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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


In complete silence the four space travellers stood looking through the main observation port. It was the silence born of the realization of conquest, and partly of the inevitable fascination of viewing a world other than Earth.


Before them loomed a coal-black valley, its sides composed of some kind of gleaming rock which caught and held the eternal reflection of the icy stars. In the near distance the valley rose sharply until it became part of a high cliff which saw-toothed against the backdrop of space. Space, with its far-distant stars, its great oceans of nebulae, its everlasting mystery.


“Quite a conquest when you come to think of it! Nothing else now but Proxima Centauri, and I’m certain we’re not going to attempt that just yet!”


It was Sheldon Mortimer who was talking; the big, raw-boned genial astrophysicist who had been put in charge of this, the first experimental manned flight into space. It had been a gigantic undertaking, for nothing so trivial as a flight to the moon had been made. No—the journey had led straight to the outermost planet of Pluto, where the spaceship now reposed, with calls at every planet on the route, barring scorched and useless Mercury.


“Not much in Pluto now we have got here,” commented Paula Mortimer, Sheldon’s wife and the official “loggist” of the expedition. “Just rock, and more rock. Nothing more than you’d see in a coalmine back home.”


“Interesting stuff, though,” Nat Peters reminded her, with a glance at his analysis chart. “This stuff isn’t just plain rock. It’s heavily loaded with pure carbon amongst other things. Experts could break it up to find a fortune in diamonds, I imagine.”


“Which we, as good little citizens of planet Earth, must not touch.” Dorothy Peters observed sadly.


The others glanced at her but did not pass any comment. It was always difficult to know how to take Dorothy Peters. Even Nat, her husband, had never grown thoroughly to understand her queer outlook on life. She had courage, loads of it, but seemed to go through everything with an eyebrow upraised and her mouth smiling cynically. That she was a law unto herself was beyond cavil.


Such were these four people, two married couples, the first human beings to venture into space and verify or confound the theories of astronomers. Sheldon Mortimer, the leader, with his untidy sandy hair, beefy neck, and ready smile. Paula, his dark haired wife, serious-minded, trim-figured, always concerned with the business side of the voyage. Nat Peters, the official analyst, keen-eyed, curly-haired, and tubby; and his wife Dorothy entrusted with the 3-d and still photography, at both of which she was an expert.


“Well,” Sheldon Mortimer said at length, turning from his final survey of the barren Plutonian plain, “there doesn’t seem to be much else to do but go back home and listen to the plaudits of the crowd.”


“If any,” Dorothy Peters murmured, her shock of tumbled red hair drooping over the photographic print she was examining.


“If any?” Nat looked up from his analysis chart. “What kind of a remark is that? Or have you overlooked the trifling fact that we’re not only the first people to leap into space, but also the first to dare such a vast trip. If there isn’t some kind of public acclaim for that there’ll be a row. And I’ll make it.”


“Acclaim at first, without doubt,” Dorothy admitted. “We’ll be praised, eulogized, stuffed with dinners we don’t want, given medals and honours … Then we’ll be dropped. Just pioneers, that’s all. A year from the day we land nobody will even remember us, I don’t suppose.”


“Would that matter?” Paula enquired. “Novelty soon wears off, anyhow. Can’t expect anything else.”


Dorothy shrugged. “Doesn’t matter really, I suppose, but having once been in the spotlight of fame I dislike having to step out of it … Maybe the way I’m made, or something.”


“I think,” Mortimer remarked, clearing his throat with unnecessary noise, “that we’d better check up on our facts to date and make sure we’ve done everything possible for this first trip. How are the records, Paula?”


He crossed to where she sat at the central table, the big loose-leafed logging chart in front of her. Upon it was entered every important detail of the journey, together with a complete list of all the specimens discovered on each planet.


“Mmmm, so we’ve been away two years, have we?” Mortimer looked vaguely surprised. “Doesn’t seem like it.”


“Nevertheless it is,” Dorothy Peters confirmed. “We left on that summer morning of June ninth, nineteen eighty-two, and now it’s June twenty-third, nineteen eighty-four. Two years of wandering … I’ve nearly forgotten what Earth looks like.”


“I haven’t,” Paula mused. “Despite what we have seen and experienced of Mars, Venus, and the outer planets, I still don’t think there is anything to compare with some of the unforgettable moments of Earth.”


“We have a dreamer amongst us,” Dorothy observed. “Such as?”


“Oh, I can hardly be specific—but I get a kick out of thinking of wet roofs at sunset after a stormy day. Or imagine the smell of the breeze across the meadows at six on a summer morning, or——”


“I was never up at six,” Dorothy said. “And stop making us homesick, can’t you!”


“One thing strikes me as peculiar,” Sheldon Mortimer said, thinking. “And that is the complete absence of life anywhere in the Solar System excepting Earth. It was either Jeans or Eddington who said that Earth had been especially favoured by producing the ‘happy accident’ of life, and that it was possible there was no other life anywhere in the Universe. At least we have proved that no other life exists in the System, but as regards the rest of the Universe, we don’t know.”


“And probably never shall,” Nat Peters commented. “The Universe is a mighty big place.”


Sheldon Mortimer nodded slowly, a faraway look in his blue eyes. He was a man who always liked to know the why and wherefores of everything, and to him it was a ceaseless puzzle that there should be life on Earth and yet nowhere else. It set him wondering why the favour—if favour it was—had been conferred on one solitary planet.


“I wonder what that bang was——”


Mortimer started as his wife spoke. He found she was still pondering the reports of the voyage, her hand now on the sheet relating to June 9th, 1982, the day of departure.


“What bang?” Nat asked, and Paula looked up with a smile.


“Since it happened two years ago at the start of the voyage I wouldn’t blame you for forgetting, Nat. I would have myself but for noticing I have it logged here. It happened when we were three hundred miles from Earth at the last impetus of take-off. There was a bang of some kind and we heard it in this very control room. It must have been a pretty violent explosion of some kind because it was the vibrations we heard, and not the explosion itself. No sounds in space, of course.”


“And some kind of violet flash, too,” Mortimer added, looking at the record. “Yes, I remember it now. Maybe something as intricate as the bang which followed the first breaking of the supersonic barrier by aircraft. When we’ve time we’ll perhaps get around to solving it——” He picked up the complete file of records and looked through it carefully, finally satisfying himself that nothing further was needed in the way of exploration on this first trip. All possible specimens had been obtained and full chemical analyses made. There could be little more the World Interplanetary Association—sponsors of the expedition—could require.


“Everything okay?” Paula asked, as her husband nodded to himself.


“Yes, everything. Might as well start for home … To the bunks, everybody.”


Mortimer took his place at the switchboard and made a brief check over his instruments as Paula, Nat, and Dorothy each lay down full length in their respective air-bed “bunks”, preparing themselves for the strain of the take-off.


When it came it did not prove too severe. Pluto’s size not being very great, his gravity did not present a problem. It had been Jupiter and his three mighty neighbours which had proved such hell to overcome. This, in the words of one time Earth airmen, was simply “a piece of cake”.


In a matter of thirty minutes the spaceship was well away from Pluto’s desolate surface and gathering speed steadily. When it had finally achieved a velocity nearly a quarter that of light Mortimer cut out the acceleration and set the course so a wide detour of the giant worlds could be made, thus avoiding any swinging aside by reason of their gravity fields.


“All in order,” he announced, switching in the compensators which gave the party enough weight for comfort. “Nothing to do now but take it easy until we get home … And that will be some considerable time yet.”


“Better advise them that we’re arriving, hadn’t we?” Dorothy asked, getting up from her bunk.


“We’ll do that all right, when we’re nearer Earth. Our equipment isn’t powerful enough to send a message from here. Which reminds me,” Mortimer broke off, “it seems the devil of a time since we spoke to anybody at home. When was the last radio contact, Paula?”


She too got to her feet and went over to the records file. After a brief scrutiny she answered.


“September seventh, Shel, nineteen eighty-two. It was when we were nearing Mars, if you remember? The communication failed in mid-sentence and we put it down to solar static, or else our forty million mile distance from home.”


“Mmmm. Yes, I remember.” Sheldon Mortimer sat for a while with his brows drawn down. He remembered also that attempts to re-establish communication with Earth had also failed. In the time which had gone over since then so many things had happened, and there had been so many perils to combat, he had never given much thought to the mother world.


“I’ll be sort of glad when we get in contact again, Shel,” Paula said, coming over and putting an arm about his broad shoulders. “Be nice to hear voices other than just ours. I don’t mean that nastily, but—Well, it does get monotonous.”


“Monotonous is right,” Dorothy sighed, returning to her photographic work. “To think, Paula, that you and I have been dressed like a couple of men for two whole years and neither of us have the vaguest idea what the present Earth fashions are.”


“We soon will,” Paula smiled, her natural femininity rising over the scientific calling she had chosen for herself. “We’ll have the time of our lives when we get home, Dotty.”


Dorothy’s red head nodded briefly as she worked. Mortimer got up from the switchboard and put his extinguished pipe between his teeth. He considered for a moment and then grinned.


“As for me, I’m going to smoke like hell when I’m back home. Of all the ghastly privations, this ban on smoking in the space machine is the worst. I’ve only had about three drags from this pipe in two years, and only then when we ventured outside the machine … And you, Nat: what do you propose doing to celebrate?”


Nat reflected. “Oh, I dunno. Just take in some of the sights and smells which Paula mentioned, I imagine. When all the lionising and fetes are over, that is——”


So they talked and speculated to kill the weary hours. At intervals they slept. At other intervals they ate, or lounged at the portholes watching the endless parade of the hosts of heaven and marvelling, despite their accustomedness to it, at the depthless majesty of the void. Until, at long last, they had crossed the orbit of Mars and were some 36-million miles from home.


“We might as well make contact,” Mortimer decided, switching on the power to the radio equipment. “We’ll easily be able to reach London from this distance.”


He began the careful task of tuning, the others grouped around him and waiting anxiously for the loudspeaker to come to life. They could never have believed that a voice from their home world could present so fascinating a prospect.


At length the directional light on the instrument board showed that the radio-beam was making exact contact. Mortimer switched in the microphone.


“Hello, Earth. Hell, London! Sheldon Mortimer Expedition calling Earth. Are you receiving me? Over.”


He waited for the several seconds to elapse whilst his message travelled the void at 186,000 miles persec. Then he allowed further seconds for the reply to be likewise delayed. But no reply came. That was the peculiar thing.


“Are they dead back home, or what?” Dorothy asked irritably, her brow furrowed with anxiety. “Sure there’s no doubt that we’re reaching them, Shel?”


“No doubt at all.” His hands went to work on the tuners once again, extracting the maximum fine-focus out of the transmission-reception gadgets. But still there was not a sound. The power hummed strongly in the speaker and under normal conditions an answer should have been heard loud and clear.


“Try again,” Paula urged. “Maybe a misfire somewhere—a special deflection, or something. Probably cleared by now.”


Mortimer nodded, his face becoming taut. He repeated his signal, waited, and the rest was silence. Finally he looked at the troubled faces around him.


“Doesn’t make sense,” Nat said. “It certainly is not static which is blocking things otherwise we’d get frying eggs in the receiver. As things are I never heard space quieter. Old Sol must be in one of his more quiescent moods.”


Mortimer looked at the various dials and instruments, all of which were in one way or another linked to the radio. Every one of them was functioning perfectly and by any normal standard messages ought to be received with perfect clarity.


“Better try as we get nearer home,” he said at length.


“That’s just a get-out,” Paula objected. “You know as well as we all do that getting nearer to Earth won’t make any difference. If there are messages we ought to have them now.”


Mortimer gave a rather hurt glance. “No use jumping on me like that, m’dear. I’m doing all the normal things in the right order, and if there’s no reply I just don’t understand it.”


He went on working with the apparatus and the millions of miles were gradually flying past—but it made no difference. There was no response from Earth.


“I suppose,” Dorothy said, after a long interval, “a lot might happen on Earth in two years. It is that long, nearly, since we last heard from home.”


“A lot might happen, yes,” he conceded, “but nothing that could surely blot out radio communication? Even if there’s been a war—a most unlikely possibility since things were absolutely peaceful when we left—it would not stop radio. In fact, it’s one of the main weapons of war. Someone would pick up our messages.”


“But would they be able to send any back?” Dorothy questioned. “Space radio is a special short-wave system, remember. Perhaps there’s been some kind of war and the survivors, or the enemy, or whoever it is, don’t know how to answer us.”


Nobody said anything. The theory was pretty high-flown anyway. Dorothy gave a sigh.


“Okay! Can’t blame a girl for trying to cheer things up.”


The more they each came to think on the problem the more disquieting it appeared. Keyed up as they had been in readiness to relate the wonders of their great expedition, and to listen to the praise which would certainly follow, it had come as a deadening shock to get no answer. It was alarming—somehow.


“Best thing we can do,” Mortimer decided finally, “is take it in turns to keep on signalling Earth. We may get an answer, and an explanation. At any rate, keep trying.”


There was no difficulty about this and shifts were arranged. The 36-million miles became 20-million; the 20-million became 10-million, and far away the Moon was swinging up in a thin, intense crescent in the void, the last outpost before home. But still there was no answer.


“Something,” Mortimer said seriously, when the lunar orbit had at last been crossed, “is seriously wrong somewhere. And the fault it not with us, but with Earth. Why don’t they reply? The thing’s driving me crazy.”


His looks belied his words. Despite the mystery he appeared as calmly resolute as ever—but then he never permitted his emotions to be expressed on his features. As a leader he had to maintain calm and resourcefulness under all circumstances.


“Oh, there’ll be a logical explanation when we arrive,” Dorothy said, gazing through the port at the green crescent of Earth. “Probably power’s broken down and engineers can’t get things right. You know how it is.”


“I wish I did,” Nat said.


Silence again. Mortimer made an irritable movement and settled at the switchboard. The machine was on its last drop home and at the speed it was moving considerable control was needed to make a safe landing. This was a period when nobody could do anything except Mortimer. So Paula moved over to the telescope and sighted it whilst Dorothy and Nat settled on the bunk immediately under the forward port. In puzzled silence they looked down on their home planet.


“No ideas?” Nat asked quietly, and Dorothy’s intensely blue eyes glanced at him briefly.


“I’ve about exhausted everything, haven’t I?”


“Except the obvious answer. Namely, that we’re not welcome.”


Dorothy frowned. “Why shouldn’t we be? Haven’t we done something tremendous? Isn’t it comparable with the great feats of history, like reaching the North Pole, conquering Everest, and so on?”


“I grant that we’ve done something big, but there may be factions now in control on Earth who would like to keep our accomplishment quiet. For political or even military reasons. Remember the old saying? He who reaches the Moon rules the world?”


“Hitler or somebody said it ages ago.”


“Doesn’t really matter who said it,” Nat mused. “It’s the truth anyway. Suppose by some re-arrangement of power Britain is no longer anything in world affairs and an alien government is in charge? They’ll want to use this space-flying business for their own ends, secretly. Certainly they won’t want to get out the red carpet for us, or send congratulations over the radio——”


“Doesn’t seem to be anything wrong on Earth,” Paula broke in, removing her eye from the telescope. “Can’t see much since three quarters of it are under the night zone. But everything’s there as usual—continents, oceans, smudges which can be cities. Bits of clouds.”


“It’s comforting to know Earth’s still there, anyhow,” Dorothy commented. “I am beginning to wonder if maybe it had vanished altogether.”


Her cynicism was entirely without point since even to the naked eye Earth was visible. Nobody answered her. The strain of wondering and waiting was now augmented by a strain of a different order—the awful conviction of headlong falling to destruction as the spaceship began to decelerate on the final drop which would bring it to Earth’s surface.


Mortimer handled the machine as smoothly as on all other occasions, cutting down the power gently and allowing the forward upthrusting jets to flare at just the right moment. For him it demanded many hours of gruelling strain—nor was there anybody who could relieve him, not because nobody else understood how to control the vessel but because to change pilots in a mid-drop might prove fatal.


Paula passed the time still trying the unresponsive radio or looking at the world looming so gigantic below, the day fast spreading over its green and familiar surface. It seemed an interminable time before the vessel struck the outer edge of the atmosphere and the plates immediately began to warm up. Mortimer looked briefly at the instruments, at his decreasing speed, and then at the dancing point of light which ought to be now deflected by radio guiding beams from below. Even at this present height of over two hundred miles radio signals intended for normal aircraft ought to be in evidence. But none were. The air was quite dead.


Grim-faced and worried, Mortimer swept the vessel down from the heights in an “S” manoeuvre which tended to check the deadly sickness produced by everlasting falling.


“Where are we centred?” he asked Paula briefly, and she applied the instrument sector-designator to the chart.


“Directly over London, Shel.”


“Good! That’s the way I wanted it.”


Lower, and still lower, the speed ever-decreasing. Then at last the tail of the vessel began to dip and the nose to rise, the cabin remaining normal on its gyroscopes. Thus-wise, tail-first, the machine at last came to rest amidst a blast of underjets in a field two miles from the main London airport.


Mortimer cut the power and relaxed thankfully as the plant whined to a standstill.


“Home!” Paula exclaimed, her eyes bright. “No need to test the air to see if it’s pure. No need to worry about the gravity. In a few more minutes we’ll know exactly why our radio calls were never answered.”


“And are still not being answered,” Dorothy said, turning from testing the apparatus. “I was trying to contact the airport to tell them to send a car, or something. Absolutely dead.”


“Only one answer to that,” Nat told her. “We walk.”


“And leave the ship here?”


“Have to. Nobody will run off with it, anyway.”


Mortimer moved to the airlock and unfastened the clamps. He jumped down to the green summer grass and stood for a second or two drawing in deep breaths of pure Earth air. Then he remembered Paula and caught her as she descended into his arms.


In another moment Dorothy and Nat had dropped down, too, and all four stood surveying, drinking in the fascination of their home world after two years’ absence in everlasting space. Yes, Earth looked just the same. The sky blue but cloudy to the south. The grass green. The air warm. Only——


“Damned quiet,” Nat said, expressing just what they were all thinking.


“Unusually so,” Mortimer agreed. “Airport doesn’t seem to be doing much business, either. Not a ’plane in sight.”
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