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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 1


THE BRIEFING


‘WILL you remember all that?’ Kerowski asked in a despairing voice.


‘I hope so.’ Kemlo grinned. ‘Most of it, anyway.’


‘We’ve got some funny words in this language.’


‘Why?’


‘Because we’ve just completed two days of what they call a briefing. Yet “brief” means something short—a sort of summing up in a few words of what would otherwise be a long story.’ Kerowski sounded troubled over what was apparently only a small matter. But Kemlo did not laugh at his friend because Kerowski had a very great love of words, and could quote whole chunks of Shakespeare and other famous writers.


‘When you consider how long it has taken to prepare for this expedition to the moon, and how much detail there is in the whole organisation of it, two days seems quite a brief time to me.’


‘True enough,’ Kerowski admitted as the two boys entered the refreshment bay. ‘It’s thirsty work listening to a briefing.’


Both boys climbed on the high stools close to the counter and ordered a large fruit drink each. They were halfway through the drinks when a hand slapped Kerowski on the shoulder, making him splutter over his drink.


‘I shall very probably flatten whoever did that,’ he said threateningly.


‘Hello, Kartin.’ Kemlo greeted the boy who had joined them. ‘How’s Krillie?’


‘He won’t be up for about another week,’ said Kartin. ‘Says he could get up today if the doctor wasn’t such a fusser.’


Kemlo laughed. ‘Krillie just naturally knows more than any doctor,’ he said, referring to his young friend who was recovering from a rather severe bout of tonsillitis. ‘I’m sorry I wasn’t allowed to visit him though.’


‘You want a fruit drink, scrounger?’ Kerowski asked Kartin, who grinned as he nodded in reply.


‘I could go another one,’ said Kemlo, throwing the empty plastic beaker into the waste chute. ‘I’ll pay for them, Kerowski. I know it will break your heart if you do.’


‘That’s libel,’ Kerowski declared. ‘It won’t break my heart at all—it will just make me very unhappy.’


The three boys took their fruit drinks to one of the tables at the side of the refreshment bay and sat down. Kerowski stretched his long legs and yawned mightily.


‘Wish I were Krillie,’ he said. ‘I think I could sleep for a week. It’s all that concentration on the briefing.’


‘I wish I’d had it to do,’ said Kartin. Then he shrugged as he added: ‘Still, we all had our chance to win a place in the expedition. You two just happened to be better than any of the rest of us.’


‘You came very close,’ said Kemlo. ‘I don’t know how I got the marks I did. That exam paper on geophysics just about had me floored.’


‘Rocket engineering and electronics gave me the most trouble,’ said Kerowski.


‘But you did well in latent languages,’ said Kemlo.


‘That’s because Kerowski’s big head is full of languages,’ said Kartin. ‘They ought to take him along anyway, in case they find any messages or meet any people whose language needs interpreting.’


‘Go ahead and sneer,’ said Kerowski casually. ‘You’d look funny if there were no language and no words to speak.’ Then he leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table as he said more seriously: ‘I wonder if there is a universal language for the outer worlds?’


‘How can there be, unless they are all inhabited?’ Kemlo asked.


‘Well, that’s what we don’t know,’ Kartin replied. ‘But there’s really no universal language on Earth, is there? When you think of all the minor planets and galaxies, apart from the Moon, Mars, Saturn, Jupiter or Venus—even if all those were inhabited by some form of creatures like ourselves, that is to say, human beings, there still wouldn’t be any need for a universal language because only Earth-men can travel from one planet to another.’


‘You mean only Earth-men hope they can,’ said Kerowski. ‘We’ve lived up here in the sky on Satellite Belt K all our lives. We were born here. We’re what the Earth-people call the children of space, and yet apart from an odd visit to a breakaway planet and that expedition to Deimos, what do we know of the outer worlds?’


‘But Earth-men have come a long way, even in a century,’ said Kemlo. ‘We have a number of these Satellite Belts moored in the sky and used as space stations for rocket ships and research craft of all sorts, but no-one’s really ever heard of or seen anything from another planet beside Earth.’


‘That’s where we make a mistake,’ said Kerowski. ‘Why does life on another planet have to be the same as ours? There could be little green men with eyes on the tops of their heads and a row of push buttons for a face. It seems to me that all space scientists link everything with what happens on Earth. Mars is millions of years older than Earth. You read back into the history of Earth and you’ll find that millions of years ago it was a pretty poor planet with only funny-looking animals living on it. If Mars is millions of years older, how much more have they progressed?’ He glared defiantly at his friends as he said: ‘For all our cleverness, we just don’t know.’


‘Kerowski, the super scientist,’ said Kartin with a laugh. ‘He knows more than all the brain bonces put together.’


Kerowski ignored the sarcasm.


‘I wish I knew a quarter as much. And I wish some of these scientists could give straight answers to questions.’


‘But they do, don’t they?’ said Kartin.


Kerowski shrugged. ‘They’ll give a sort of answer,’ he replied grudgingly. ‘But they always put in a lot of ifs and buts.’


‘Because they can only answer most questions from theory,’ Kemlo pointed out. ‘Like this expedition to the craters of the moon—they’ve gone as far as they can by observation and with instruments. We’ve got to land there before the theories can be proved correct.’


‘That reminds me.’ Kartin took a pad of plastic writing sheets from his pocket. ‘Krillie was so upset at not being able to ask Kemlo for details to put in his diary that I promised I’d take some notes for him.’


‘Poor Krillie!’ Kemlo laughed softly. ‘He really loves that diary of his.’


‘It’s good for a kid though,’ said Kerowski. ‘Krillie is about the only one in his class who has kept his interest in this diary-writing idea. He must feel a bit lost without Kemlo to tell him things. What does he want to know?’


‘Everything, as usual.’ Kartin smiled. ‘But I promised I’d write down the main points as you told them to me as soon as the briefing was over. Would you do that? Krillie’s feeling rather sorry for himself shut up in the hospital section.’


‘I don’t see why we shouldn’t,’ Kemlo replied, ‘and by going over some of the details we’ll refresh our memories.’


Kerowski nodded. ‘It might help,’ he agreed. ‘Use shorthand, Kartin. You’re a shorthand expert, and you can rewrite it later.’


‘All right,’ said Kartin. ‘I’d better start at the beginning, hadn’t I?’


‘It’s a good idea as a rule,’ Kerowski grunted impatiently.


‘Kartin began to write the word symbols and spoke aloud as he wrote.


‘“The Satellite Belts are space stations moored in the sky just over a thousand miles from Earth.”’


‘Old stuff,’ said Kerowski.


‘Pipe down,’ said Kemlo. ‘Krillie always gives that sort of information at the beginning of every new section of his diary.’


‘“Each Belt is known by a letter of the alphabet,”’ Kartin continued, ‘“and all children born on them have names beginning with the Belt letter. All our names begin with the letter K. The Satellite Belts are so wonderfully designed that they are like small towns. They have large air-conditioned sections for Earth-born men, women and children, and open sections for children like us who can live without space suits.”’


‘Oh, polish it off, Kartin!’ Kerowski grumbled. ‘Krillie can copy that from other sections of his diary.’


‘I suppose we needn’t put much more,’ Kartin agreed. ‘These diaries are made into books and sent down for the Earth-children to read. At one time or another, Krillie’s recorded practically everything about the Satellite Belts and the way we live, so those kids will just have to read some of the previous adventures. No sense in boring them with repetition.’ He poised the slim micropencil above the pad and glanced at Kemlo. ‘Let’s get it down as briefly as we can, and leave Krillie to fill in more details. Where shall we start?’


‘Start by saying that this expedition to the moon is the first attempt at a physical landing,’ Kemlo replied thoughtfully, trying to choose his words in order to put everything simply and clearly, although he knew the subject was so vast that it would be difficult to pick out what information was most important. There have been many research ships sent over the intended landing area of the moon, and from all the information collected by instruments, this expedition has been made ready. The landing area on the moon is known as Sinus Roris. This is a flat surface north of the mountainous area outlining Mare Imbrium.’


‘You’re going ahead of yourself,’ said Kerowski. ‘Krillie will have to record how many ships are going, and why some of us boys are going with them.’


‘All right,’ said Kemlo. ‘Put it like this, Kartin. Satellite Belt K is the senior of the Satellite Belts, and slightly larger than the others. For this reason, two boys have been chosen from K and one from each of three other Belts which are most suitable as take-off stations to the moon. For months the senior technical grade boys have had to sit for a number of exams. On Satellite Belt K the two boys who came out top in those exams had the opportunity to travel in, the rocket flagship of the Moon Expedition. The same sort of exams were held on Belts S, M and T. One boy from each of these Belts will join the ship calling at his space station.’


‘That explains why the boys will be included,’ said Kartin. ‘Now what about the ships?’


‘I don’t think we need to explain the ships in detail,’ Kemlo replied. ‘Krillie can find that out for himself. There will be four rocket ships under the command of Captain Kimball Young, who is known as Captain Kim. There will be a crew of twenty-five in each ship. There’s a fifth ship with a crew of six men. This is the cargo ship which will be left on the moon. The crew of this ship will join the other ships for the return flight.’


As Kemlo hesitated, Kerowski took up the story.


‘The expedition has to be timed almost to an hour,’ he said. ‘There are certain definite times when the landing area conditions on the moon are suitable. The expedition will not stay longer than six weeks. The total time after leaving this Satellite Belt should be about fifty-two days.’


‘I think Krillie can get all the timing details himself,’ said Kemlo.


‘How about take-off and flight?’ Kartin suggested.


‘The rocket ships designed as moonships——’ Kemlo began.


‘We’d better call them moonships from now on, hadn’t we?’ Kartin interrupted.


‘Yes, it might be as well,’ Kemlo agreed. ‘But they’re not like the sleek-looking space ships we’re used to seeing. The flagship is due to arrive tomorrow. We’ve been studying the model, and you never saw anything looking less like a space ship. It’s built first as a great skeleton of girders and bracing bars and retractable legs, with a huge centre shock-absorber landing leg. On top is a large sphere with radar and other equipment sticking out all over, and fastened within the girder framework are long cylinders called the personnel spheres. These are divided into sections and air-conditioned for the crew to live in them.


‘In the centre is another sphere which is split up into two sections containing a power unit for working refrigeration and air-conditioning, and stores and food supplies for at least four times the number of men carried in the personnel spheres. At the base of these are housed the fuel propulsion units, and last of all the banks of rocket motors.’


‘It’s a cumbrous-looking thing, this moonship,’ said Kerowski as Kemlo paused, ‘and it won’t be handled like many of the space ships.’


‘What’s the essential difference?’ Kartin asked.


‘Well, mainly the fact that the pilot of each moonship hasn’t very much to do until he is getting ready to land on the moon,’ Kemlo explained. ‘The moonships are started and corrected in flight by guidance tapes. These are prerecorded tapes which are fed into the automatic pilot. Right from the start, the whole flight path has been mapped out to the finest degree in the orbit of our Satellite Belts. From the point of ignition and through the perigee into the cut-off stage, these guidance tapes control the flight of the ships.


‘We should leave the Belt at something like nine thousand miles an hour and follow a curving flight for about two hundred thousand miles. We reach the centre of ellipse about thirty hours after departure. Full power is needed only between the points of ignition and cut-off. Once we reach the orbit of the moon and become affected by its gravity pull, which is very much less than that of Earth, the pilot takes over from the automatic pilot and, by using all the instruments designed for the purpose, guides his ship down on to the surface of Sinus Roris.’


‘It’s too big,’ said Kartin, making his final notes and returning the pad to his pocket. ‘Krillie will have to find out all the other details himself. He’s got enough to go on here.’


‘And he’ll have more when we come back,’ said Kemlo. ‘I’ll see that he gets all the details.’


‘Optimist!’ Kerowski snorted. ‘No-one’s guaranteed yet that we’re going to get back!’




Chapter 2


THE TAKE-OFF


KEROWSKI had voiced a fear which, despite the now accepted routine of space travel, was ever present. Whether it were the flight of a moonship, or a research ship to Mars, or a survey craft covering a minor galaxy—that one fear persisted.


Few people had doubts as to the science engineers’ ability to reach and land on the moon, or any other planet; but to come back safely was something more chancy. The outer worlds still held mysteries beyond the ken of instruments or human brain.


Theory was too often conflicting in its reports because the theory of Earth-men was based always on Earth values, and what human man understood might well be less than he realised.


Earth-men believed that they were the superior mortals in the Universe, and if they said that life on such and such a planet was impossible, they were speaking only in terms of life as they knew it. Very few admitted there could be life on another planet which was far more advanced than life on Earth.


The great space machines, such as these moonships, were as masterly in design as the Satellite Belts, and almost as foolproof. Very few space ships broke down, and always they withstood the tests and trials of the spaceways in their flights to and from Earth. But for all the marvels of their design and performance, they were merely the carriage Man used in his attempts to discover other worlds. Many times a space ship had been known to land on or make contact with one of the lesser known of the outer worlds, and from that moment had been lost.


Every technical detail recorded by instruments following its flight proved that the ship was mechanically sound. Yet it had been lost in the silent vastness of space—a complete ship in perfect flight order.


So, with such knowledge and experience to guide them, even Kemlo and his friends, who were born to space and its unknown hazards, realised that the danger did not arise so much from the fact of travelling to a planet, or to the moon. It arose from a lack of knowledge of any other and more advanced form of life than that known to Earth-men—a form of life on some planet which defied and defeated the efforts of Man to make him and his ships invincible.


To those who lived in space this was a healthy fear which prevented them from becoming swollen headed and imagining they alone were the masters of the outer worlds.


‘The moon is dead,’ said Kartin, ‘so there will be nothing to stop you getting back.’


‘No arguments,’ said Kerowski with a grin. ‘At least not until we do get back. But just remember—what our brain bonces call “dead” might be life on the moon. All life hasn’t necessarily got a human form and a need for a space suit.’


‘Stop him, Kemlo!’ Kartin pleaded. ‘When Kerowski starts blabbing his pet theories he doesn’t know when to stop.’


‘I’ve stopped,’ Kerowski said cheerfully, and leaned forward as he added: ‘How about us contacting the boys on the other Belts who are going on the expedition?’


‘You mean Sartoma, Malkin and Torren?’ Kemlo asked.


Kerowski nodded. ‘I couldn’t remember their names, but they’re the ones who topped the exams on their Belts. Hope they’ve enjoyed their briefing.’


‘I’ll come with you to the televisor room,’ said Kartin. ‘I’d like to see what they look like.’


‘I’ve met Sartoma,’ said Kemlo. ‘He’s a lively character and the new Captain of Space Scouts of S Belt. Simbo used to be Captain, but he’s left school now. I don’t know Malkin from M Belt, but I’ve heard that Torren is a wizard on languages in the technical grade on T Belt.’


‘Torren!’ Kerowski exclaimed as the three boys made their way toward the televisor room. ‘That’s the bloke who’s always having articles printed in the Satellite Monthly Magazine. He specialises in dead languages.’


‘How do you mean, “dead” languages?’ Kartin asked in a puzzled voice. ‘If you can speak a language it can’t be dead.’


‘That’s what they call languages like Latin and Greek, and some of the ancient tongues of Earth,’ Kemlo explained.


They entered the televisor room, checked with the control hub of the Belt and asked for a direct viewing channel to Satellite Belt S.


In a few moments the S Belt Control answered, and Kemlo asked if he could speak with Sartoma. After a short delay the head and shoulders of a cheerful red-haired boy appeared in the viewing screen.


‘Hi, Kemlo!’ he called. ‘I was going to contact you in a few minutes. Have you had your briefing?’


‘I’ll say we have!’ Kemlo replied. ‘And we’re having a job to remember any of it.’


‘Certainly a lot more details than I expected,’ said Sartoma. ‘Wish we were flying together, the five of us.’


‘So do I,’ Kemlo agreed. ‘But we’re going to bunk together when we reach the moon, anyway. Now here’s Kerowski, who is coming with me—and Kartin, another friend of ours who won’t be coming but wishes he were.’


The introductions were effected and conversation became general until Sartoma suggested that he should contact M Belt, and later T Belt, so that they could link up with the other two boys who were included in the expedition, namely Malkin and Torren.


By the end of an hour all the boys had linked up with one another through the televisor screens and discussed their own particular feelings during this time while they were waiting for the moonships to arrive at their respective space stations.


After this lively and interesting session, Kemlo and Kerowski spent the evening with their parents, and, of course, had to listen to much advice on a variety of subjects.


Kemlo’s father was one of the senior technicians of Satellite Belt K, and he was anxious that Kemlo should remember the safety rules governing an expedition and landing such as this. But Kemlo’s mother was more concerned with the fact that he should wear sufficient clothing and have proper food and rest.


Despite these parental lectures, the evening was a happy and satisfying one, for after a time other parents and their children joined Kemlo and his parents in the lofty meeting-lounge of the open section, and he and Kerowski were the centre of considerable discussion.


Everyone on the Satellite Belt was extraordinarily interested in what might well prove to be an historical expedition. The older people remembered how many years of preparation had gone into the planning and research which had been necessary even before the great moonships could be built.


These older and more cautious members of the Satellite Belt community were inclined to be a little pessimistic, even though they knew that everything possible had been done to minimise danger. Their opinions, however, were offset by the general optimism and enthusiasm of the younger grown-ups, and, of course, the exuberance of the children who, being born to the era of space dwelling and routine space travel, accepted the proposed flight to the moon as something quite normal but, nevertheless, exciting.
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