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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 June 27th, 1990, there came the first whisper that hinted at the possibility of space travel having been accomplished. Indeed it was little more than a whisper which first crept into the radio bands encircling Earth. It was, though, a whisper trenchant with meaning for it said: “Wait for it!”


Wait for what? The listening millions of the world assumed some super-advertising stunt was about to burst, but in time the whispering voice became louder and the communications much longer. On June 29th it was possible to hear clearly a clipped, determined voice superimposing itself on normal programmes.


“Peoples of the world, you are listening to Ardath Steele, the only man who ever crossed space to Venus and came back alive! Forget the flying saucers of past and recent years, forget the conjectures and the scientific fiction, for here comes the man who knows! Alone I have reached Venus, explored it, and made the return journey. Soon I shall be with you.”


British high-ups observed that somebody with a definite south England accent was holding up the tradition of the Commonwealth. The Americans averred that some nut was shooting off his face somewheres. Russia remained noncommittal. France ordered a week’s national holiday in honour of the unknown Ardath Steele.


“Who in blue hell,” asked the news editor of the Daily Searchlight, “is Ardath Steele? Ever heard of him, Bet?”


Betty Travers shrugged. She was not a star reporter but she had a good nose for news. Slim, blonde, smartly costumed, she had found herself summoned to the news editor’s department on June 30th, the day after the longest communication so far.


“Never heard of him,” Betty said. “In fact I haven’t made it my business to. Not my assignment.”


“It is now,” the editor told her. “Barclay’s down with mumps or some darned thing and you’re the only one available at present. Cover this business, Bet, and get an exclusive if you think it’s worth it. Whole thing may be some kind of hoax, though I doubt it. I have reports from radio experts who say that detectors show these messages have come from above, possibly a hundred miles up or more.”


“Uh-huh,” Betty acknowledged thoughtfully.


“After all the yap there’s been about space travel for the last forty or fifty years, and nothing accomplished, it would really be something if somebody’s stolen a march and done it. From the look—or the sound—of things this Ardath Steele has done the trick.


“Then why didn’t he announce his departure on the great voyage? Why only the return?”


“I could think of a dozen reasons,” the editor replied, not to be sidetracked from obtaining a story. “He might not have been sure his invention would work and if he’d just stayed put after a lot of ballyhoo he’d have looked mighty silly. Since it evidently did work and he’s now coming back he’s turned into his own publicity agent. Anyhow, find out all you can and if he’s what he seems to be we want the whole story from the day of his birth.”


“Right!” Betty said, snapping her fingers decisively—and went on her way, first objective being to look through “Who’s Who” and see if Ardath Steele happened to be listed. Ten minutes later she realised he was not. Even if he had crossed the void to Venus and back he was not anybody important. Not yet! If, though, he really had conquered space whilst most scientists were still groping with the technicalities of the human frame versus acceleration, he’d be the most famous man the world had ever known.


What to do next? Betty did not quite know. Nothing much she could do until something definite was known. If the last message had come from only a hundred miles up why was Ardath Steele taking such a long time to come down? Which train of thought led Betty to the main London radio headquarters.


“You are sure,” she questioned the chief engineer, “that last night’s message came from about a hundred miles up?”


“A hundred miles is only a rough guess, Miss Travers,” the engineer responded. “Our detectors don’t cover much more than that. The distance could have been thousands of miles if it comes to that. All a detector does is show the direction from which a given transmission is coming, and down on the ground we can finally pinpoint the exact spot. We only know that from somewhere above—certainly a hundred miles away because there are echoes even at the limit of our range—somebody is sending messages.”


“And this person—I mean Ardath Steele, of course—could just as easily be many thousands of miles off, using a powerful short-wave transmitter?”


“Logically, yes. The previous messages, very short, were hardly audible, which means he’s come a lot nearer in the interval.”


“What are the possibilities of a hoax?”


“Pretty remote. We haven’t anything yet which will go up a hundred miles or more and stay there, and even if we had the air ministry would know about it. Nothing’s left this world of ours which could account for this business. All the astronomers are on the watch, of course.”


They definitely were! A twenty-four hour study of the sky was in progress, all observatories linked to each other by radio. But so far there was no sign of the mysterious Ardath Steele making himself seen. When night came to the Western hemisphere again, however—only a brief night since it was midsummer—his voice returned. And this time all ordinary radio transmissions were stopped so he could be heard distinctly. There was little trouble over this. Either he was using a supersensitive microphone or else he had a voice like a champion hog-caller.


“Ladies and gentlemen, the hour is near! The greatest hour in the history of mankind to which in my small way I have contributed my all——”


“Whoever he is,” Betty commented, as with her editor she listened to the broadcast, “he’s wonderfully modest.”


“I shall reach Earth at ten tomorrow morning. I’m having a bit of jet trouble which is making me go round in circles instead of moving straight forward, but I’ll rectify it. A little thing like a faulty jet isn’t going to deter Ardath Steele!”


The editor lighted his pipe slowly and narrowed his eyes.


“Man sounds staring barmy to me, Bet.”


“Not barmy, boss. He’s a good showman, that’s all. A perfect Barnum technique, if you ask me.”


“I have little more to say tonight, my friends. Tomorrow I shall return amongst you and you will realise the enormity of the thing that has been done. I expect to touch down one mile south of the main London airport. In that way I shall not disorganise the legitimate air traffic. Until then, farewell!”


The roaring voice ceased. The editor blew out his cheeks and then put his pipe back between his teeth. He gave Betty a questioning glance.


“And you haven’t discovered anything about him yet?”


“Not a thing. Ardath Steele is just a cliché spoken in a lisp as far as I can see. ‘ ’Ard as Steele’—or am I being too subtle?”


“Much. I don’t pay you to be subtle, m’dear, only to rake in news. Still, I’ll grant this is an unusual assignment, so get your beauty sleep and be prepared to meet this retiring little explorer at ten tomorrow. Meantime I’ll keep in touch with the astronomers for the first news of his appearance.”


Thousands of other newspaper editors had just the same idea. So had the heads of television circuits and the big movie producers. Indeed, during the night there was one of the biggest invasions of London ever known. People poured into the capital from pole to pole, bent on only one thing—seeing Ardath Steele arrive in his spaceship after a sixty million mile journey over the gulf of space.


Throughout the amazing night all those responsible for the world’s news stood by, yawning with boredom as nothing happened. In darkened observatories throughout the western hemisphere astronomers kept watch. Then, at last, towards three in the morning, the first hopeful message was flashed to an eager world. Ardath Steele’s machine had been sighted! It was moving in a straight line, not a circle, so evidently he had corrected the faulty jet.


From that moment onwards cryptic headline statements were radiated from time to time to all those who cared to listen. ARDATH STEELE BEYOND HEAVISIDE LAYER! ARDATH STEELE INSIDE HEAVISIDE LAYER! HERE HE COMES! And at seven on the following morning the announcements faded with the unforgettable statement—IT WON’T BE LONG NOW!


In the tens of thousands, armed with field-glasses and small telescopes, men and women converged on the region around the London airport. It was useless to explain to them that by day it would be impossible to see the approaching spaceship until he was almost upon them. The likelihood was that it would first be heard.


It was! At 9.30 a whistling sound crept into the human buzz on the ground below, and the louder it became the more the human buzz faded out into awed silence. Hands shaded eyes, necks craned, eyes popped. The sky was cloudless and dazzling blue, but as yet there was not even a spot of condensation to reveal the whereabouts of the intrepid spaceman.


Betty Travers had taken up a position near to the mayor and dignitaries of London Corporation. All of them were in their traditional top hats and tailcoats, by no means an appropriate garb for the weather, already doing its best to top the eighty mark. As the whistling note increased the Mayor seemed to realise something must be done and promptly gave orders through a microphone. The result of these orders were not apparent in the vicinity of the Mayor, but some distance away in an area cordoned off by stiff-necked militia and perspiring policemen there were a number of traditionally garbed men spreading out a roll of luxurious carpet on the grass. Why exactly it had been decided that Ardath Steele would alight at that identical spot was not clear. It revealed a startling ignorance of the haphazard laws governing a pioneer’s spaceship.


“He’s coming!” somebody yelled, and pointed skywards.


This was a profound understatement. Ardath Steele’s machine, very much like the flying saucers of an earlier day, was streaking through the blue heaven as fast as a dock labourer heading for a pub at closing time. A flashing glimpse of it and it was gone. The whistling died away. Presumably Steele was already half-way to Australia.


“Must be ’avin’ trouble with his jets again,” said the fat man, apparently finding bright-eyed Betty a delectable fellow spectator.


“S’pose so,” she agreed, and at this moment the whistling came back again with deafening shrillness and the great Ardath Steele popped back again over the horizon from where he had disappeared.


Heads twirled dizzily to watch the spaceship’s gyrations and most people had to decide between stopping their ears or shading their eyes. The din was appalling and the smoke from the machine’s jets was so thick it began to obliterate the view. Betty, hands to her eyes, followed the careering of the machine with profound interest. Great explorer and conqueror of space Ardath Steele might be, but he was certainly a rotten pilot.


With a soul-tearing scream the machine twisted round in its mad flight, looking like a discus thrown two thousand feet into the air. It seemed to reach a peak of altitude and then it came down, faster and faster, away from the crowd. There were screams, shouts of horror. The great man was going to kill himself—and probably plenty of other people too before he was finished.


Then the traveller came home. The bang as his vessel hit the earth made the ground shake. There was a super-cloud of voluminous smoke, a dying whistle, then silence. In a solid sea, men and women surged forward to the spot half a mile away from the red carpet where the spaceship was lying.


Betty took good care to run as hard as anybody and arrived well in the forefront of the mob. Almost immediately, however, the crowd fell back, scorched by the frictional heat of the flier’s walls, or else choked with the poisonous fumes drifting in the scorching air.


Then came the militia and the police, forcing a clear track for the greasy-faced mayor and officials. The red carpet was hurriedly transferred so that the dignitaries and civic fathers could walk upon it, to within six feet of the spaceship. To go nearer was impossible with the heat still radiating from the metal.


Pause. Uneasy silence. Everybody waited. The great moment had somehow fallen flat. There was only the withering heat, the evil smelling exhaust fumes from badly smashed jet-tubes, and the mayor’s obvious growing impatience.


Then came that voice, so violent in its amplification it made everybody jump.


“Can’t come out yet, folks. Too hot. I’m all right in here because of the insulation. Just hang on for a while until the temperature equalises.”


A click as the mike cut off and the silence returned.


Betty began to move from her position to a vantage point close to the Mayor and Corporation. Had she been a man she would never have managed it, but being a pretty young woman with a definitely come-hither smile she made steady progress, ending her course only a foot or two behind the Mayor himself. He was swearing mildly under his breath.


“How the hell long does it take for the temperature to equalise?” he demanded presently, glaring at the deputy Mayor.


“No idea, Mr. Mayor.” The deputy Mayor was a long-faced, miserable looking man whom even the bright June morning had not cheered in the least.


“Then you should have! We’re wasting time! I have an appointment with the Borough Surveyor for eleven.”


Evidently the Borough Surveyor was destined to be a disappointed man for it was a full hour before the spaceship had cooled sufficiently to make approach to it tolerable. When this fact became evident—after a test by the deputy Mayor—the Mayor himself strode forward pompously down the red carpet and beat his knuckles ineffectually on the machine’s sealed airlock.


“The blasted thing’s hard,” he said, sucking his fingers. “Get me a hammer somebody, I’ve got to wake this fellow up. Maybe he’s gone to sleep.”


The Mayor had hardly finished speaking before there was a clang from somewhere in the vessel; then the airlock door flew open under pneumatic pressure and the great Ardath Steele came into view.


The roar of greeting was overpowering. It was even louder than the noise the spaceship had made. Steele stood in silence soaking in the adulation and, from a distance, Betty weighed him up and then sneaked a quick microphotograph. She did not know whether to cheer with the rest or burst into hysterics of laughter.


The great man was exceptionally big and broad, possibly a good six feet in height with massive shoulders which all but filled the airlock. He was attired in a grey flannel shirt and dirty drill trousers. Such was the sum total of his magnificence. He had pretensions to looks, only he was so severely sunburned it was hard to distinguish his features. The most notable thing about him, Betty decided, was his shock of uncombed yellow hair. Then there were the eyes, of course, very bright blue, which gave him almost a negro-like aspect with his walnut-tanned visage.


“I thank you!” he roared at last, and it dawned on Betty that it had not been amplifiers or microphone which had been responsible for his powerful voice. He spoke like a human megaphone. Everything about him oozed strength and assertion.


“I thank you,” he repeated, as the cheering at last faded away. “This is a welcome indeed! It has been worth crossing the void and back to meet with such a reception. I——”


“In the name of London and Earth,” the Mayor broke in, his voice sounding like a schoolboy’s by comparison, “I greet you, Mr. Steele. We are proud of you! You have made this one of the memorable days in this planet’s history.”


“One of?” Steele turned his great head slowly and stared. “Do you not realise, sir, that this is the day? There’s never been anything like it!”


“I am inclined to agree,” the Mayor said, ambiguously.


“To all of you, my greetings!” Steele thundered, shaking hands with himself above his head. “Later I shall see you all again—in lecture halls, theatres, and all the great places where the public will gather to hear my story. For the moment, I must——”


He got no further. In sudden adulation the younger members of the vast crowd surged forward, knocking over the militia and the mayor and city fathers. The intention was, presumably, to sweep up Ardath Steele and carry him shoulder-high, but the plan misfired badly. The mob struck the airlock’s door and swung it shut, bowling the mighty explorer back into the vessel and slamming the cover upon him.


There was an awful, deathly pause. The Mayor struggled up, red in the face and his top hat bashed over one ear. The scattered militia disentangled themselves and promptly passed the buck to the police. The teenagers responsible for the whole thing looked at one another and cautiously drifted away.


“This is an outrage!” the Mayor roared at last. “That our honoured guest should be treated like this!”


“Don’t be too hard on them, Mayor,” boomed Steele’s voice from inside the machine. “Just natural hero worship, and I welcome that. After all, I am a hero. The greatest that ever was.”


“You mean you can hear me?” the Mayor ejaculated. “Through these thick walls?”


“I have a sound pickup on the vessel’s exterior. Of course I can hear you … And I’m in difficulty,” Steele continued. “The airlock has jammed due to being slammed shut without the hermetic clamp in position. You’d better get some engineers, Mr. Mayor, and have them release me.”


The Mayor muttered something and then jerked his head to the deputy Mayor which was sufficient indication that he wanted action—and quickly.


Betty folded her arms and watched the hamstrung proceedings interestedly. The hero’s return had definitely fallen flat on its face. It might be hours before flame-cutters ate through that tough metal.


As a matter of fact it was. It was nearly three in the afternoon before a small square had at last been cut through the wall of the vessel and the grimy, sweating engineers put aside their tackle. The crowd, still without lunch, waited for something to happen. The Mayor dragged on his frock coat again, having rid himself of it during the boiling noonday. Betty by this time was sprawled on the grass in the forefront of the invaders, eating chocolate until she could find time to tackle something more substantial.


Then, great moment, the face of Ardath Steele appeared in the opening. No mistaking that walnut visage and the blue eyes which seemed to glare by contrast. The engineers had reckoned without his great size so there was a long, tense struggle as they hauled him through the narrow aperture. Betty took a couple more photographs, grinned to herself, and resumed her survey of the proceedings.


Steele was free at last and stood up straight, towering over the engineers and smoothing back his lion’s mane of yellow hair.


“Thanks, boys,” he said briefly.


They merely nodded and turned away. The Mayor, bleating apologies, came puffing up.


“My dear Mr. Steele, that was a most unfortunate happening. On behalf of those unruly young hooligans I apologise for——”
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