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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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The debate which had been going on in the tall glass building of the United Nations Organization in New York reminded older delegates of the fierce discussion that used to take place in the late fifties and early sixties. Then U.N.O. had been divided between East and West—between Soviet Russia and her allies on the one hand, and America, Britain and the countries of western Europe on the other. Now the division was between the scientists of the various delegations, quite irrespective of their nationalities. Once the interminable wrangles had been political. Now they were about the next steps to be taken in the exploration of the Universe.


There was a large body of opinion in favour of consolidating Man’s precarious hold on the Moon before proceeding further. But other delegates believed that Man should waste no time in probing the mysteries of other planets. The Moon, they argued, could be left to routine exploration.


In the end, as usually happens, there was a compromise. While the long discussion went on, a lunar base had in fact been established. After the first short stay on the Moon by four young men some time before, a permanent station had been set up there with a regular rocket service to carry materials and relief personnel. U.N.O.’s decision was to expand this lunar base and to use it not only for surface work but as the headquarters for further space exploration. Both sides were satisfied.


To carry this decision out would mean a considerable enlargement of the base to turn it into a miniature replica of one of the great rocket stations on Earth. This made the “moon-firsters” happy, for the vast accumulation of stores and men would permit the rapid expansion of lunar exploration. It also pleased the “planet-firsters”, for here was a jumping-off ground that had many advantages over a terrestrial one. So much more could be done with a space probe, launched under the low gravity of the Moon, than could be achieved with a rocket which had to fight against Earth’s much stronger pull. It would be possible for the planetary rocket to carry ample supplies of fuel, enough to touch down on its objective and then return to base.


A special agency of the United Nations, developed from the co-operation of Britain, America and Russia in previous ventures, had been set up. Like all other organs of U.N.O., it had a popular name derived from its full title. The Universal Exploration Agency was known, inevitably, as Unexa.


Of course, the first task of Unexa had been to plan and supervise the setting up of the permanent lunar base. It had been busily engaged on this while its parent body had been preoccupied in deciding the next step. And when agreement was finally reached work on the base was already well advanced.


“When’s your next spell at Lunaville?” Chris Godfrey asked his companion. The name he used for the base was the popular title of Man’s first permanent foothold beyond his own planet. The two young men who sat drinking their coffee together had spent several tours of duty on Earth’s satellite. Indeed, they were the first two human beings ever to have set foot on that strange world. Chris Godfrey, a brilliant young British physicist, had won fame by his previous rocket flights. And so had his friend—and former rival—Serge Smyslov.


“I don’t know,” Serge answered in perfect English. “As a matter of fact I’m a bit puzzled about it. I was due for another tour of duty in a fortnight’s time, but yesterday I was told it was cancelled. Apparently I’m needed for something else.”


“That’s funny,” Chris said. “I’m on the tour following yours but my duty’s been cancelled, too. Now I’m waiting to hear why. Any ideas?”


“No,” Serge replied slowly, “though there is a rumour going round about a manned flight to Venus. I wonder if it’s anything to do with that.”


“We ought to know soon,” said Chris. “Unexa won’t leave us at a loose end for long.” He paused. “Any news of Morrey lately?”


Morrey was their American friend Morrison Kant, the third member of the team which had established the first temporary base on the Moon.


“Not for over a month. He’d just come back from a spell up there and was going home on leave. I expect he’s been too busy fishing and sailing that boat of his to write.”


“You’re darned right, I have,” a cheerful American voice sounded behind them. Chris and Serge jumped as if they’d been shot, for standing not a couple of feet away was the very friend about whom they’d been talking. The first shock of surprise over, they welcomed him warmly and ordered more coffee all round.


“By all that’s wonderful, what’s brought you here?” Chris asked.


“Don’t know,” Morrey grinned. “Had my marching orders a couple of days ago—told to report here—and that’s all.”


“There must be something—what you say?—cooking,” Serge ventured.


“Seems like it. Anyway, let’s not worry about it now. Tell us what you’ve been up to,” urged Chris.


The three young men talked eagerly together, exchanging accounts of adventures on Earth and on the Moon. And, in particular, they speculated and theorized about the mysterious grey lunar mist that had so nearly killed them but which, by now, seemed to have been brought by their successors under some sort of control. Was it permanent control, they wondered, or might it break loose again in some new and more dangerous form?


To their great regret, Unexa hadn’t allowed them to be on duty at the lunar base together for some time, so more than a year had gone by since their last opportunity to have a get-together.


When they had finished swapping news about themselves they talked about people whom they all knew. There was Sir Leo Frayling—dead now—that strange and brilliant man whom they’d hated and admired, the man who had organized the first human journeys into space. Then Sir George Benson, Christopher’s great friend, who was Director of Unexa. Sir George, still thought of by Chris as Uncle George, had been in charge of the great rocket range at Woomera. Now that Unexa had taken over the manufacture and firing of all rockets, it had also assumed control of all firing stations, and Benson, with an Australian and a Russian as deputies, had the responsibility of carrying out the decisions of the special agency.


Whiskers Greatrex was another great friend. Now retired, he’d been a Wing Commander in the Royal Air Force and, as a young pilot, had been one of the heroes of the Battle of Britain. His most noticeable feature, and the one which gave him his nickname, was a huge ginger moustache—a treasured relic of those exciting and dangerous war days. Whiskers had been closely associated with them all during preparations for past adventures. Now—that famous facial adornment a little tinged with grey—he’d retired from active service, though he still kept in touch with his friends. His boisterous good humour endeared him to them all.


The café where the three friends had met was one they had often been to in the past. It was not far from the Royal Air Force Establishment at Farnborough—the organization which had played such a vital part first in aeronautics and then in astronautics. It was here that they had drunk gallons of coffee while preparing for their first lunar flights. The café had many memories for them.


“Did you know you’d find us here?” Chris asked the American.


“No,” Morrey answered. “All I knew was that I’d to turn up sometime today at Farnborough. I dumped my kit and strolled along here automatically.”


“So none of us know what we’re here for—or even that the others would be here, too,” Serge summed up.


“That’s about it,” agreed Morrey and Chris. The American went on. “But don’t let’s worry about it now. Something’s bound to break tomorrow.”


The telephone bell was ringing. Chris opened his eyes and reached for the instrument beside his bed.


“Godfrey here,” he yawned.


“Mr. Godfrey. I’ve a message from the Air Commodore,” the operator’s voice said. “Sir George Benson has just arrived and would like you, Mr. Smyslov and Mr. Kant to join him at breakfast in one hour. Will you let the others know, sir, or shall I call their rooms?”


At the mention of Uncle George’s name Chris had shot up in bed, all feeling of sleepiness now vanished.


“No, I’ll call them,” he answered, and replaced the receiver.


In a flash, without waiting even to put on a dressing-gown, Chris bounded off to rouse his friends. Soon they were discussing the coming meeting with Sir George, for they all felt that the reason for their mysterious calling together would be revealed. This agreed, each returned to his room and in double-quick time was ready for the great moment. Indeed they were so quick that they had to wait nearly half an hour before the man they were so anxious to meet appeared in the canteen with the Air Commodore.


Benson shook hands warmly with the three young men, especially with Chris, for whom he felt a particularly deep affection. After an exchange of greetings the Air Force officer left them and the four made their way to a table and prepared to eat. Though Serge, Morrey and Chris were consumed with curiosity about what Sir George might have to say, they had to be patient until the meal was over. And then, over their second cups of coffee, the older man spoke.


“I know you’re all bursting to know why you’ve been called together,” he said briskly, “so I’m going to enlighten you.”


Now that they were going to get down to serious business Chris studied his friend intently. He could see that Sir George, his hair plentifully streaked with grey, was showing signs of considerable strain. Up till now the scientist had put on an air of gaiety for the benefit of his three young colleagues, but, knowing him so well, Chris was sure that Uncle George was a very worried man.


“You can guess, of course,” Benson smiled wryly, “that the reason you are here is because I want you to go on another space flight. Oh, yes,”—he went on before anyone could interrupt—“I know that between you you’ve made dozens of journeys to the Moon and back. But this time it’s Venus.”


So that was it! The three young men knew all about the decision of Unexa, and each of them had speculated on who the space ship crew might be. Of course, they’d all secretly hoped they might be included, but it had seemed too much to expect that all three would be selected. Yet here was Sir George Benson, Director of the Agency responsible for the project, inviting them to make the journey together!


The scientist could tell from the excited faces of his companions what their answers would be, but before they had a chance to commit themselves, he hurried on.


“I’m afraid this project isn’t going to be quite what we’d originally planned. As you know, it was decided to make an orderly exploration of our nearest planet following investigation by satellites. The Moon is to be the launching ground for the manned flight, but the satellites and unmanned probes are being sent off from Earth. Already a great deal of information has been obtained and the date planned for the manned flight had been fixed for the end of October.”


“In six months’ time!” exclaimed Chris.


“Yes, that’s what we planned,” agreed Benson. “Unfortunately our plans have been knocked for six. The launching must take place within a month!”


The three young men listening to Unexa’s Director gasped. They knew that something serious must have happened to cause such an important and complicated operation to be speeded up so drastically. A fantastic amount of detailed work was necessary before the manned flight could be made. Hence the target date in six months’ time. But to say that everything must be squeezed into one month seemed to set an impossible task. What could have happened to cause Sir George Benson to telescope his plans in this panic fashion?


Benson’s face had suddenly become old and lined as he prepared himself to divulge information known only to a very few people. He spoke slowly:


“What I’m about to tell you is at this moment the world’s top secret, so I needn’t tell you chaps how important security is. If a single word of what I’m going to tell you were to leak out, the consequences would be disastrous. I can’t emphasize that too much.”


He paused and then went on. “This is what’s happened. To collect samples of the atmosphere, a couple of probes have been sent to Venus and back—that is in addition to the observation satellites which send back their information by radio. Well—the probes brought back atmosphere samples all right. But they brought back something else.”


Chris and his two friends were listening to Sir George with the utmost concentration. They all knew that the probes he spoke of were specially designed rockets which orbited the planet and then returned to Earth. At some point in their journey round Venus the probes collected samples of the Venusian atmosphere. Then the rocket motors were re-started by a signal from Earth, the orbit was broken and the probes returned with their prizes.


“You know the routine when a space probe returns,” Benson went on. “It is subject to careful disinfection by radiation to prevent the introduction to Earth of any alien spores or viruses which might be harmful to us. Well—one of the probes wasn’t disinfected carefully enough. It brought back from Venus a spore which escaped destruction.”


“What’s happened then?” Morrey asked breathlessly.


“This particular probe landed in the Sahara. It touched down in a small oasis called locally The Three Sisters from its three palm trees. For a month nothing happened. Then, six weeks ago, a team from the French atomic testing ground at Reggane made a routine call at the Three Sisters. The oasis had been blotted out. The three palm trees and every scrap of vegetation was smothered in a strange grey mould. A couple of wandering Arabs and their camels were found there covered with mould. They were dead, of course.”


“Horrible,” Chris said.


“It is,” agreed Benson. “Of course no one knew what the mould really was at first. Some botanists visited the site but they couldn’t identify it. In the meantime, the French team must have carried some of the spores back with them, for within a few days the mould appeared at Reggane itself.”


“What has all this to do with our expedition to Venus?” queried Morrey.


“This spore has begun to spread with explosive rapidity,” the scientist answered gravely. “It seems that conditions on Earth are ideal for it, and it is completely out of hand.”


“Is it harmful?” asked Serge.


“Very. It is spreading and wiping out all plant and animal life in the infected areas. We’ve tried everything we know to kill it, but without success. Unless it’s conquered very soon it will choke all life on Earth.”


The three young men looked at each other in consternation.


“Is there nothing that can be done?” Chris asked.


Benson hesitated, then took the plunge.


“There is only one thing we can think of,” he said, and his voice became hoarse as he spoke. “As its presence hadn’t been detected spectroscopically by any of the observation satellites, it can only be present very sparsely on Venus. In other words either conditions there or some other agent is keeping it under control. You three must go and find out.”
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For a time no one spoke. Each of the men realized what was being asked of them. A journey to Venus would be full of unimaginable dangers quite apart from the ordinary hazards of space flight. If Venus could produce such a malignant form of life what chance had they of survival? But if they didn’t go all life on Earth would come to an end. No wonder Sir George Benson looked like an old man.


Chris looked at Morrey and Serge. They had gone pale at the scientist’s words, but in their eyes he read the answer he was seeking and he knew he was speaking for all three.


“Very well, Uncle George,” he said. “We’ll go.”


Impulsively Benson grasped his hand, and then those of the other two.


“Thank you,” he choked. His voice was scarcely audible.


Chris and his friends listened silently to Benson’s account of this stupendous disaster. It was incredible that no news of this had leaked out, and Morrey asked why.


“It’s been prevented by a ruthless censorship,” Sir George said. “If an inkling of this got out there would be world-wide panic with the most horrible consequences. That’s why we’ve got to move quickly. Unless we can find the answer within the next five or six weeks it will all be over.”


“What are your plans?” the young Russian asked.


“We aim to blast you off from the lunar base on the twelfth of next month. Venus will be fairly close but not at her closest. We can’t afford to wait for that. You’ll get plenty of fuel, so you’ll return direct to Earth—to Woomera probably.”


“Do we go alone?” Serge voiced the question they all wanted to ask.


“No. There’ll be room for five people in the rocket. One of your companions will have to be a biologist, and I’m not sure about number five.”


“What are the immediate plans?” Chris wanted to know.


“There won’t be time for much training,” the scientist answered. “Not that any of you require much as you make regular Moon flights. There will be some special briefing, however, and I expect we’ll have to knock the other two members of your crew into shape. Hope we can get hold of someone who’s had experience. It would save so much time.”


“But why have we come to Farnborough?” The question was Morrey’s.


“Firstly, because it’s a convenient meeting-place for all three of you; secondly, to comply with regulations you’ve still got to have a medical check-up and a short, sharp toning up in this establishment’s torture machines; thirdly, because it’s a convenient place from which to make your journey,” Sir George answered.


“Journey?” three voices chorused.


“Yes. You’re going to Africa to see this mould at first-hand. As part of your briefing you’ve obviously got to see what you’re up against. It’s far too dangerous to bring the mould to you, so you’ve got to be taken to the mould. Of course you’ll be protected because we’ve found that the ideal protection against the spores—which are really mould seeds—is a light-weight space suit.”


“When do we go?” asked Serge.


“This afternoon.”


Four very serious-looking people rose from the breakfast table more than an hour later. In their places were half-empty cups of cold coffee which they had completely forgotten. An impatient waitress, who’d had strict orders to leave the quartet undisturbed, cleared the table in a furious temper.


“Heaven knows what they’ve been gassing about all this time,” she stormed. “Pity they’ve got nothing better to do.”


“The idea is this,” Benson was saying to his three friends as they walked along in the warm sun. “You’ll fly to Oran which is three hundred miles north of the infected area. We’ve made our temporary headquarters for the study of the mould at Oran, but we’ll probably have to evacuate before very long. From Oran you will fly over the infected area and penetrate it on the ground in your space suits. You’ll be given all the information we’ve managed to gather.


“After you’ve become acquainted with the enemy you’ll have a short spell of conditioning here or in Russia, after which you’ll be ferried to Lunaville. When you blast off on the twelfth you’ll be carrying plenty of fuel, so we’ll be able to build up a high velocity and reduce the time of your journey. You’ll orbit round Venus at a height of your own choosing until you’ve found how to conquer the mould. Then you’ll break orbit and be guided back to Woomera. Any questions?


The quartet was just about to enter one of the establishment buildings as Benson concluded his outline of their future plans. They paused as Morrey asked:


“Suppose we don’t find out how to kill the mould?”


Sir George shrugged his shoulders.


“There won’t be much point in coming back, will there?”


During the rest of the morning the three young men received medical checks both before and after runs on the giant centrifuge. It was a trying time as they waited for the report, because it could mean that if any of them failed to come up to the standard required, he would be barred from making the journey. They were greatly relieved when each was pronounced fit.


Sir George Benson joined them again for lunch.


“I’ve been in touch with my office in New York,” he informed them, “and now that you three have been roped in preparations are going ahead at top speed. Unfortunately I shall not be able to come to Africa with you as I’ve to be back on duty in the morning. All the resources of Unexa will have to be mobilized if we’re to hit the target dates. Would you like Whiskers to come?”


The pleasure which this suggestion gave his companions was sufficient answer.


“I thought you’d like that,” he said, as the hubbub died down, “so I was on the phone to him this morning. He’s on his way here now.”


“Good old Whiskers,” laughed Chris, “he’d have broken his heart if he’d been left out. How’s he managed to get away from his family?”


“I think we’ll get round Sylvia all right,” said Benson. “His sons are both away at school, so I think he’ll manage it. I know he’s been browned-off lately, with nothing to do except prune his roses. When I saw her a few weeks ago Sylvia said he was turning into a grisly old bear. She’ll be glad to get rid of him for a while.”


“What time do we take off for Oran?” asked Serge.


“Four p.m. Whiskers should be here an hour before that. I want you all to go to the stores and draw some kit. More stuff will be issued at the other end, and there’ll be someone from Unexa waiting for you. Well, I must push off now. My plane leaves London Airport about the time you take off from here. Good luck to you all. I’ll be seeing you when I get back.”


Sir George shook their hands warmly and then turned and strode sharply away.


“Come on. Let’s get our tropical kit,” Chris suggested. The others forced a smile and with a jaunty air marched along to the stores.


Evidence of meticulous planning was obvious as soon as they entered the building. In four neat piles lay clothing suitable for the sub-tropical region they were to visit. An officer was waiting for them and indicated to whom each pile belonged. The fourth, of course, was ready for the gallant Wing Commander who should be there at any moment.


“I think you’ll find they fit,” the officer said. “We have all your measurements and we’ve done the best we can. Would you like to get into them?”


Though it seemed a bit incongruous to wear khaki drill in England, they knew that before long they would be in a climate where it was essential.


With a grin Morrey seized his pile and walked through the door indicated by the officer. Soon they were all examining their equipment with close interest and before long were admiring each other in their new clothes. Suddenly the door burst open and someone outside gave a loud whoop. The three young men turned and rushed to greet their old friend Whiskers, who came in, panting and blowing, with his own pile of kit. Letting it fall on the ground the new-comer seized and pumped in turn the hands of his friends. After dancing happily around for five minutes they all suddenly realized that what they were trampling on was Whiskers’s new tropical kit!


The Royal Air Force plane skimmed smoothly above the clouds. Chris, Serge and Morrey looked very smart in their new lightweight clothes, but poor old Whiskers was very bedraggled.


“I’ll get these cleaned up a bit when we get there,” he muttered, as he looked down at himself.


Just then an Air Force corporal appeared from the galley at the rear of the plane.


“Ices with the captain’s compliments,” he said, standing stiffly with a tray.


The ices certainly looked very appetizing and the four passengers lost no time in getting down to them.


“Who is the captain?” Whiskers asked the corporal.


“Squadron Leader Dunbar, sir.”


“Wonder if I know him. Tell him I’d like a word with him when he can spare a moment, Corporal,” Greatrex said.


“Very good, sir,” the man answered, as he went forward to the crew’s compartment.


“These buses are today”, sighed Whiskers, “about twenty times as big and four times as fast as the old Wellingtons and Lancasters. Good job they’ll never be used in anger. They could carry a real packet.”


His musings were interrupted by the arrival of Squadron Leader Dunbar.


“Glad to be of service, sir,” he said, shaking Whiskers’s hand. “I’ve never met you, but I’ve heard about you. One of the instructors at Cranwell was an old friend of yours—Wing Commander Wood.”


“Old Woody! Yes, I know him well,” Greatrex laughed, his moustache quivering with pleasure. “Remember me to him when you see him again.”


“I will, sir, I will. I’ve heard about you chaps, too,” the officer said, shaking hands with Chris and his companions. “I suppose this kind of a trip must seem rather tame to astronauts like you.”


“Don’t you believe it,” Chris said. “I always get a thrill out of a plane flight. What time do we reach Oran?”


“In about four hours,” Dunbar informed them. “I don’t know what’s going on out there, but we can’t use the airfield during daylight.”


The pilot’s unsuspecting reference to the object of their flight had a slightly dampening effect on the little party, for Whiskers, too, had been hurriedly briefed on the object of their journey. So there was no chance of them catching a distant glimpse of the invading growth from Venus.


When the pilot had gone they began to discuss seriously the menace that threatened Earth.


“Sir George did tell me that they’d tried every possible fungicide and weed-killer. And flamethrowers and petrol. Nothing really kills it. Within a few hours of a patch being scorched clear, it’s overgrown again. The mould seems to spring up again from the ashes. The one thing they’re afraid to try is blasting it with H-bombs. They think it might only distribute the spores more widely,” Whiskers told them.
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