



[image: Cover Image]





THE NEW SATELLITE


John Russell Fearn
writing as
Vargo Statten


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






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


The Great Earthquake of February 9th, 1970, began at exactly 3.10 p.m., and persisted, unlike all earthquakes before it, for twenty-eight minutes. In that time Earth rocked and swayed as though it were a rubber ball at the end of an elastic. Thanks to the mighty construction of modern cities, the damage was not as severe as it would otherwise have been, but even so, the death roll was high. When the upheaval ceased there was not the usual second ’quake of less force—only a vast and perplexing stillness with all trace of disturbance completely gone.


This, evidently, had been no normal earthquake. In every part of the world, even in zones considered to be immune, the monstrous swaying had occurred. Oceans had spilled over like agitated bowls of water; less strongly constructed towns had flattened like packs of cards. Fire, shattered communications, floods, and then vast tempests whipped and lashed around the world. It was February 18th before the last echoes of the disaster began to die away and the survivors could take stock.


At least a good deal was saved. The astronomers had seen it coming and, though not entirely sure of what would happen, they had done their best to advise the various Governments of the world that a violent earthquake was possible at any time.


The first clue had been found on top of Mount Wilson in California. Here there existed the mighty 900-inch telescope-reflector, largest in the world and twice as powerful as earlier instruments. Here, in the main observatory, it had been noted — and thence radioed throughout the world — that Mercury, the planet nearest the sun, had turned mysteriously red and then cracked up. It was upon his dissolution, a strange and inexplicable thing, that the possibility of a violent earthquake, due to changing equilibrium, had been urgently transmitted to all Governments and the public at large. And now, a fortnight later, the two Mount Wilson scientists who had been the first to foretell disaster, were again giving the heavens a routine check-up.


There was no doubt about one thing now: Mercury had entirely disappeared. The dead, erratic little world which had normally spun in an eccentric orbit 35-million miles from the sun, was no more.


“Which confirms our beliefs when we saw signs of him breaking up after first turning red,” commented Dr. Willoughby, curator of the Observatory, thoughtfully.


“What do you suppose made him smash up like that?” asked his fellow astronomer, frowning. “Quite a remarkable thing, and certainly one that never happened before in our System, anyway.”


“Worlds die,” Willoughby answered. “It just happened. I can’t see any other explanation.”


None the less the matter of the break-up had plunged him into profound speculations. He went across to his notebook and examined it thoughtfully. Garside, his companion, again adjusted the controls of the reflector and studied the screen which filled practically all the enormous observatory floor. In fact, the screen resembled a small lake, its surface made of dustless, highly polished atomercury. It gave the maximum of detail with the minimum of eye-hurting brilliance. And at the moment it revealed the starry infinities.


“There is no doubt,” Willoughby said, glancing up from his spot-lit notes, “that the disappearance of Mercury caused the great earthquake. Though by no means a large body it was of sufficient mass to cause a change in balance throughout the entire Solar System. Presumably every planet in the System suffered in the same way … We can soon find out.”


And thereupon, with their delicate instruments, the two astronomers set to work to chart the behaviour of all the worlds in the System, from Venus to farthest Pluto — and before their night’s spell of duty was through they had discovered enough to satisfy them that every planet was displaced from its former position in the scheme of things. The disappearance of Mercury had undoubtedly created a new balance, which fact was confirmed by all scientific bodies as a whole.


The public, when the information was received, was more irritated than satisfied. With half civilisation in ruins and hardly a man or woman not mourning somebody, a few cold facts and figures were not much consolation — but they had to suffice, for the scientists had passed on to the greater problem of why Mercury had disappeared. Here was something likely to keep every astronomer busy for a long time to come. Presumably the shattered planet had been drawn into the sun, being so close to it, but since Mercury had been in its crazy orbit for immemorial time why had it suddenly split up and then disappeared? Every scientist gave this a good deal of thought, and not only scientists. Chief-Pilot Frank Hurst, for instance, of the Transatlantic Air Mail, found a good deal in the mystery to absorb him.


Hurst had probably more reason than most “ordinary” men to speculate on the problem of Mercury’s departure since astronomy was his hobby, and in the many hours of flying he was forced to make he had the chance to sit and think a good deal. Also he was not earthbound, and from his lofty perch in the skies could view the heavens unhindered.


“I have the idea it has something to do with the colouring,” he commented. “Maybe the astronomers have thought of that too, though I haven’t heard any of them mention it.”


This observation, without the ghost of a build-up, made co-pilot Dick Meredith glance from his charts in surprise. As usual, he and Frank Hurst were at the controls of their machine, hurtling through the night with the Anglo-American mail.


“Come again,” Dick Meredith invited, and gave his instruments a routine check-up.


Frank was gazing into the night. “The colour,” he repeated, musing.


“Yes, I know. That’s what you said before — but I haven’t the vaguest idea what you’re talking about. However, if it relieves you to talk, don’t mind me.”


There was an interval, the massive motors of the ’plane droning rhythmically. Frank still kept on gazing through the bowed outlook window, and finally he nodded his head to the view outside.


“I’m talking about the moon,” he explained. “Look at it! When did you last see a moon like that?”


More out of politeness than anything else Dick Meredith took a glance. His interest in astronomy did not extend beyond the limits required for his job: certainly he would never have taken a second glance at the sky in the ordinary way. This time, however, he did notice that the moon was changed from its normal white brilliance with black streaks and spots. For some reason it had turned red, just as if it were blushing.


“Look at it!” Frank insisted. “Red as a harvest moon, and in the middle of February. Up here at this height it ought to be silver — No heat-vibrations interfering as there are with the September moon seen from the ground. And look at the lunar surface! Cracked from pole to pole with zig-zag lines … I’ll swear that red colour has something to do with it. The moon’s never looked like that before in all its history.”


“Just as though it’s in the midst of an eclipse,” Dick responded. “That turns it coppery-red — umbra shadow. Do you suppose the scientists have slipped up and missed a lunar eclipse in their calculations?”


“I don’t suppose anything so crazy. And that isn’t the same shade as an eclipse either.”


“Only explanation can be the one I heard put out on the news-casts this morning,” Dick decided. “Some of the high-up astronomers say that the blood-red colour of the moon is due to dust in the higher atmosphere caused by the volcanic eruptions which accompanied the Great Earthquake. What they neglect to mention is that the sun ought to look the same shade by day — only it doesn’t. Probably a story put out to please the public while they hunt for the right answer.”


“Could be,” Frank agreed; then he added sourly: “Dust be damned! Look at the distant stars! White and brilliant as ever. They too would be the same colour if a dust-veil were the cause.”


“Mmmm—I suppose so.” Dick stifled a slight yawn—a yawn begotten of monotony, in fact. He didn’t pursue the subject of the blushing moon any further because he had exhausted the subject. Besides, it demanded mental effort, and Dick preferred comfort. In contrast to the angular-featured Frank with his keen intelligence, Dick was a heavy-built young man of twenty-eight, round-faced and cushion-chinned.


“I think you’re making a mountain out of a moonhill,” he misquoted at length, squinting again at the moon. “I don’t want to find fault with your superior brain, but wouldn’t a sudden deposit of copper dust from outer space onto the moon’s surface cause just that reddish colour?”


“I suppose so — but it wouldn’t account for the cracks and chasms which are gaping in the surface. Here, two hundred and forty thousand miles away, they only look like lines — but in actuality they must be far bigger than the Grand Canyon.”


“All of which adds up to what?”


“Well, I –” Frank broke off and glanced around sharply as the emergency radio, always set ready for action apart from the normal apparatus, burst into sudden life.


“Attention all listeners! Attention! Warning has been received from the world’s observatories that the Moon is in a state of advanced disintegration and might at any moment break up. Take cover, underground wherever possible. All ships will return to port and all aircraft to their nearest station — immediately.”


“Can’t take his word for it about returning to base,” Frank said briefly, his brows knitted. “See what they say at the base, will you?”


Dick nodded and switched on. He hardly had time to identify himself before base headquarters answered: “Come in as fast as you can.”


“Evidently something in it,” Frank said, with another glance at the sky. “Do you remember the scientists reporting that, according to their colour plates Mercury turned a vivid red before breaking up? Now the moon is the same colour and apparently it too is going to disintegrate. There’ll be some real fun when it does! Then take Mars. Also red, with black streaks, but of course he’s been like that for ages. Then there’s Jupiter with a Red Spot eighteen hundred miles across. All of which seems to add up to something mighty unpleasant.”


Dick did not make any comment. He cast one glance at the sinister moon and then returned his attention to his instruments.


Outside, the winter darkness was alleviated only by the glow of the satellite. Below, the British Isles were commencing to come into view, sprawled in spotted light amidst the woolly grey which was the Atlantic. The night was fine and clear with a tinge of frost. On the beam signal the “Come In” light was quivering on the vertical bar.


“Look, Dick. I’ve worked out a theory——” Frank was speaking again, so Dick glanced at him. “I’d like to try it out on you to see how it sounds.”


“Sure thing, but don’t expect brilliant answers. The thought of the moon breaking up has me worried. Anyway, I don’t go for science in a big way like you do.”


“Which is one reason why I’m choosing you. If you can understand what I mean then maybe there’s something in it I think, to put it briefly, that the change in colour is the forerunner of actual collapse. Didn’t you notice the Atlantic as we crossed it during the daylight hours? There was a coppery flush over the water’s surface.”


“There was? I’m afraid it looked like the same old grey drink to me.”


“It was there and I saw it,” Frank stated dogmatically. “In fact you can see the effect on the land even now—— Look at the British Isles there! The lights are orange, not white. Same with the directional beam showing us the position of the airport.”


Dick peered below and then turned again.


“Yes, I can see it, but it could be denser air or a fog belt—— For heaven’s sake, man, stop worrying!” he broke off. “Aren’t things bad enough when we’re told the moon may crack up at any moment without you hunting for further headaches? We have——”


He broke off, glancing upwards in alarm. Suddenly everywhere outside had become filled with quivering, wavering shadows and the starry sky was splashed with multicoloured lights.


“It’s come!” Frank cried hoarsely, staring through the port. “The moon’s cracked up!”


There was no doubt about it. Vast chasms in the moon’s face had now split into widening canyons of darkness as the solid portions shot away from each other and revealed the total dark of the void behind. Soundlessly, mighty masses hurtled outwards into space. Several of them, all shining by the reflected light of the unseen sun, immediately increased in size as they were drawn by Earth’s attraction. Down below the ’plane the sea and landscape were a confused pattern of changing lights and zig-zagging shadows.


“Speed!” Frank gasped. “It’s our only chance!”


He slammed in the power levers and the droning motors increased their noise still further, being flogged to a limit which Frank, in the normal way, took good care to avoid. With a tremendous surge the ’plane hurtled through the incredible scummy sky; but no more than twenty miles were covered before the first effects of the lunar disintegration began to become evident. Colossal air disturbances and gravitational shifts caught the flyer in an atmospheric tidal wave and flung it through a tempest which had suddenly come screaming down from the upper heights.


In a matter of seconds the calm frostiness of the February night had gone. Instead there was a cyclone of ever-increasing fury and a battering onslaught of rain which swilled against the observation windows. Lightning whiplashed through the tempest, playing viciously upon the flyer’s metalwork. Nor was it all lightning. Balls of fire occasionally flashed out of the murk, and they could not be anything else but meteorites, the first riven chunks of the shattered satellite.


Frank clung to the controls as the aircraft pitched crazily. His face was set and sweating. He stared fixedly through an observation window now nearly opaque with lashing rain.


Dick switched on the radio. The voice which came through was warped and reedy with violent static interference.


“Repeating warning! All aircraft return to base immediately! Attention all——”


Dick switched off. The voice had been coming from London airport, towards which they were trying to head. Struck by a thought Dick switched on again and swung the tuner so that he combed Earth in a medley of stations, most of them having abandoned their normal programmes and instead issuing frantic exhortations to the populace to seek shelter. French, Italian, German, Russian, American—issuing the same order—“Take cover!”


“Pretty bad,” Dick commented, switching off. “They haven’t been slow to realise what’s happened which is one good thing.”


“Pity if they couldn’t after being given warning,” Frank muttered, busy with the controls.


He was, at this moment, measuring seconds to eternity. This blind flying, for the instruments were haywire in the electrical disturbances, led straight to destruction if he made one miscalculation. All he could rely on with his skill as a pilot and his knowledge of the immediate surroundings. He had come down to London airport in all kinds of weather and knew every inch of the route. If ever there was a time when he must prove it it was now.


Finishing the final hop to London airport was like running the gauntlet of a super-blitz. Small and large rocks were hurtling through the air as sizzling pieces of incandescence. That none hit the ’plane was not a miracle, since compared to the emptiness around it it was like a fly in the midst of a ballroom, and just as difficult to strike at random.


Below, through the whirling confusion as the machine dropped ever lower, there were transient glimpses of towns in flames, or the livid flashings of massive explosions as meteorites dropped with terrific impact. Just what kind of a hell was raging down there the two pilots could only hazard. They could not imagine anything much worse than the sudden white-hot avalanche from the raging sky.


Then, at long last, there emerged from the blurred confusion the flare paths of the London airport which, so far, had evidently survived. With difficulty Frank brought the ’plane down whilst Dick fumbled with the cabin door. He snapped it open and a screaming wind with drenching rain came sweeping into the control room.


Together, heads bent against the tempest, the two men floundered across the water-sodden runway to the base building. Officers, radio operators, navigators, pilots—all turned expectantly as the two men tumbled into the great briefing room amidst a deluge of raindrops. Dick pressed his ponderous bulk against the door and with a constrained effort managed to close it. Abruptly, with the scream of the hurricane shut out, everything seemed intensely quiet.


“Well, you made it,” commented the chief operator at length—and he gave a grim nod as he spoke towards the giant official television screen.


Wiping the rain from their faces and loosening their flying jackets, Frank and Dick studied the screens intently, finally standing appalled at the vision flashing in succession to them as the operator changed the wave-lengths. In relentless parade were views of cities, chiefly in Britain and America. On the other side of the Atlantic, Columbus, Louisville, and Minneapolis were all flaming, crumbling ruin. In Europe, Paris, Berlin, and Moscow were filled with surging, half demented people fleeing from the terror of devouring fire and crashing meteorites.
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