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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


“You know, I think there’s something in the wind,” Tony Hale said thoughtfully.


With his three companions Chris Godfrey, Morrey Kant and Serge Smyslov, the young engineer was walking through Hyde Park on a warm June morning.


Crowds of people were enjoying the warmest day for weeks. Chairs and benches were filled, and the grass was littered with people basking in the welcome sun. Just the faintest of breezes ruffled the leaves of trees as it brought the low rumble of distant traffic. A rubber ball struck Morrey in the back and he, with his characteristic grin, kicked it back into the mob of youngsters from whence it had come.


“That ball was in the wind, Tony,” Morrey laughed.


“Oh, come off it,” Tony replied, not amused. “You know what I mean. I think something’s going to happen.”


“Like what?” demanded Chris.


Tony hesitated. He couldn’t put into words the vague uneasiness he felt. All he knew was that this had been the longest spell of leave the four astronauts had ever had. And there was no explanation for it. They were all fit and had fully recovered from their last exploit in space. Daily they had expected a summons from their old friend and chief, Sir George Benson. But this famous scientist—the Director of the United Nations Exploration Agency—had been strangely silent. Not once had he contacted them, and they had no idea when they could expect the next trip.


“How much longer are we going to be kicking our heels?” Tony asked pointedly.


“Your guess is as good as mine,” Chris answered. “I’ve no doubt Sir George will let us know sooner or later about our next assignment.”


“You don’t think he’s forgotten us, do you?” Tony asked.


“Not a chance,” Morrey assured him. “Anyway, we’re still getting our pay cheques, aren’t we?”


All four astronauts knew that the money was less important to them than the job they had been trained to do. Only when they were out in space, or preparing for an expedition, could they be really happy. That mysterious “something”—to be found only in the vast emptiness between the planets—had captured them. They would never be free from it again. Though they had suffered incredible hardships and faced unimaginable dangers together, the quartet wanted nothing better than to be despatched once more on one of those long, lonely journeys. Each, secretly, was heartily tired of this enforced idleness.


“Do you think we ought to contact Sir George?” Serge asked.


“I don’t know,” Chris sighed. “I certainly expected to hear from him before now. But I’m sure he’ll be sending us a call before long.”


“Can’t be too soon for me,” Tony complained. “If only he’d let us have a spell in Lunar City.”


He meant the ever-expanding base that had been set up many years before on Earth’s satellite. All four had been to the Moon many times and it had lost much of its novelty for them. But at least it would be better than this aimless waiting around London for a call which never came.


“Where is Sir George?” Morrey wondered.


“Haven’t a clue,” confessed Chris. “He might be at Cape Kennedy, or Washington, or Woomera. He might even be here in London. He seems to have disappeared completely.”


“That’s why I think something’s going to happen,” Tony said, eagerly. “It isn’t like the Chief not to send us a message of some sort in all these weeks. There must be some special reason why he’s disappeared!”


“I vote we try and locate the old buzzard and ask him what’s cooking,” Morrey Kant declared. “Tony here will be going crazy if he doesn’t get something to do soon.”


“Very well,” sighed Chris. “I don’t like pressing Sir George. He’s probably got his own good reasons for keeping us on ice, though I confess I’ll be glad when we get our next job.”


For a time the four astronauts discussed how they would try to discover the whereabouts of their old friend and Chief. Chris doubted very much whether they would learn anything from Sir George’s London office. The staff there could be tighter than clams. Even to Chris, who knew many of them, they would be silent if so ordered. But at least a visit would discover whether or not a gag was in operation.


“I’ll go to the office,” Chris decided, “while you, Serge, go and pump old Whiskers. Tony can trot out to Farnborough, and Morrey, will you phone Billy Gillanders at the Cape?”


The four friends agreed that it would save time and trouble if they split up as Chris had suggested. They agreed to meet at the flat they shared at nine o’clock that night. Surely by then one or other of them would have found the whereabouts of their elusive Chief. Then they would press him to hurry their next jaunt around the solar system.


Because he’d loaned his car to Serge, Chris went by bus to the huge red-brick building in Theobalds Road. With a wave to the commissionaire, he strode towards one of the lifts, and pressed the sixth floor button. A few quick strides along the corridor brought him to the well-known door, which led to an outer office where some girl secretaries worked. Sir George’s own room was beyond this, though Chris wasn’t interested in it at the moment.


“Hello, girls,” he called as he breezed into the secretaries’ office. At once chattering stopped and typewriters ceased to rattle.


“Mr. Godfrey!” exclaimed one of the girls. “How nice to see you. Are the others with you? Are you staying in town?”


“Nice to see you, too, Hazel. No, I’m alone. The others have gone and left me. Well, how are you all?” he asked, including all four girls in the office. “Behaving yourselves while the Chief is away?”


“But of course,” cooed Michelle, who was French. “We have few handsome visitors like you.”


“Er—any idea when Sir George will be back?” Chris asked hastily.


“No,” the girl he’d called Hazel replied. “We don’t know when to expect him.”


“How do you keep busy, then?” Chris asked with a grin.


The girls assured their visitor indignantly that Sir George had left mountains of work for them to do, besides which they had to type out innumerable reports which kept flowing in from all over the globe. Sir George had warned them that he’d want them all when he returned.


“I’m sure you all work very hard,” Chris beamed at the indignant girls. “Oh—er—by—the way, any idea how I can get in touch with him?”


Chris could have felt the silence that had fallen in the office. The laughter had gone, the joking and teasing were over. Hazel and her companions were suddenly uncomfortable and ill at ease.


“Sorry, Mr. Godfrey. We don’t know, and even if we did we wouldn’t be able to say. There’s a top security clamp on.”


“But why? What’s happening?”


“We don’t know, Mr. Godfrey. It’s all very mysterious,” Hazel replied.


“It certainly is,” Chris declared. “Well, thanks very much, girls. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


So saying Chris took his leave. A security clamp, eh? Most unusual. This had never happened before on any of their space trips. Now that every nation was involved, through the United Nations, in the joint exploration of space, what was the point of such secrecy? Chris made a few more calls on friends in other offices in the vast building, but his pumping only produced the same answer that he’d had from Hazel and her friends. In disgust at his lack of success, the astronaut left the building with only a perfunctory farewell to the commissionaire.


Serge Smyslov was driving Chris’s white sports car along the North Circular Road. He was looking forward very much to meeting old “Whiskers” Greatrex, the ex-Wing Commander with the huge, fiery moustache. Whiskers had long retired from the Royal Air Force, but his lifelong friend, Sir George Benson, had found his services useful on more than one occasion. Usually, he was roped in as guide, philosopher and friend of the four astronauts during the trying period of their training. So the boisterous ex-officer, always good for a practical joke, was a great favourite with Chris and his team.


At Hendon Serge joined the motorway and was bowling along nicely till he came to the Aylesbury Road fork. Then he left the motorway and drove more sedately towards the busy Buckinghamshire market town. He threaded his way through congested traffic to the Wendover Road, and sighed with relief as he passed the de-restriction sign. Two miles outside the town he turned left.


Whiskers Greatrex and his wife Mary lived in a half-timbered house that had often appeared on picture postcards. Now that he was no longer engaged on “special duties”, Whiskers devoted his boundless energy to the house and garden. He’d worked wonders in modernising the interior of the building without causing it to lose its old-world charm. The garden was a dream from a seedsman’s catalogue, and the lawn was as smooth as a vast billiard table.


Serge switched off the engine, passed through the ornamental iron gate and walked up the short, gravelled path to the house. He gave a cheerful rat-a-tat with the door knocker and waited with keen anticipation to see his old friend’s surprise. It was fully five minutes and several hearty knocks later before the disappointed Russian accepted the fact that there was no one at home. What should he do? Hang around or return to London? Whiskers and Mary might be away for a few days, but Serge didn’t think so, because the lawnmower hadn’t been put away. He decided to wait for a while, for he’d have many hours to kill before meeting his friends that evening.


The astronaut had barely finished his first tour of the garden when he heard the loud hooting of a motor horn and the fearsome squealing of brakes. Serge smiled with relief, for he recognised the signs of Whisker’s arrival. True enough, the familiar voice was hailing him from the other side of the hedge. They met at the gate and there was a great pumping of hands and slapping of backs.


“Saw you go through the Market Square,” explained Whiskers. “Guessed you’d be coming here. Mary and I were shopping and I’ve to go and collect her as soon as I’ve made sure you’re staying to tea. I thought if I didn’t come after you pretty smartly you might have pushed off. So I dug the old flyer out of the car park and hared after you.”


“Nice to see you again, Whiskers,” Serge said sincerely. “Yes I’ll stay and have a cup of tea, if it’s only for the pleasure of seeing Mrs. Greatrex. How are the boys?”


“Fine,” Whiskers informed him enthusiastically. “Both doing well at College. We expect them home for half-term next week. And how are my four favourite skymen?”


“Very well,” smiled Serge, “but ought we not to go and meet your wife?”


As they drove back into Aylesbury the two exchanged news and gossip, and it was when Whiskers asked what the quartet were doing that Serge admitted how mystified and bored they were with their extended leave.


“We have not heard from Sir George for more than two months,” he said. “Do you know where he is?”


Whiskers skilfully manœuvred his car into a vacant parking space before replying.


“I don’t know where he is just now,” he said thoughtfully. “But it was Mary’s birthday ten days ago. Benny has sent her a card every year since we were married. This year one didn’t arrive on her birthday. Now we thought this was queer, because no matter what part of the earth he’s been in, he’s always managed to get it delivered on the right day. Two days later one did arrive, and do you know what postmark it carried?”


Serge shook his head.


“You tell me,” he said.


“Dudley, in Staffordshire,” Whiskers answered dramatically.


It wasn’t until they had collected Mrs. Greatrex and had driven her home that the two men were able to discuss further the mystery of Sir George Benson. While Mary prepared tea, Serge told Whiskers how puzzled they were and how they had resolved to try to find Sir George, if only to ask him what were his plans for them.


“We thought he might have been at the Cape, or Houston, or Washington, or perhaps Woomera. What can he be doing in the Midlands, and why hasn’t he contacted us, being so near?” Serge mused.


Though they discussed the problem until Mary called them to the table, the two friends were unable to shed any light on the problem. The birthday card had contained no message except the brief expression of good wishes under which had been scrawled Sir George’s signature.


“Do you know anything about Dudley?” Whiskers asked his wife as they ate.


“Yes, I stayed there for several weeks with an aunt many years ago,” Mary answered, putting down her cup. “It’s a medium-sized town about six or eight miles from Birmingham. I remember its castle well. The grounds have been turned into a rather wonderful Zoo. I can’t remember much more about it, except that nearby are a lot of caves and old limestone mines.”


An hour later Serge took leave of the Greatrexes and drove thoughtfully back to London. If Sir George Benson had been barely a hundred miles away some ten days ago why hadn’t he contacted the astronauts. Even when he’d been on the other side of the globe he hadn’t let such a long period pass before. What was going on at the midland town to justify the presence of one of the world’s foremost scientists, who never wasted time anywhere? It would be interesting to hear what Chris, Morrey and Tony had found out.


Tony had travelled by bus to Farnborough. As he alighted from the vehicle just outside the main gates of the huge astronautical training establishment, he recalled the many times he’d been here before. Years ago this had been a famous aeronautical experimental station, but now it was devoted to the training of space pilots and men destined to duty on the Moon and Mars. In the past, with Chris and the others, Tony had spent many weeks here before each of the journeys into the void. Sometimes part of their training had been done in the United States and Russia, but always they’d started off with a spell at Farnborough.


At the guardroom Tony gave his name to the Air Force sergeant who, after a brief telephone call, signalled him to proceed. Group Captain Lambert was the chief medical officer, and Tony went straight to his quarters. The M.O. greeted the young man warmly.


“I know you’re not here for training, so I guess this is a social visit.”


“No. I only wish I was here for training,” Tony sighed. “That’s the trouble.”


He explained to the Group Captain how concerned he and his friends were at the lack of instructions from Sir George, and asked if he had any news of the scientist. Lambert replied that he hadn’t, except a brief message that Benson would be coming to see him within the next fortnight. With that Tony had to be content, for Group Captain Lambert couldn’t—or wouldn’t—say if there were any plans afoot for the four friends. Tony returned to London dejectedly and made his way to the flat.




Chapter Two


One by one the four astronauts returned from their quests. Tony was first, to be followed quickly by Morrey and Chris. It was almost nine o’clock before Serge returned from Aylesbury. By common consent the early arrivals hadn’t made their reports until all were present. Then Chris began by relating his lack of success at Sir George’s office. However, the significant thing to come out of his call was that some sort of security restriction was on.


For some time the four discussed Chris’s contribution, but none of them were able to hazard a guess at what it all meant. Since the end of the Cold War in the late sixties and early seventies there had been completely free publication of all scientific information. Now that military considerations no longer existed it was most unusual, to say the least, to have this secrecy. Tony’s story was of little help, either, except that it revealed that the quartet were not scheduled for spaceflight training in the near future.


Serge’s account of his visit to Whiskers added to the mystery. None of them could suggest why Sir George should have been anywhere near Dudley. Normally he was scuttling backwards and forwards between the great space port and London and New York. The only suggestion Serge could make was that Sir George was travelling somewhere by road when he suddenly remembered Mary’s birthday, and Dudley happened to be the first town where he could stop and send a card. But the Russian himself admitted that his theory was a weak one.


“How did you get on, Morrey?” Chris asked.


It had been the American’s turn to make the coffee, and he passed round the cups before replying.


“I had no luck, either,” he said, taking his seat. “The Chief hasn’t been seen or heard of at either the Cape or Woomera for weeks. Billy Gillanders was unable to say where he is, because he’d had to deputise for him at a UNEXA meeting.”


In itself it was strange that Sir George—its Director—should miss a meeting of the United Nations Exploration Agency. He was always most meticulous in carrying out his duties personally, and it was very unusual for Mr. Gillanders to have to step in.


“I shudder to think what the telephone bill will be,” Morrey said despondently.


For almost an hour the four discussed the disappearance of their friend and Chief, but they were still unable to advance one good reason why he should have vanished. Then, at precisely ten o’clock, there came a knock on the door. A voice sounded which electrified them all.


It said, “Anyone at home?”


It was the voice of Sir George Benson.


Tony won the race to the door. As he flung it open wide, the tall white-haired figure of the famous scientist appeared. There was a babble of greetings and questions as Sir George was dragged inside. A weary smile on his face, Benson raised his hand in protest at the torrent that was flooding over him from all sides.


“Please give me a moment,” he managed to say, and there was something about his tone that silenced the astronauts in a flash. With a tired sigh Sir George sank into the proffered chair and took the cup of coffee Morrey had conjured for him. He drained it in two gulps and then handed it back.


“That’s better,” he said with a faint smile. “Now what’s all the fuss about?”


“Fuss!” Tony exploded. “I like that. Here we are—twiddling our thumbs for months on end waiting for the next job. You disappear and leave us out on a limb. Isn’t that enough to get worked up about?”


“Sorry,” the scientist smiled. “How did I know you all wanted another assignment?”


There was a split second of astonished silence before the four young men realised that Benson was teasing them. There was a roar of laughter at the Director’s air of innocent surprise.


“Come off it. You’ve something up your sleeve, haven’t you?” demanded Morrey. “What planet are we going to next?”


As if a sponge had cleaned a black-board, the smile was erased from the scientist’s face. Instead it became serious, and the lines of strain reappeared. Now the quartet could see that Sir George had aged quite a bit since they last saw him just a few months before. For the first time it struck Chris that Uncle George couldn’t go on for ever. Without doubt he was reaching retiring age. It would be strange working under someone else, for the famous scientist had directed all the space flights of these four young men. With a twinge of concern, Chris studied his old friend’s face intently.


“Been having it a bit rough lately?” he asked Sir George sympathetically.


Benson forced a weary smile.


“Just a bit,” he conceded. Then he was silent for a time, as if turning over in his mind what he would say to the astronauts.


The volatile Morrey was all agog to hear which planet was their next objective. Together, they’d visited every one in the solar system except the three most distant—Uranus, Neptune and Pluto. Now that hypothermia, the process of reducing body temperature so that the astronaut was in a state of suspended animation, had been perfected, journeys to the end of or beyond the solar system were not impossible. Perhaps Sir George had plans for them to visit the nearest star. Even though it was four and a quarter light years away this would mean nothing to the space travellers, who would be unaware of the passage of time. It was when man started exploring other solar systems that intelligent life might be found, Morrey thought excitedly.


“They say a change is as good as a rest,” Sir George Benson began, “but don’t you believe it. At least I haven’t found it so. To tell the truth, I’ve found the last few months as strenuous as any I can ever remember. Perhaps it’s, because my work has been in a totally unexpected field, one that you’d never guess in a thousand years.”


The curiosity of the quartet became almost unbearable. Sir George was primarily a space scientist, and they couldn’t imagine him engaged in any other work. It must be something to do with astronautics, even though his words had created doubts. If he had in fact been working in a new field, how could it concern them? They were trained astronauts, and so specialised had their training been that it was difficult to imagine how they could fit into any other sort of job.


“As you know,” the scientist went on, “the United Nations Exploration Agency is responsible for all forms of exploration, not only that of space. Because there are very few parts of the Earth’s surface which haven’t been fully investigated, terrestrial exploration is completely overshadowed by ventures such as your own. However, there is a type of exploration that is still in its infancy. I mean—finding out about the Earth’s interior.”


“Oh, that,” exclaimed Tony in disgust. “What’s the use wasting time and money bothering the old terra firma? Who wants to know what’s going on underfoot?”


The scientist laughed aloud.


“You know, I expect almost the same words have been used hundreds of time about space exploration. Many people used to wonder if the effort and expense involved in visiting other planets and satellites wasn’t a complete waste. We know better now. I’m sure that when you know a little more about the subject, you’ll think explorations of the Earth’s interior are well worthwhile, Tony.”


The mechanic shuffled uncomfortably at his old friend’s rebuke. But he was still at a loss to know why Sir George was trying to interest the four friends in geology. It wasn’t their line of country, and Tony didn’t see the point of it all. They were never happier than when they were streaking away from Earth into their favourite environment—interplanetary space.


Chris thought it was time he took a hand.


“Come on, Uncle George. Tell us what you’ve been up to. That is unless it’s still top secret,” he urged.


Benson gave Chris a quick glance.


“Yes, I’ve heard you’ve been ferreting about a bit,” he said laconically. “Well, it has been top secret—and to the outside world it still is. Listen carefully and I’ll give you an outline of the situation.”


They listened eagerly.


“I suppose it would be true to say that we know more about conditions millions of miles above our heads than we do of these a score of miles beneath our feet,” Sir George began thoughtfully. “Yet it’s old Mother Earth who provides us with almost all our needs—minerals, food, and the thousand and one things that make modern civilisation possible. We draw coal, oil and scores of chemicals from the abundant stores down below. Until two or three generations ago the whole industrial development of the world was based on coal, though these days we use it very little for burning. As you know, coal is now mined for its marvellous chemical properties, and one shudders to think of the waste that took place before atomic energy superseded it. Coal mines, oil wells, and a few deep mineral mines have represented our total incursion into Earth’s crust. Even the deepest of these, some three or four miles, barely scratch at the surface. For information below this depth we rely on seismology, the science of earthquakes and the study of the shock waves they set up.”


Tony could barely conceal his boredom. If the Chief was going to give them a lecture on geology, then they were all wasting their time. What a let-down it was having this talk on earth-science after the mounting excitement of the Chief’s mysterious disappearance. He struggled hard to suppress a yawn.


“Geologists, with the help of these seismic waves, have discovered a surprising amount about the earth’s interior,” Benson went on. “When an earthquake happens, or an underground atomic explosion takes place, two types of seismic waves are sent out. The first kind is called a primary wave or compressional wave. These travel very fast. The other kind is called secondary, and is a transverse type of wave, travelling much more slowly than the primary. Again, some waves travel in a straight line through the earth’s interior between the source and the recording instruments. Others travel around the earth’s surface.”


Though his companions were listening intently to the Director, Tony’s gaze had been wandering over the room. It was quite early, but he felt he could yawn his head off and longed to get into bed.


“From studying the behaviour of these waves geologists have a pretty good idea of how the earth is made up. The outer portion—that in which we have sunk our mines and oil boreholes—is called the crust. It averages some thirty kilometres thick, about eighteen to twenty miles, under the land masses. However, it is much thinner under the ocean floors—perhaps some three or four miles.


“At the bottom of the crust there is a complete change in the structure of our Earth. This next layer is called the mantle and through it waves travel very much faster than through the crust. This boundary between the crust and the mantle, which is very marked, is called the Mohorovicic Discontinuity.”


“Whew! quite a mouthful,” breathed Morrey.


“I agree,” smiled the Chief. “It’s usually called ‘Moho’ for short. Now this mantle beneath the moho is about seventeen hundred and fifty miles thick. The top part, called the upper mantle, is all mixed up, but the lower mantle—that is the last six hundred miles or so—is pretty much the same throughout.”


“And then comes the core?” asked Serge.


“Quite right. The next two thousand two hundred miles, down to the centre of the earth in fact, is the core. It’s thought to be made up mainly of molten iron, though towards the centre it’s probably solid because of the terrific pressure.”


“It must be very hot at the centre,” Chris observed.


“It’s about four thousand degrees centigrade,” Sir George replied. “Very hot, but nowhere near as hot as might be expected. As you know, when you go down a mine the temperature increases. This increase according to depth is called the thermal gradient, and is about 20° C. for each mile in the crust.”


“So if you took some water down a mine five miles deep it would boil?” asked Tony, now becoming slightly more interested in what the scientist was saying.


“Just about,” agreed Sir George, “but the thermal gradient decreases lower down. Otherwise the temperature at the centre would be about eighty thousand degrees instead of a mere four thousand. This heat comes from radioactivity.”


“And what have you had to do with all this?” Chris demanded.


“It’s a long story,” sighed the scientist, “and I’ll cut it as short as possible. Many years ago it was decided to try to reach the moho and beyond. This was partly out of curiosity about the structure of the earth, and partly to see if geothermal energy could be exploited.”


“You mean the earth’s heat?” asked Serge.


“Precisely. A minute fraction does make its way to the surface as volcanic eruptions and hot springs. Only a very tiny portion is turned into power. So the idea to bore down to the Mohorovicic Discontinuity by means of what is called the ‘mohole’ might have commercial possibilities as well as being of great scientific interest.


“Originally it was thought that it would be easier to bore the mohole in the sea-bed, in a place where the crust is known to be very thin. The technique of boring into the ocean floor has been well developed in the exploration for oil, and huge drilling rigs have been constructed for this purpose. Of course there was the difficulty of keeping the rig steady and of guiding the drill back into the borehole through two or three miles of sea. Even these obstacles were overcome and the project began with high hopes. America and Russia both started boring their moholes and all seemed to be going well. America bored off Costa Rica, and Russia in the Behring Sea.”
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