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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.









FOREWORD


When this series was begun, seven years ago, the exploration of space was regarded by many as a flight of fancy, an extravagant creation by people not quite in their right minds. There was nothing unusual in this. As we pointed out in the Foreword of Book I, Kings of Space, there have always been those ready to scoff at any unusual project.


At the time of the publication of Kings of Space, in 1954, the science of astronautics had not received much publicity, for little of a practical nature had been done towards reaching out to the stars. Men could look, for they had made giant telescopes; but they could not go. What lay beyond the atmosphere of the Earth was largely a matter of surmise.


Today we have a different picture. Never before have so many apparently insoluble problems been answered in so short a space of time. In fact, events have overtaken the most optimistic predictions, with the result that there are fewer scoffers than there were. More eyes are on the stars, and when men decide to go somewhere they will find a way.


Progress is, after all, a matter of step by step development from an original idea. Thus has it been with transportation which, starting with a pack animal, jumped in the ratio of ten to one with the introduction of the first simple wheeled vehicle. From this to steam as a motive power was the next long stride. Again, from steam to the internal combustion engine which, by providing more power for less weight, made the flying machine possible. Jet propulsion came next, to be followed by atomic energy, the ultimate possibilities of which no man can foretell; but it is more likely to take us to the stars than the liquid fuel rockets now being used for space research. So we go on, step by step, towards interplanetary travel.


One of the difficulties that arises when writing a book of this sort, which tries to avoid technicalities, is how to convey to the reader certain peculiar conditions that occur in “space” without recourse to the special words used in astronomy and by those now working on space projects. For example, in the event of a projected trip to another planet the first question a novice might ask is: “How far away is it?” No answer can be given because the distance varies from day to day. Our neighbour Venus, for instance, can be as close to us as forty million miles and as far away as sixty million. To explain how and why this should be would, apart from taking up a lot of space, involve details which the reader might find boring.


In the earlier books of this series certain terms have been defined in the hope of simplifying matters, and at the speed space exploration is advancing the intelligent reader would do well to learn a few more, because they are certain to appear in newspaper reports; and unless they are understood they are likely to sound like so much double-Dutch. Here, then, are a few more words for the vocabulary of the bright boy who would like to keep up to date with events. They will not necessarily be used in this book, so they may, if the reader prefers to ignore them, be skipped.


APOGEE. The maximum distance of a heavenly body from Earth. Thus, the apogee of our moon is 253,000 miles.


PERIGEE. The minimum distance. Again in the case of the moon, 222,000 miles. The reverse of apogee.


OPPOSITION. The position of two bodies when diametrically opposite to each other. Thus, when the moon is full it is in opposition to the sun.


APHELION. That part of the course of a planet which is farthest from the sun.


PERIHELION. That part of the course of a planet which is nearest to the sun. In other words, the reverse of aphelion.


ALBEDO. Deriving from the Spanish word meaning whiteness this means the ratio of the total amount of sunlight reflected (in all directions) from a body, to the amount received by that body. The degree of albedo gives an idea of the substance of which the body is formed, some surfaces reflecting better than others. Venus, by reason of its surrounding clouds of gases, is as high as 59 per cent (the highest in the solar system) while our moon is only 7 per cent, which suggests it is composed largely of dark rocks.









CHAPTER I


THE PROFESSOR
STATES HIS VIEWS


“THERE are days when I feel depressed, bowed down under the weight of knowledge I have acquired in our travels; days when I envy the simple rural labourer, going about his tasks without fear, without haste, knowing nothing and having no desire to know what goes on in that awesome Universe of which his little world is a microscopic part.”


The speaker was Professor Lucius Brane, wealthy, eccentric scientist-philosopher who, in a far from space-worthy craft of his own design had made a trip, before it came to grief, that had brought him into contact with spaceship commanders of other planets, and in their so-called “flying saucers” had made voyages of long duration. In the library of his house, Glensalich Castle, situated in the remote Highlands of Scotland, he was engaged in after-dinner conversation with the friends who had accompanied him on these flights, and now enjoyed his hospitality.


For the benefit of those who have not previously met the Professor he was a small, lean man of indeterminate age, with bright blue eyes under shaggy brows and a high-domed forehead. He wore his hair rather long, not so much from choice as a disinclination to waste time having it cut. He had formed an unconscious habit of pushing it back with his fingers when the front fell forward, as it usually did when he was perturbed. At such times, too, his metal-rimmed spectacles tended to slide towards the end of his nose.


Having no one in the world to please except himself he could afford to dress as he liked, and personal comfort was obviously of more importance than appearance. The soft-collared shirts he wore were too big round the neck, loosely tied by a narrow strip of black silk ribbon which as often as not had come undone. His frock coat of Edwardian cut, spotted with chemical stains, had seen better days, as had a pair of flannel trousers that had not known a crease for years. On his feet were a pair of cheap canvas tennis shoes, which for ordinary purposes he held to be the most satisfactory footwear ever designed.


His companions were Group-Captain “Tiger” Clinton, Retired, one time of the Aircraft Research Establishment, and his son Rex, sixteen, slim, as straight as a lance, fair-haired and, like his father, grey eyed. The fourth member of the party was Squadron Leader “Toby” Paul, late of the R.A.F. Medical Service. An old friend of Tiger’s he had acquired his nickname from his figure, being short and rather stout, after the manner — although not to the same extent — as a Toby jug. Belying a jovial expression and an inconsequential method of speaking he was a doctor and a surgeon of ability and experience.


It was Tiger who answered the Professor’s last remark. “You astonish me. I had no idea you felt like that, and I can’t see why you should. When one considers what we have done, where we have been and what we have seen —”


“Exactly, my dear fellow,” broke in the Professor. “That is my point. Too much knowledge can be overpowering, overwhelming, more than our feeble brains can assimilate. It tends to give one a sort of mental indigestion. You see, knowledge, like the Universe, is infinite. There is no end. The question arises, where does one stop? Or does one never stop, but go on and on …?”


Rex stepped in. He looked perplexed. “I’m sorry, sir, but I can’t follow this line of argument.”


“Well, it’s like this, my boy,” resumed the Professor. “We believe there is no end to the Universe, although, to be sure, it is almost impossible for us to imagine anything being literally endless. In the matter of the Universe it is in fact impossible for us to grasp the magnitude of the distances involved. When we try to describe them, in our helplessness we finish by making imbecile signs with our hands. Yet we are bound to ask ourselves such questions as, was there ever a beginning to all this? Was there always a Universe? If not, from whence came the original gases, the hydrogen of which the stars were formed; the stars which, after burning, as our sun is burning, for billions of years, burnt themselves out, and after cooling down became planets like the one on which we happened to be born. Again, we may ask ourselves, will it ever end? Can it ever end. Where would all this mass of matter go if it did end? We can’t answer these questions, and to attempt to do so makes the brain reel. It is the same with what we call knowledge.”


“This is getting a bit too deep for me,” remarked Toby. “Could you be a little more explicit?”


“I merely remarked that knowledge is like the Universe: there can be no end to it. Put it like this. If you were privileged to live another thousand years you would know more than you do today. Should you live on for another ten thousand years you will know still more, but even then the total sum of your knowledge would be no more than a step towards what would be left to learn. And so ad infinitum, because to knowledge there can be no limit, no end.”


“But think of what we know —”


“I do, and realize how little we know. We have visited some thirty or forty planets and planetoids within, comparatively speaking, easy distance of Earth. A mere forty, out of the vast number within our reach. We have seen wonders. What wonders do the others hold? The imagination boggles at the possibilities. We don’t know.”


“Do we want to know?” asked Rex, tentatively.


“On other worlds,” resumed the Professor, pensively, “we have been granted a glimpse of civilizations so old that in comparison our little Earth is but a newly born infant. We have seen worlds in the unspeakable horror of birth, a blaze of heat beyond description surrounded by tortured gases hurled out by forces of which we still know little. We have seen worlds in their heyday; we have seen worlds in decline and worlds long cold in death. We have seen a world snuffed out of existence like the flame of a candle, a daily occurrence in this fantastic scheme of things — if, indeed, there is a scheme. That, one day, will be the fate of the Earth. It could be tomorrow, or not for another ten million years: but that end is inevitable, for it is a fundamental law of the Universe that everything born must die, and planets are no exception. I ask you, my dear Group-Captain, are such thoughts conducive to that peace of mind which is the essence of happiness?”


Tiger stared. “If you feel like this why did you in the first place devote your time and money to the exploration of Space?”


“I acted in ignorance.”


“Are you sure it wasn’t just curiosity?”


“Not entirely. I had a vague hope that I might benefit mankind.”


“How?”


“When it became clear to me that Earth was moving with ever increasing momentum towards ultimate disaster I resolved to find a way of escape for at least some of those who would prefer to make new homes elsewhere.”


“I doubt if anyone would go.”


“Not today, perhaps, but in the not too distant future. Consider what men have done to our good Earth in the last few generations. Five hundred years ago the continents of America and Australia had not even been discovered. All that was known of that great land mass, Africa, was the Nile Delta and a strip of the Mediterranean coast. So little was known of that vast country, China, that it might have been on another planet. Look at these places today and see what men have done, and are still doing to them. The entrails have been torn out of the soil in a frantic search for minerals and oil. The great rivers have been dammed to form huge inland seas. Mountains have been levelled and landscapes altered beyond recognition. Noble forests have been laid flat leaving hideous deserts in their place. Here at home the once sparkling rivers have become drains to carry sewage to the sea — itself becoming foul with the radioactive effluents from atomic reactors. Remote islands have been blasted off the map — but why go on? If all this could happen in a mere two hundred years can you imagine what will happen in the next two thousand? No, you can’t. Do you remember our first conversation in this house on the day when, lost in the fog, you blundered into it?”


“Of course. You said something to the effect that in the lust for power and the folly of war Earth’s resources were being sacrificed to no good purpose, and the day of reckoning would come. You argued, I recall, that even if this planet survived the experiments of crazy scientists the population would outgrow its food supply and even perhaps dwelling accommodation. Unless something was done the end could be starvation for multitudes.”


The Professor nodded sombrely. “What has happened since, and what I have seen on our voyages, has not caused me to change my mind. In the purpose for which I set out I must regard my efforts as having failed.”


“I can’t see why you should think that.”


“Although I have been given opportunities for observation beyond my expectations, the truth is, of the many uninhabited planets we have visited none has offered the security and the amenities we enjoy here on Earth.”


“Some were far in advance of us.”


“I am talking of unoccupied worlds, not established civilizations where the introduction of a new race of men would lead to trouble.”


“I don’t follow you. Why should there be trouble?”


“Because sooner or later the two peoples would fight for supremacy. You have only to look around you to see what would happen. Here we have a beautiful world with plenty of room for everyone, yet on all sides we find one race of people envious of others. To live in peace nations must arm to protect themselves. The inevitable result of racial hatred is war. That is what our civilization has come to.”


“I’m afraid you’re right,” agreed Tiger, sadly.


“The truth is this,” continued the Professor. “The only uninhabited worlds we have seen that appeared to be ideal for colonization suffered from some sort of physical frightfulness, which is of course why they have remained unoccupied. Progress, or even a comfortable existence, would not be possible under the shadow of impending disaster. When we landed on that charming little planet which we named Arcadia we thought it perfect. So it was — then. When, on a later occasion, we returned, we discovered why there was no one there. Its long elliptical orbit periodically took it so close to the sun that all life, animal and vegetable, had been scorched to death. The fact that this only happened at intervals of many, perhaps hundreds of years, made no difference. There could be no future on such a world, no incentive to do anything.”1


Tiger nodded. “I see your point. Life in such conditions, knowing extinction was every day coming nearer, would be impossible.”


“You will, no doubt, recall similar examples,” went on the Professor. “You will remember the world that suffered from regular inundations as its enormous moon dragged all the water over the land in the form of monstrous tidal waves. That was no place to live. Then there was the world which, rotating — or rather, wobbling — on an unbalanced axis, its weight being one-sided, was from time to time devastated by such gales of wind as to make normal life impossible. We need not mention those worlds which were quite useless even as a temporary residence, being nothing but water, ice, solid rock, or metal. In short, my dear fellow, we still have to find an uninhabited world comparable in every respect with the one on which we had the good fortune to be born.”


“What about that planetoid Multova told us was named Lut?” reminded Rex. “That struck me as being a very bonny little world.”


“It had possibilities,” conceded the Professor. “But I wouldn’t call it perfect. You can’t have forgotten what happened to you there.”


Rex smiled wanly. “I have not.”


“It would be a highly dangerous place for children, who would, I suspect, be unable to resist paddling in its treacherous waters.”1


“Then how about Mars for a retreat? It has the advantage of being handy.”


“No — no. The Martians, now hard at work restoring their homeland, would resent invasion, particularly if we introduced our innumerable disease germs and microbes. The catastrophe that practically denuded their planet did at least wipe out the bugs for them.”


“The fact of the matter is, Professor,” said Tiger shrewdly, “to return to your original argument, knowledge begets a yearning for more knowledge. Let’s face it. Space exploration is like a drug, for which the only relief is to be found in another dose of exploration. You’re itching to be off again on another trip. Am I right?”


The Professor’s eyes twinkled. “Perhaps. My papers are completely up-to-date. If I can add a little more to them so well and good. But that is not to abandon my original project. I would still like to find a new world, let us say the perfect planet, to which our people, or some of them, could retire when the day of doom appears on the horizon, or even before that should they find the strain of living in our present conditions of noise, insecurity and anxiety, intolerable. There was a time, and not so long ago, when people feeling like that could take ship and transport themselves to a new land, there to settle and lead peaceful lives; but those days have done for ever. There are no new lands, unless a man cared to face the rigours of Antarctica, and the old lands only permit strangers to enter under regulations which some people might find irksome.”


“There are still a few uninhabited islands,” reminded Rex.


“Those who would escape could find no salvation there,” declared the Professor. “Should some over-enthusiastic scientists one day make a mistake, as is not impossible, they could do to Earth what was done to Kraka — blow it to smithereens. Apart from that, with all sorts of missiles being hurled into space there would still be a chance of one falling on one’s head, even on a remote island. No, Rex, my boy; escape today means escape to another world. At least, that’s what I mean.”


“Tell me this,” requested Toby. “Supposing you found another world, the ideal planet, what use would it be to you?”


“I would offer it as a haven of refuge to people who are alarmed by what is going on here and would prefer to start a new life elsewhere. For obvious reasons I had no thought of trying to evacuate the entire population of Earth. I was thinking only of a few selected persons, enough to keep our race going. At some future date, should Earth have come to its senses, they could return if they wished.”


“What I meant was, how would you get these new-style emigrants to their new world?”


“Borrow two or three ships from those of our friends who have them. They did not hesitate to go to the rescue of Parvo when that unlucky planet was threatened with obliteration by collision with its own moon which, for some unknown reason, had drifted out of its orbit.”1


“Before we start romancing about the transfer of populations from one planet to another we still have to find the perfect place on which to unload the refugees,” Tiger pointed out, practically. He looked curious. “Why did you bring up the subject tonight?”


The Professor smiled mischievously. “Come — come! Surely you can guess?”


“Is it because this happens to be the night of a full moon?”


“Of course. According to our arrangement with Vargo, provided he is not engaged on other work he will be near us, in the Tavona, watching for our signal lights.”


“I see. So that’s it. Do I take that to mean you will go with him, should he call?”


“Yes. I shall go. My bag is already packed. If anyone else would care to come I suggest it is time to make the few preparations that are necessary, for in an hour the moon will rise over Scotland and Vargo does not care to stay too long on the ground for fear of being discovered and possibly apprehended.”


The others rose. “If you go I shall go with you, of course,” said Tiger, as they went off to their respective rooms to pack their bags.









CHAPTER II


THE ELIXIR OF LIFE


“ASIDE from trying to find the ideal planet I had another reason for wishing to speak to Vargo,” stated the Professor when, in about half an hour, they had reassembled.


“And what is that, if I may ask?” inquired Tiger suspiciously.


“Dacoona.”


“What about Dacoona?”


“I am anxious to learn if the mystery of the long life of the people of that planet has yet been solved. I have thought a great deal about it. I regard it as one of our outstanding discoveries, because if this faculty could be introduced to Earth we would indeed have achieved something worthwhile.”1


“I’ve thought a lot about it, too,” declared Toby. “The only conclusion I have arrived at is that the extraordinary life-span of the Dacoonians is due to the presence of certain peculiar chemical conditions on that particular planet.”


“That may prove to be the answer although at the moment I’m not convinced of it.”


“What have you against that theory?”


“Because once in a while there is a case of remarkable longevity on Earth, the person concerned having lived on a perfectly normal diet. Why should that happen? If the cause were known it could be applied to others. For example, I need only quote the instance of Thomas Parr, commonly known as Old Parr, who for some unknown reason managed to live to the venerable age of a hundred and fifty-two. The date of his birth was checked in the parish register by the Earl of Arundel, who took him to London. When —as he claimed — the polluted atmosphere killed him, he was buried in Westminster Abbey.”


“That probably was hereditary,” said Toby. “He came from a family of long livers. His mother lived to see a hundred and ten.”


“That doesn’t alter the case. Why should this particular family be different from others? They must have had something others are denied. Was this rare thing something that is common on Dacoona?”


“There are plenty of people today who have turned a hundred,” Toby pointed out.


“That’s a very different matter from hundreds of years. Actually, if people on Earth can live to be a hundred we really shouldn’t be astonished if people on another planet can live to be much older.”


“Do you want to be three or four hundred?” inquired Rex, curiously.


“Why not? Think of the things one could learn, and the worlds one could visit, in that time. If it is possible let us do it. People often talk of being tired of life but few die from choice.”


“Very well,” returned Toby. “What’s your theory?”


“You are a doctor, so let us approach the subject from the biological angle,” suggested the Professor. “You will agree that by far the greatest number of people die by accident or from disease?”


“That is correct.”


“Without accident or disease our normal expectation of life would be greatly increased?”


“Certainly.”


“Eventually, however, we die because our bodies become worn out. After a certain age deterioration is always going on, and while our systems do their best to repair the damage there comes a time when they cannot keep pace with the wear and tear on the cells, tissues and sinews, of which we are composed. Then, one by one, our faculties fail, and we die.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS





		Cover



		Title Page



		Gateway Introduction



		Contents



		Foreword



		I The Professor States His Views



		II The Elixir of Life



		III Zora Ten



		IV Real Shocks



		V The Troglodytes



		VI Pigs and Plums



		VII The World of Giants



		VIII The Invisible Death



		IX The Monsters



		X The Kingdom of Apes



		XI Adventures Galore



		XII The World of Ghosts



		XIII Into the Unknown



		XIV A World in Convulsions



		Website



		Also by W.E. Johns



		About the Author



		Copyright













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9781399600736.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





