that, as far as excitement went, it certainly couldn’t touch his last assignment. During last year’s “silly season” the London newspapers had, as usual, thought up a lot of the old gags to amuse their readers. So Shane had been assigned to the old Atlantis ballyhoo. For almost a month, he had lived in a marine tractor unit, crawling about the bed of the ocean, looking for the legendary city. They hadn’t found Atlantis—but they had found the wreck of an old Spanish galleon off the Azores: a treasure ship, laden with gold from the Indies and silver from Peru. It had lain there nearly six centuries, untouched … Boy, that was news! Shane had scooped the whole story, and pushed up the circulation of the London Sunday Sentinel by a quarter of a million. He had also helped bring back five million pounds of treasure-trove. Compared with that, what was a mere trip to the moon? Nevertheless, Shane was excited. It was good to be alive in a world that was just wakening up. If and when he ever considered the world as it was before the end of the twentieth century, he felt depressingly sorry for the men who had lived before science had picked the fascinating lock of the atom.


Radiating his good spirits, Philip Shane glanced sociably at his companion, seated opposite, gazing somewhat moodily through the large porthole on the other side of the cabin. The face, thought Shane, was decidedly familiar. He had first noticed her on the strato-rocket when they were ten minutes out of London. At the touch-down in Colombo, when passengers went to the airfield restaurant, he had tried a few conversational gambits; but the girl, without interest or resentment, had simply stone-walled. She seemed just as preoccupied now as she had been during the whole of the trip to Adelaide. It was a pity, thought Shane flippantly, that one so attractive should be so damnably serious.


The girl was entirely oblivious of Shane’s attentions. She was too busy resenting the fact that she had just given up a thoroughly satisfying job at the Cambridge Children’s Clinic in order to go to the moon. She was busy resenting her father’s curt radiogram: “Need you at Lunar City stop Ferry Thirteen stop Berth arranged stop Scheduled leave Woomera January Third three hundred hours stop Greetings Fabian.”


Claire Scott was not only full of resentment, she was thoroughly annoyed. It was characteristic of her father that he would never give a thought to the necessity for explanations when requiring his daughter—or anyone else, for that matter—to make a two hundred and forty thousand mile journey. Sir Fabian Scott, director of Lunar City and its projected solar power station, was a man who demanded unquestioning loyalty from all who worked with him. What is more, he got it. The team of scientists under his control referred to him familiarly as the Great Dictator. But Scott’s dynamic personality, together with his intellectual brilliance and personal courage, commanded their unqualified respect. If he wanted them to work eighteen hours a day, they cursed him—and worked twenty. If a problem was apparently insoluble, and Sir Fabian needed the answer, his team would grind at it night and day until “the G.D.” got what he wanted. But if Scott drove his men hard, he drove himself harder. “Failure,” he once said, “is excusable—sometimes. But the inability to succeed is unforgivable—always.” He set high standards, but he lived up to them. And in his own life-time, he was already a legend. Two thousand million people had heard of Fabian Scott. They knew him as the scientist responsible for the Commonwealth Space Station. They knew him as the man who first set foot on the moon.


“Yes,” thought Claire Scott, as she gazed down at the Australian desert, “I might as well be angry with him now and get it over. Otherwise, I wouldn’t put it beyond the G.D. to spank me for having tantrums. He understands just about everything, except men and women … Well, this is what comes of having a great man for a father … But what on earth—or on the moon—does he want me to do? She smiled faintly, realising that her fear of the approaching journey to the moon was overshadowed by the fear that she might not be able to fulfil satisfactorily whatever role in his plans Sir Fabian had allotted to her.


Philip Shane noticed her slight smile and chose to interpret it as a sign of encouragement. “Happy New Year!” he said. “The same that I wished you over Egypt and in Colombo. But that was a few thousand miles ago; and now I’ve picked up the bits and I’m trying all over again.”


This time she really did smile. “I’m sorry I’ve been so unsociable. May I return the compliment, Mr.——?”


“Shane, Philip Shane. A normally gregarious example of the sub-species journalist. I have taken a correspondence course in good manners, and have learned that a good newshound never bites attractive young ladies … Well, hardly ever.”


The smile deepened and amusement appeared in her hitherto serious eyes. “I wouldn’t for one moment disbelieve you … How far away is Woomera City, do you think?”


“About forty-five minutes. Look, I’ve got a hunch! Want to make a bet, Miss Enigma?”


“What kind of a bet?”


“Well, we’ve shared the same strato-rocket from London; we’ve shared the same helicopter from Adelaide; and I’ll lay even money that we’ve got the same destination.”


“I have a healthy respect for coincidence,” she remarked. “But I’ll risk ten shillings. Now what?”


Shane said: “Ferry Rocket Thirteen! Correct?”


She took a ten-shilling note from her handbag. Then she said: “Wait a minute! That’s only the transport. What’s the destination?”


“Commonwealth Satellite—then all change for Lunar City.”


“You win. But it was easy money.”


“Not at all,” protested Philip. “A, they don’t usually let journalists loose on the moon. B, women, I’m told, are even more of a rarity in Lunar City. For all I knew, you might just as well have been some rocket man’s wife coming out to the desert to catch up on a bit of lost marriage.”


“The observant journalist would see that I haven’t got a ring.”


“Which, in itself,” remarked Philip blandly, “is somewhat promising. Tell you what, I’ll swop the ten bob you just lost for your name.”


“Do you think it’s worth ten shillings?” she asked innocently.


“I’ll be rash and take the risk. After all, it’s really your money.”


“My name is Scott.”


Philip gasped. “Clair de Lune! Don’t tell me you’re Sir Fabian’s daughter!”


“So I understand, on fairly good authority,” replied Claire dryly. However, she was not altogether displeased by the mild sensation her identity seemed to have caused.


“This,” said Philip, after a moment or two, “is little short of miraculous. This trip to the moon is going to be rather more interesting than I thought.”


“Have you ever met my father?” enquired Claire.


“No.”


“He doesn’t like journalists,” she said, with an air of innocent candour. “In fact, he simply loathes your tribe altogether. That, too, may prove interesting … By the way, I’m not being rude, but who gave you permission to go to Lunar City? I thought Fabian was still restricting entry to essential personnel.”


“Strings are pulled,” explained Philip vaguely. “In a way I’m going more as a kind of historian than a journalist. My job is to piece together the full factual story of Lunar City—not necessarily for the press.”


Claire thought it over, then she said brightly: “Daddy will be amused. He doesn’t like spies.”


“I am not a spy—at least, not in the sense Sir Fabian thinks of spies.”


“Who sent you?” she asked abruptly.


“The Sunday Sentinel.”


“The Sunday Sentinel is hardly likely to want the historical approach,” she remarked coldly. “In fact, salacious snooping seems to be far more appropriate … I remember what the Sentinel tried to do to Fabian’s private life a couple of years ago. First of all, they credited him with a mistress in Woomera, and then they even linked his name with Dr. Margaret Willard’s—simply because she, too, was a member of the first rocket team to reach the moon.”


Her smile disappeared and her grey eyes watched Philip distrustfully.


“Not guilty,” he said lamely. Philip was angry with himself because he knew that he was blushing. “I don’t want to snoop, I don’t want to dig up scandal, but I do want to get the good straight story of what’s going on up there. After all, the public hasn’t yet got over the fact that we actually can land on the moon.”


“I thought you said you were not playing to the gallery this time,” she said quickly.


“I said ‘not necessarily’. Damn it, we’ve got to publish something—but I give you my word it will only be general background stuff.”


She appeared sceptical. “I don’t suppose it matters, anyway. Fabian will probably throw you out on the return rocket.”


“Not if I don’t want to go,” retorted Shane.


Claire laughed. “You evidently don’t know my father.”


“And you evidently don’t know me. I may not have a knighthood, but I can pack a pretty heavy load of obstinacy myself sometimes.”


“We’ll see.” She turned her attention to the window once more, gazing at the monotonous desert rolling beneath them. “I don’t think I should like to spend any length of time in this part of the world,” she said at length.


Philip Shane followed her gaze. “Rocket country,” he said. “I wouldn’t know, myself, but the rocket men tell me you can learn to love it. The air is very clear, and at night I imagine the sky looks just like a tent of stars.”


The phrase “a tent of stars” was curiously evocative. It echoed in her memory. It was the kind of phrase Fabian might use in an unguarded moment. For though her father was, by training, a scientist, he was by temperament a poet. Claire gazed at her companion with renewed interest.


“Do you like solitude?” she asked. “The desert, I mean. Do you think you could stand living out here?”


“I don’t know,” he replied absently. “I like being with people; but it’s nice, once in a while, to buy yourself some time just ‘to stand and stare.’ Life gets rather hectic now and again.”


“I thought all journalists had to sell their souls,” she said slyly.


“Some of us get by with just putting them in pawn,” he said, meeting her light mockery. Then he added suddenly: “Look, Claire, let’s make a deal. Let’s be honest with each other. And let’s be friends. I don’t like fencing unless it’s necessary—and even then I still don’t like it if it happens to be with you.”


Her gaze became quizzical: “Don’t you think you’re being just a little nebulous, Mr. Shane?”


“My friends call me Philip.”


“How interesting—Mr. Shane.”


“All right,” said Philip. “Cards on the table, then. There’s something fishy going on in Lunar City, and I’ve been sent to sniff around.”


“By the Sentinel, of course,” she said tartly, “which has a reputation for smelling smells.”


Philip ignored the taunt. “Officially by the Sentinel,” he corrected. “But unofficially, I’ve got orders from higher up.”


“How utterly thrilling!”


Philip was getting angry. “Look, Miss Scott, I may be an anthropoid ape, but I’m trying to be human. If you think your father’s career is good for a laugh, go ahead. And we’ll all make cracks.”


“So far as I know, we haven’t yet discussed my father’s career,” she retorted icily.


“No, but we’re going to. I said I’d put my cards on the table, and here’s one of them.” He took a letter from the inside pocket of his coat and handed it across to her. Claire glanced at the contents impatiently. Suddenly, the colour drained from her face.


“Now do you think I’m shooting the blarney?” asked Philip.


“But the Prime Minister!” she exclaimed. “Why, he’s one of Fabian’s personal friends. What on earth is happening? What’s it all about?”


“It’s because the P.M. happens to be one of your father’s closest friends that he’s asked me to do this job,” said Philip. “Do you know what’s cooking in the politico-scientific world, or have you had your head stuck in the ground?”


“I think you’d better tell me,” she said contritely.


“In the first place,” said Philip, “this solar power station that your father is building is going to upset the economics of a great many nations. Therefore there must be those who wish the whole project would end in failure.”


“I know that.”


“In view of this,” continued Philip, “our people were prepared for spots of sabotage—you know, the wrong equipment being ferried up; faulty instruments; diluted fuels; and all that.”


“Well?” she said tersely.


“But we were not prepared for a general massacre of scientists—which is what has apparently been taking place in Lunar City.”


“Fabian never said anything in his letters,” she began incredulously.


“I don’t suppose he would,” cut in Philip. “Sir Fabian Scott doesn’t seem to me to be the kind of man to worry his women folk. Nevertheless, that doesn’t alter the facts. And the facts are that within the last six weeks more than a dozen scientists and technicians have met their deaths in Lunar City.”


Claire drew in her breath sharply. “What happened to them?” she asked with a rising note of apprehension in her voice.


“Nothing spectacular,” he answered quickly. “Only the kind of thing that might happen to any space-traveller. The kind of thing that is a normal hazard of the game. That’s what’s so damn puzzling. Everyone up there, I suppose, runs the risk of explosive decompression from a torn space-unit, or suffocation with a faulty oxygen supply. But when accidents like these begin to pile up, taking their toll of picked men, people get to asking questions. And the science people themselves are getting rather bored with the situation. They’re beginning to feel like a flock of wild duck, being picked off by some unseen sportsman.”


“Fabian—he’s all right?” demanded Claire in a shaky voice.


Philip studied her closely as he spoke: “Bears a charmed life, or so I’m told. Sir Fabian himself doesn’t seem to be under fire. It’s the lesser fry that keep handing in their dinner pails. Which strikes one, Philip Shane, as mighty curious. You’d think that whoever was doing the damage would want to go for the head man, wouldn’t you?”


Claire nodded dumbly. Shane decided to try his hand at consolation.


“Cheer up. Both the P.M. and Uncle Philip think there’s some sound reason why nothing has happened to your father, and why nothing will. It’s possible, of course, for the P.M. to be fallible, but Uncle Philip has a hunch that in this case he’s perfectly right … I’m pretty good on intuition, you know. My great-great-grandmother was the last of the Scottish witches.”


“It doesn’t follow that her great-great-grandson is necessarily a wizard,” retorted Claire, trying to restore the conversation to its former lighthearted level.


“I’ve got more up my sleeve,” Philip assured her. “About that deal—are you interested?”


“I haven’t heard what it consists of yet.”


“Briefly this,” he said. “I’ll undertake to tell you all I know, and not to radio back to earth any personal or private information about your father of which you don’t approve. In fact, I’ll let you censor every communication I make.”


“And in return—what?”


“In return you accept my friendship for what it is worth, and try to persuade your father if not to help my superficially journalistic efforts, at least to tolerate them.”


Claire regarded Philip Shane thoughtfully for a moment or two, as if she were trying to probe behind the brown, humorous eyes that confronted her.


Then she said: “It’s a bargain!”


“Shake hands, partner. May neither of us regret it.”


They shook hands gravely.


At that point they were interrupted as the helicopter pilot lumbered into the cabin.


“Greetings, folks,” he began. “Woomera City is about fifteen minutes off … Can you give me a word for ship beginning with V? It’s also a sort of container.”


“Vessel,” said Philip promptly.


“Thanks, cobber.” He waved the Adelaide Guardian at them. “Guess you Britishers are going to lose your Queen for a spell.”


“How come?” enquired Philip politely.


The pilot thumped his newspaper. “It says here that Caroline’s going to come Down Under for a while, and when we Aussies get a hold of her, we ain’t going to let her go so quickly, I can tell you.”


“Want to pinch the English Queen, do you?” asked Philip in a bantering tone.


The pilot, a very beefy Australian, spat his words out in disgust: “English Queen nothing! Why Caroline’s half Aussie, or don’t you know that? You got no right to keep her in that washed-up little country hanging off the edge of Europe. Old King Charles knew what he was doing all right when he got himself an Australian girl. Even her grandma used to spend a couple of months every year here. Why there’s folks back in Chenooga that remember seeing her and Prince Philip when they once gave everyone the slip and rode off by themselves in the bush … You British grab too much. That’s why you lost out on the New Commonwealth deal.”


“Pax, buddy,” laughed Shane. “I’m a Canadian! I know just how you feel. This is the real culprit.” He pointed to Claire. “She’s one of those stodgy British grabbers you were just going to tell me about.”


The pilot turned red. “No offence, Miss,” he mumbled awkwardly. “It’s just that I get proper browned, shuttling across this rocket country. There’s times I feel like I’ve been doing it since the beginning of the world. And then I’ve just got to beef about something. When there’s no one else, I just ball out the electronic brain. And that gets me nowhere—’cept maybe fifty miles off course … For two pins I’d stow away in one of them moon rockets.”


Shane gravely produced two pins. “Brother, you’d be sadly congested,” he said. “They tell me the landscape on the moon is just like the Northern Territory—only more so.”


“Why don’t you take another job?” suggested Claire.


“Can’t leave the perishin’ desert, Miss. Wouldn’t know what to do without it. That’s why I get so burned up, and that’s the truth.”


He nodded in the direction of the helicopter’s course.


“Almost there, now. Time was when Woomera was just a couple of shacks and a few half-witted Limeys blowing themselves to bits with guided missiles. And now it’s a regular city, hopping off point for the C.S.S., and then the moon. Well, that’s progress. Mostly Australian progress … See you later, folks. I got to go and kick that brain into a docile mood for touching down.”


Glancing through the port, Philip and Claire detected a dark irregular lump on the far horizon.


“Woomera coming up,” said Shane.


“It looks rather insignificant, when you see it like this, surrounded by hundreds of miles of desert,” said Claire. “I wonder if those early missile pioneers ever really did think we would eventually conquer space?”


“Humanity hasn’t changed,” said Philip. “Those people had their dreams. Perhaps all the ghosts of the old-time rocket men gather round and watch in wonder when a three-stage rocket goes zooming up towards the stars.”


Claire shivered a little. “That’s the part I’m afraid of,” she said. “I’ve heard some grisly tales about the gravitational force on these ferry rockets.”


“It’s not too bad,” Philip assured her. “They give you a dope salad. You hardly feel a thing—except for the fact that you can’t breath for about fifty seconds when the booster accelerates.”


Suddenly, Claire said: “You were just going to tell me something important before our charming pilot graced us with his presence.”


“Was I?” said Philip. “How did you know?”


“Because your eyes said so.”


Shane laughed. “A damn good job we made that deal. With you around, I wouldn’t appear to have much chance of keeping secrets, anyway.”


Claire was not to be diverted. “Come on, Philip. Spill the beans. If it concerns Fabian, even remotely, I’ve got a right to know.”


“Ever heard of Professor Denis Quarles?” asked Philip casually.
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