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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.
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Sir Billy Gillanders was looking extremely worried.


“I just don’t know how it could have happened!” he repeated for the third or fourth time.


He was talking to four young men in what served as his office when he was in London. U.N.E.X.A., the United Nations Exploration Agency of which Sir Billy was the Director, had a world-wide role. Indeed, it was a role that extended throughout the solar system. U.N.E.X.A. had centres in most countries, but the largest were in America, Russia and Britain. This former Air Ministry building was just one of the score or so scattered throughout London.


“Every person in that Base had an absolutely clean certificate,” Sir Billy went on. “Every man and woman had been thoroughly vetted, psychoanalysed to the nth degree, and pronounced completely stable.”


“Yet one of them is a murderer,” Chris Godfrey, Sir Billy’s deputy, observed quietly.


Chris, an experienced astronaut himself, had been promoted to be Deputy Director, but had had very mixed feelings about his elevation. Whilst he appreciated the honour, he was very reluctant to give up space travel, which had been his absorbing passion since his boyhood. Besides, his new position meant that he saw much less of his best friends—the three astronauts who were now with him in Sir Billy’s office.


“It couldn’t possibly have been an accident?” Morrey Kant, the big blond American, asked.


“No. The slits in the suit were too artificial for that,” the Director sighed. “That had been made very deliberately by someone who knew what he was doing.”


“Could the man have killed himself?” Serge Smyslov, the dark wiry Russian, enquired.


“As far as we know, Baines had no reason whatsoever for taking his own life,” Chris replied. “But no doubt that is something you will investigate very carefully when you’re there.”


“When do we go?” asked the third astronaut. Tony Hale was the youngest of the spacefarers, and was the mechanical genius of the little team. For the moment the almost perpetual grin was missing from his face. He knew that the trio had a serious and important task in front of them. A murder had been committed at the Base on Mars. Their assignment was to go out there, find the murderer and bring him back to Earth for trial.


“A special ship will take you. You will lift off from Kennedy at this time tomorrow,” the Director replied.


Whow! Tony Hale breathed to himself. The Boss is in a hurry.


It was true. Sir William Gillanders, Director of the United Nations Exploration Agency, was faced with a new problem. A murder had been committed for the first time in space. Minor crimes had occurred before among the hundreds of men and women manning the lunar Bases and Mars City. But this was the first time that the gravest crime of all had taken place. It must be attended to without a moment’s delay.


To kill a fellow human being is bad enough here on Earth. But murder in a small, closely-knit community such as the Martian Base could have the most dire consequences unless the murderer was apprehended quickly. It was easy to imagine the panic that would spread among the staff with an undetected killer at large among them.


“Can you run over the facts again for us?” Morrey asked. He would lead the three-man team that was being sent to try to solve the mystery.


The Director read from a sheet of paper on top of his desk.


“This is the report of the Base Commander, Commander Morrison,” Sir Billy began. “It was received over the scrambler radio yesterday. He says ‘At 11.04 hours G.M.T. this day, the body of William Baines was discovered in a shallow crater about 3,500 metres north-north-east of the Base. The discovery was made by a team returning from investigating a new fissure which has appeared along the ridge of Collier’s Hill.


“ ‘From the position of the body, Dushlak, the chief geologist, thought that Baines must have fallen and injured himself, or perhaps been taken ill. Close investigation revealed that, as seen through the vizor of his helmet, his face showed the classical signs of de-oxygenation. There was no doubt that he was dead.


“ ‘The geology team brought the body back to base, where an immediate autopsy was performed by our three medical officers. They submitted to me a unanimous report that Baines had been dead about four hours, and that his death had been caused by lack of oxygen following loss of pressure in his suit. Meanwhile his equipment was carefully examined. It had been assumed that he had somehow punctured his suit by accident, so letting his oxygen seep away to the vacuum outside. Instead, five slits were found in different parts of the suit. Each was about four centimetres long and had been made with a very sharp instrument. This eliminated the possibility that Baines had fallen and had punctured his suit on a piece of rock.


“ ‘When the body was again examined, no injury was found to correspond with any of the slits. My conclusion is that they had been cut before Baines put on the suit. Seepage from them would be quite slow and might not be noticed for some time. Certainly it would be hard to detect the slits except by a very careful examination.


“ ‘I request that you despatch someone to investigate this matter immediately.’ W. G. Morrison, Commander.”


Sir Billy put down the paper and took up another.


“This is the record of Baines which I’ve had from our personnel department,” he said. Chris took it and read it aloud.


“ ‘William Baines, aged twenty-nine, single, electronics specialist. Is to be married during his next spell of leave, which is due in eight days. His work is completely satisfactory. He is a good mixer, and gets on well with his colleagues. He is of a cheerful disposition, and has a good sense of humour. All the people he works with like him, and he seems to enjoy his work. He made a special request to be posted to the Martian Base.’ ”


“All that,” Chris Godfrey went on, “is from the records we keep, which are maintained right up to date. As you know, every member of a base or space station has to be kept under constant surveillance in order to detect at once any physical or mental indisposition.”


“From that it does not seem that this man would kill himself,” Serge pointed out. “He was happy and soon to get married. He was good at his work and liked it. But had he any unknown enemies? It is not always easy to tell what one person thinks of another.”


“That is true,” Sir Billy Gillanders agreed, “But if any of Baines’s companions hated him enough to kill him, he surely could not have hidden his feelings completely.”


“Still, Baines didn’t kill himself,” Tony pointed out. “At least it’s most unlikely, unless he had a sudden mental disturbance. That does happen, you know.”


“We know,” Chris conceded, “but such a brain-storm is very rare. Baines was a stable young chap with everything to look forward to. He doesn’t strike me as the type who would suddenly up and kill himself.”


“Nor would he cut slits in his suit,” Morrey added. “That’s something I don’t understand.”


“There’s a lot we don’t understand,” said Sir Billy, “and that is why you fellows have to get to Mars as quickly as possible. We’ve just got to get this thing cleared up without delay, or the effect on the morale of the Base personnel could be serious.”


“Is there anything you want to know?” Chris asked.


“How shall we conduct the enquiry?” Morrey demanded. “Shall we take our instructions from Commander Morrison?”


“No. You have a perfectly free hand. You will work independently of the Commander, who will be instructed to give you every assistance.”


There seemed little else to say. The three young men would have to obtain most of the facts themselves when they arrived at Mars City. Meanwhile, the Director said, it would be better if they kept an open mind on the subject, for any preconceived ideas might prove a handicap once the real investigation had begun.


During the momentary silence that followed Sir Billy’s last words, Tony idly pushed a couple of fingers into an inside jacket pocket. A half smile came to his face as he felt a metal object. There was no need to pull it out to know what it was. Indeed, he would have been embarrassed if he had shown it to the others. For the object he was fingering was a star-shaped metal badge with the words “SPACE DETECTIVE” engraved on it.


This was the badge that had been presented to him, mainly as a joke, after that amazing adventure on the Moon. It had been Tony who had been chiefly responsible for solving the mystery of the disappearing men, for Morrey and Serge themselves had vanished from the lunar base during their investigations. Only the tenacity, logical reasoning and cool courage of the young space mechanic had saved his friends and their fellow victims. Back on Earth, at the conclusion of a very successful mission, Sir Billy had smilingly rewarded Tony with an old-fashioned sheriff’s badge carrying a very modern inscription. And why not? Tony had indeed become the first Space Detective.


But if the disappearances on the Moon had been baffling, the murder on Mars was distinctly sinister. The worst of all crimes had been committed in that tight little community on Earth’s fellow planet. Everyone in Mars City must have known the victim, and everyone must know the criminal. Fewer than two hundred men and women staffed the base. Surely it wouldn’t be too difficult to discover the guilty person.


So Morrey, Serge and Tony, whilst not relishing the task they had been set, were optimistic about its result. Sir Billy had said that the most important thing was speed, so that the hidden menace could be removed from the Martian base without delay. Not until this had been done could the men and women who worked there relax and do their proper jobs. So the sooner they were on their way, the better.


“I’m coming with you as far as the Cape,” Chris announced. “I’m sorry it isn’t all the way.”


It was still a sore subject with the Deputy Director that he’d been grounded and was no longer able to share the adventures in space with his friends. True—he’d gone on an unexpected and unusual mission to the Moon during the previous spot of bother, but this was unlikely to happen again. So he was trying hard to accustom himself to seeing others traverse the highways and byways of the skies.


There wasn’t much time to lose. The supersonic jet bearing U.N.E.X.A.’s insignia would be leaving Heath Row, London’s vast airport, at 6 a.m. next morning. Fortunately the three astronaut-detectives had little packing to do. Their clothes and personal belongings would be of no use in Mars City. Special apparel and equipment would be provided when they reached Cape Kennedy. There were just a few friends to take leave of, and, of course, the traditional meal with Chris.


So it was that, less than an hour after the meeting with Sir Billy had ended, and though it was still early in the evening, Chris led his three friends to their reserved table at the famous Brompton Grill. It was said that here you could get the best steaks in London, and that if you could clear your plate the Management would be amazed and would make no charge. It had always been Tony’s ambition to put this to the test, and tonight he was determined to try harder than ever.


During the meal the four young men talked together happily. They exchanged news of their old friends Lord Benson and “Whiskers” Greatrex. Both were reasonably well but rarely came to London. The four agreed that one of the first things they would do, after this trouble on Mars had been cleared up, would be to visit their former colleagues.


They reminisced about space adventures of the past and speculated whether Man would ever break through the light barrier just as, long ago, he’d broken through the sound barrier. Until he could do so, Man would be confined within the limits of his own solar system. Now that atomic engines had been so improved that spacecraft could be boosted up to nearly half the speed of light, the Sun’s family of planets seemed very close. But only when astronauts could visit other solar systems would they feel they had broken out of their present confines.


“And it is then that we shall discover other worlds like our own, other civilisations with whom we can talk,” Chris declared, warming to his favourite subject.


“I wonder what they will be like,” mused Tony. “They could be very different from us.”


“Undoubtedly they will,” agreed Chris, “but we shall find some means of communication.”


“Suppose they are hostile,” Tony said.


“A few may well be, but not most of them,” Morrey declared. “You see, if their civilisations are older than ours, presumably they will be much wiser. If they are more primitive then their capacity to harm us will be very limited.”


“Remember when we first visited Mars? We certainly found evidence of advanced life forms there,” Chris reminded them. “Unfortunately we still know little about them.”


So the four friends talked on about the subject that held them all in its thrall—Space. Tony ploughed manfully through his main course, gradually falling more silent as he struggled to achieve his ambition. But in the end he had to concede defeat. He pushed his plate forward, unable to manage the last bit of the vast steak.


“I’m not in training,” he explained apologetically. “Perhaps I’ll manage it next time.”


There was no hurry for them to leave the restaurant. There were no waiters hovering round with the bill. So they drank at least three coffees each as they talked together. For next day three of them would leave for Mars, and who could say what perils they would have to encounter before they all met again?


At last it was time to leave, Chris to go to his flat and Tony, Morrey and Serge to their hotel. Chris hailed a taxi for his friends.


“Don’t be late in the morning,” he called as he waved them off. Tony gesticulated vigorously through the vehicle’s back window.


“What do you think about the job?” Morrey asked as the trio talked together in his room.


“Should be a piece of cake,” Tony declared. “After all, there’s a very limited number of people to choose from.”


“I’m not so sure,” Serge said thoughtfully. “If a murder has indeed been committed, then the killer planned the crime with care. He—or she—will be just as careful not to be detected.”


“Above all, we must be constantly on our guard,” Morrey told his companions. “We shall be marked men. Everyone, including the killer, will know why we are in Mars City. So we must be vigilant all the time.”


“Do you think we shall be in danger?” asked Tony soberly.


“Not knowing who the killer is, or how his mind works, I don’t know,” Morrey replied. “If he has a mental condition, or is desperate, then he could take action to prevent himself from being detected. On the other hand, if he sees his exposure approaching, he may give himself up. But we can’t afford to take any risk.”


There was a few moments’ silence as each of the three turned the situation over in his mind. The mission on which they were about to embark could be dangerous. Never before had a murder been committed in space. They were up against something entirely new. What stresses would they encounter? What motives would they uncover?


“Turn in now, fellows,” Morrey ordered at last. “We’ve only five hours in bed.”
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Serge had to knock very loudly on Tony’s door before the mechanic awoke.


“Come on. You are late,” the Russian accused him.


“Gosh! I can’t open my eyes,” Tony groaned. “Is it really time to get up?”


“It is. The car will be here for us in twenty minutes. You should not have eaten so much last night,” Serge said.


“I wanted a free meal,” Tony mumbled, as Serge heaved him from his bed.


As they expected, both Chris and Sir Billy were waiting for them at London Airport. They went through the terminal buildings without the usual formalities, and then out to a minibus parked nearby. Soon they were speeding towards a distant runway used exclusively by official planes. There the blue and white U.N.E.X.A. jet was waiting with the cabin door invitingly open and the gangway in place. The little party spilled out on to the tarmac and Sir Billy followed.


There was a brief shaking of hands and exchange of good wishes, and as the Director got back into the minibus the four young men climbed the steps into the plane. Chris paused at the top to wave, but the minibus had already turned round and was on its way back.


“Are we the only passengers?” Tony asked, seeing the plane was almost empty.


“Yes. It’s laid on specially for us,” Chris laughed. “So you can spread out a bit.”


“Going back to sleep?” Serge asked with a smile.


“Not me,” Tony replied indignantly. “We shall be served with breakfast soon. I’m not going to miss that.”


In a surprisingly short time the coastline of Florida was spread out like a vast relief map. Already the plane was losing height and circling ready for its approach. Looking through one of the windows Tony picked out the long straight lines that were the runways. This was the Kennedy Air Force Base, for the old military establishment was close to the spaceport, and was now used exclusively for spaceport traffic.


Ah! There was Cape Kennedy itself. Connected to their landing ground by a straight road several miles long was Earth’s first and largest space establishment. Kennedy had grown vastly in size and importance since the first hesitant steps into space had been taken from it so many years ago. Now it was a busy port despatching and receiving spaceships to and from orbiting stations and the planets with regularity and frequency. It was here that, in the gigantic V.A.B.s—vehicle-assembly buildings—ships were finally assembled and tested. Tony could see, far below, several of the vast structures, each so large that it had its own interior climate. Once, when he had been at work inside one of the V.A.B.s, there had been a drizzle of rain from internal condensation, even though the torrid sun was glaring in a cloudless sky outside.


Tony counted over a score of ships sitting on their launch platforms. Some had service gantries alongside. Others were obviously ready for lift-off.


“I wonder which is the Mars ship,” Tony said to Serge, who had joined him at the window.


The Russian studied the array of ships below.


“That is the one,” he said, pointing at one of the waiting monsters.


“Oh, I see,” Tony agreed, looking closely at the spaceship his friend had indicated. “The atomic motor.”


Chris had now joined the other two. There was no need for him to explain to the astronauts that, whilst an atomic motor was now powerful enough to lift a ship off the Earth and to boost it to escape velocity, this was not permissible because of radiation hazard it would cause. Instead the ship would be launched with the “old-fashioned” liquid-oxygen-liquid-hydrogen motor until it had reached a height of ten thousand miles above the Earth. Then the atomic motor would take over to provide the ship with the long-sustained acceleration required to build up the necessary velocity.


“You should get to Mars in about two days,” Chris announced calmly. “Not bad, is it?”


The astronauts remembered the many long weeks that such voyages used to take when Mars was first visited. The first ever un-manned probe to the planet had taken half a year to reach its destination. They themselves had spent many weeks on their journey to Mars. This was when astronauts underwent hypothermia to eliminate the strains and boredom of a long journey within the confines of a spaceship. They went through a process of freezing which reduced their vital activity to a mere flicker, until just before reaching their destination they were revived and resumed their duties. Whilst they were frozen the astronauts were oblivious to the passage of time, and consumed no food and very little oxygen. Now with the new atomic motor, they could remain conscious during the much shortened journey.
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