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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


Across the ochre wastes of Mars, those endless deserts with their arid watercourses, stirred a soft, cool breeze. It had the touch of death in it—thin, cruel, and utterly final.


Yet, though mighty civilisations had probably perished on Mars into Saharas of ferrous oxide and granulated rock, one beautiful creature still lived there—the Martian moth. Apparently it was not very prolific, for in all the time that Max and Eva Harborn had been upon the red planet—the first explorers to cross the 40-million mile gulf, they had seen only six of the great moths.


Two of them in particular remained very close to the space ship most of the time, possibly curious regarding the strangers from another planet. It was their very tameness which gave Max Harborn the idea of taking them back to Earth.


“After all, why not?” he asked his wife, a few hours before they were due to start the return trip to Earth. “We came here to get samples of everything we could find—rocks, sand, vegetation if any, and atmosphere. So why not living specimens? The only life there seems to be on this dying world.”


“Why not, indeed?” Eva Harborn agreed, and for a moment she and her husband stood beside the space machine’s bellying exterior and studied the two moths fluttering in the weak sunlight a few feet away.


The two Earth folk were still young—not yet out of their twenties—and reasonably good-looking. The space machine was not their invention: it was the product of an engineer by the name of Holt Laycross who, unfortunately, had died before seeing his creation under test. So to Max and Eva Harborn, renowned stratosphere jet pilots, had fallen the task of hurling the jet-projectile through space—and they had succeeded by pooling their daring and skill.


Eva was blonde, and plump in build, whilst her husband was dark and lean-jawed with an easy-going smile and the brow of a thinker. Both of them were general scientists with specific ability in astrophysics—which was why they had not enough specialised knowledge to know whether the Martian moths represented the actual life of the red planet, or whether they just fell into the usual order of lepidoptera.


“Anyhow,” Max said, as the moths fluttered nearer, “no harm in transplanting them back to home. They’ll have all the expert entomologists by the ears for beauty alone.”


Eva contemplated them. They had bodies four inches long, striped wasp-fashion in amber and scarlet, whilst their wing span was a good six inches, the wings themselves being ebony black. When the insects perched with wings folded, this gave them the appearance of tiny figures with black shawls wrapped about their shoulders.


“Are they moths or butterflies?” Eva asked finally. “I can’t tell the difference.”


“Moths!” Max was quite firm. “They haven’t got knotted antennae, which they would have if they were butterflies.”


“Then why do they appear by day? Moths—on Earth anyway—are nocturnal, and butterflies diurnal. One thing contradicts the other here.”


“Naturally they won’t be identical in habits to the Earth lepidoptera,” Max decided, shrugging. “These insects show up at night as well as day. Remember we noticed them the first night we spent here, with their eyes glowing, just like the Death’s Head moth back on Earth?”


Eva nodded slowly as she remembered, then as her husband motioned she crept back with him into the space ship, so they would not disturb the now settled insects; and presently they reappeared each with a gigantic butterfly-net.


In the ordinary way the moths would probably have escaped, but Eva and Max could leap enormous distances in the slight gravity of Mars, and on top of this both were young and agile. In a matter of minutes Max had “bagged” one moth and very soon after Eva snared the other.


“Not that I like doing it,” she confessed regarding the magnificent, weakly fluttering insects snared in the nets. “I think all wild things should be left free and that all zoos should be blown up—but since we’re supposed to be interplanetary explorers, I suppose we’d fail in our duty if we didn’t take them for examination.


“I wonder,” she added, when the airlock had been gained, “what they feed on? Far as I’ve seen there isn’t a single edible thing on the whole of Mars. Unless they live on sand, or air.”


“That’s a point, Eva, and a vital one.” Max stood thinking for a moment. “We can’t let them die on the way back home. Better get some sand and put it in the storage chamber with them—and we’ll also take a round trip of Mars before starting for home to see if there’s any vegetation we can dig up for them.”


So the moths were taken into the storage hold and there released. They fluttered in the dim lighting but made no attempt to escape as Max and the girl retreated cautiously and closed the door, making sure the shield at the base of it was flush with the floor so the insects could not escape under the edge.


“Not that it would matter,” Max said, returning to the control room. “They could only fly about the ship—but it’s better they stay put whilst we’re on our way. Now, let’s have a trip around this graveyard …”


Together they went through the itemised list of the samples they had obtained on the red planet, and also made a final check on their notes concerning atmospheric density, humidity and gravitation. When they were satisfied, Eva firmly secured the airlock. In another moment Max had the power plant in operation and the normal flying gear with which the vessel was equipped came into use.


Travelling at about two hundred miles an hour through the almost airless heights of the cloudless planet, Max kept a close watch on the deserts below while Eva surveyed from a rear window in case he missed anything.


But in no direction did anything unusual relieve the monotony. Deserts, deserts, and more deserts, all of the same ochre colour, without the merest sign of crumbled colonnades or eroded terraces which might have bespoken a one-time civilisation. Even the watercourses were dry, and the vegetation which had once lined them was nothing but chips and dust drifting occasionally in the thin wind.


“Nice, cheery sort of place,” Max commented at length. “I know quite a few astronomers back home who are going to be disgusted when they learn that the vaunted ‘canals of Mars’ are nothing but trenches edged with broken sticks.”


“Surely there must have been a civilisation at some time, though,” Eva said thoughtfully, her eyes following a dead watercourse until it vanished over the horizon. “Only intelligent beings could have gouged these watercourses, probably still some water is left at the Poles.”


But here again the testimony of Earthly astronomy proved wrong, for the so-called “icecaps” of Mars were actually only areas of lighter coloured sand, narrowing and expanding according to the seasonal winds, and not, as astronomers had so often stated, because the Martian polar oceans were freezing or thawing.


“No water,” Max said finally, as the space machine flew onwards to the night side of Mars. “Mars is dead. So what the moths feed on has me licked. Must be sand after all. Could be, I suppose, when you consider how Earth cattle eat grass. I only hope the months don’t die on the way home.”


To fly onwards into the Martian night was a complete waste of time, so Max switched on the jets, retracted the flying gear, and turned the vessel’s nose skywards. With an ever-mounting scream and a deadening pressure, the machine swept outwards from Mars and into the void, finally coming from the planet’s shadow into the naked blaze of the sun. The return journey across the infinite was well under way again—and as before Max took it in turns with his wife to sit at the controls.


Several times during the 120-hour trip they peeped in the storage-hold, to find the moths still alive, but with the pile of sand noticeably lower. The only answer was that they evidently did eat sand and existed entirely without water, unless their complex organism was such that they could extract all the moisture they needed from the air itself.


Whatever the explanation the two months were still very much alive when the space machine touched down at the Central London spaceport at the close of its epoch-making journey; and for the time being, in the turmoil which followed, Max and Eva completely forgot the moths, the various samples, and everything else. They were wined and dined by the Government, the Air Force, and the newly-formed World Interplanetary Association. Space, so far, had never been flown—and to have reached Mars and returned safely was an amazing achievement. For nearly a week the world’s Press and news services were full of the great Martian Expedition, and Max and Eva found themselves the idols of the world, and the possessors of countless money cheques in appreciation of their endeavours.


Then at last the clamour began to die down. The space ship was divested of its various samples, which were taken to the Physical Laboratories for analysis; and the moths were transferred to a special cage and then removed to Max and Eva’s country home in Surrey.


Here, just over a week after their return to Earth, they showed the moths for the first time to an expert—Morton Stone, one of the greatest British entomologists. With lens and forceps he examined each insect, Eva wincing as she watched him. But for all his apparently ruthless behaviour with the forceps he never once injured them, and eventually returned them unharmed to their cage of glass and plastic net.


“Very extraordinary specimens,” he said, musing. “They can hardly be classed in the same order as our own lepidoptera. Their digestive organs, for one thing, are utterly foreign to anything I have ever seen, and unlike the moths with which we are familiar, these are active both by day and night. Intelligent? No, I don’t think so. Do they represent a form of Martian life? Obviously yes, but they are not, and have not descended from, a higher form of life. In a word, they are not members of a Martian race of intellectuals.”


“We rather hoped they would be,” Max said, disappointed. “On the whole of Mars we could not find a trace of life of the human type, or the remains of any cities; that was why we thought these insects might be the remains of high Martian life. Obviously we were wrong … What do they eat? Can you tell us that?”


“Sand, apparently. It contains many mineral salts which are unusual to Earth, according to the analysts’ chart which I have seen. The point is, what will the moths do when the sand supply is exhausted?”


Max shrugged. “Die, I suppose. A pity, but we can’t give them what we haven’t got, and we’re certainly not going to fly forty million miles for sand!”


Which seemed to bring the subject to and end—or almost. The next callers were the film and television people, who concentrated on the moths until their appearance was known throughout the length and breadth of the globe. Then, apart from the scientific circles who liked to brood over such things the moths from Mars dropped from public awareness and fluttered about their cage, never appearing to sleep for any length of time. Occasionally entomologists came, viewed the months, went into raptures, and then went again.


Max himself had so many matters on his mind following the Martian trip that he scarcely had the time to think of the moths. They were an accepted part of the outhouse which was used as a laboratory-workshop, and nothing more. He had his normal work as a stratosphere test pilot to attend to, and was also much in demand for information as a Space Corporation was organised.


Eva, in a lesser way, was also busy with her profession as a test pilot, and to her literary mind had fallen the task of detailing the adventure on Mars—but now and again her thoughts wandered to the moths within their narrow prison, and at these times her pity for creatures in captivity nearly got the better of her.


Finally, about a month after the return from Mars, at a period when the Martian sand on which the moths seemed to exist was nearly running out, Eva could stand it no more. Quite deliberately she went into the workshop one evening when Max was at an interplanetary conference, and opened the door of the cage.


The moths hesitated, as though unable to credit that there was a way of escape at last—then with ebony wings outspread they swept through the narrow opening and into the workshop. Eva watched them, smiling, and after a few circuits they disappeared through the main doorway into the house regions. She wandered slowly after them, saw them circling at the top of the staircase, and so she returned into the “den” to continue with her narrative of the Martian expedition.


Her work absorbed her so much that she forgot the insects until towards ten-thirty, and when she went about the house to look for them they had disappeared. Their point of exit finally became obvious. The door of the bathroom, and the window, were both open. Presumably they had escaped.


It was when Max’s key rattled in the front door lock that Eva realised she would have some explaining to do. Not that she was afraid of Max—they were too devoted for that—but it was most unlikely that he would agree with her that all wild creatures should be free.


Eva found him in a fairly tractable mood, though bored after the interplanetary conference.


“Talk, talk, talk!” He threw up his hands in despair as he settled in the chair for supper. “If we ever form an interplanetary corporation I’ll be the most surprised man in the world. In any case they’re going about it the wrong way. What’s the use of forming a corporation until you know what you’re doing? Just what use will it be to fly people to Mars when they can’t live there? Nobody will be interested in a dead world.”


“Novelty, dearest—novelty,” Eva explained, smiling. “For a time business with space travel will boom, then it will fall off as sensible problems have to be grappled with. There can’t be a proper organisation until all the planets are explored and their possibilities opened up, which will probably mean plenty of work for us before we’re finished.”


“If at the same financial return as before I shan’t grumble, and neither will you,” Max grinned. Then, after eating for a while he changed the subject. “I ran into Morton Stone at the conference, by the way. Remember? The entomologist? He’s keen on being in on the ground floor when interplanetary flight is definitely established.”


“I can imagine,” Eva said.


“He hasn’t forgotten those moths, either. Seems he’s made a study of the X-ray plates which various photographers took after his visit. I didn’t know it, but both those moths are fully developed adults and have evolved from something way back which was much inferior. More plainly, they represent the highest form a species of lepidoptera can reach. They also have sexes. One was male and the other female.”


“Think of that,” Eva murmured, uncomfortably.


“I’ve been wondering about a proposition Stone put to me,” Max continued. “He offered me twenty thousand pounds per moth out of the funds of the Entomology Institute for exclusive possession of the moths. Sounds a preposterous sum for a moth—forty thousand for the two—but after all they do belong to another world. I expect the Institute would get the money back by holding an exhibition. I don’t quite know what to do. We’re not desperately in need of money, and I like to keep specimens by me; but on the other hand if we can’t feed the insects, what then? I rather thought we might let Stone take that responsibility and clean up forty thousand whilst we can.”


“But—but are the moths our property, Max? Don’t they belong to science as a whole? To the Interplanetary Association, for instance?”


“Not a bit of it. The same law as that applying to treasure and salvage operates. We discovered them and they are ours. In any case no laws of interplanetary conduct have been formulated … Yes, I think we might as well sell. I’ll ask Stone to come over and collect the insects tonight.”


Nodding to himself, Max continued more hurriedly with his meal. Eva had become suddenly disinclined for hers and was gazing vacantly in front of her. Presently Max noticed.


“Anything the matter, dear? You’re looking worried.”


“Oh, am I?” She smiled uneasily. As a matter of fact I was just wondering how much it would take to turn you into a wife-beater.”


“What! For the love of Mike, Eva, what are you talking about?”


“I am trying,” she answered tautly, “to summon up enough nerve to tell you that I released both the moths this evening, and where they are now I just don’t know.”


Max dropped his fork with a clatter on to his plate. “You—you what?”


“I let them go. I couldn’t stand seeing them captive any longer. You remember how I once got into an awful row with your mother for letting her pet canary go free? Well, Well, the same sort of urge came over me tonight. I couldn’t resist it.”


Max got slowly to his feet.


“Do you mean to tell me that you threw forty thousand pounds away just like that? Because of some crazy, sentimental streak?”


“I didn’t know about the forty thousand then. All I saw was those two moths imprisoned until they died. Then I thought of the Great Martian wastes to which they were accustomed and—well, I couldn’t stand it. I let them go.”


This time Max did not say anything, but his face turned a slightly deeper red. Hands pushed in his trousers pockets he mooched away from the table. Eva’s eyes followed his movements.


“I’m dreadfully sorry, Max,” she said at last, and then he swung on her.


“Of all the damfool things to do! You have some scientific knowledge! Surely you know that living specimens brought from Mars ought never to have been allowed to go free. I’m not worrying about money, but two of the rarest moths from another world may finish up pinned to some small boy’s cardboard sheet as part of his collection! Dead, Stone won’t give a cent for them.”


“We can advertise,” Eva suggested. “They’re so unusual they can’t fail to be identified, and everybody knows what they look like from the publicity they got.”
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