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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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“Pluto, as you know, is the last of our solar planets to be explored,” Sir Billy Gillanders was saying to the three astronauts. “It is the most distant planet, as far as we know, in our solar system. Its average distance from the Sun is no less than three and two-thirds thousand million miles—just about twice as far as Uranus, four times as far as Saturn, and eight times as distant as Jupiter.”


“Gosh!” exclaimed Tony Hale, the mechanic. “It must be jolly cold.”


“Why do you say ‘as far as we know’?” asked Morrison Kant, the leader of the little group.


“To answer Tony first,” Sir Billy smiled, “I can tell you it is cold, very cold. We estimate the surface temperature as about minus four hundred degrees Fahrenheit, and that makes it the coldest planet of the lot. Now as to Morrey’s question. As you know, Pluto was discovered way back in 1930. Its presence had been suspected for several years, because accurate measurements of the orbits of Uranus and Neptune had revealed slight irregularities. These could only have been caused by the attraction of a still more distant planet. Pluto was finally located in January 1930, by an astronomer named Tombaugh. Recently astronomers working at Lunar City have observed a tiny deviation in the orbit of Pluto itself.”


Lunar City, the fast-growing settlement on the Moon, was familiar to each of the astronauts. All three had been there many times. Indeed, they had helped with the first permanent structures, even before the observatory had been established.


The observatory at Lunar City had originally been the main reason for men’s making their homes on Earth’s satellite. With perfect viewing conditions and without the clouding effect which is produced by even the clearest atmosphere, it had been able to do things no terrestrial observatory could attempt. Its great telescopes, far larger than could be constructed under earthly gravity, peered into the farthest reaches of the Universe. Its radio telescopes were infinitely more sensitive than the most refined instrument that had to suffer the filtering effect of Earth’s atmosphere.


Working under these ideal conditions the men at the Lunar observatory had measured the minute perturbation in Pluto’s orbit, and had predicted that yet another solar planet lay beyond. As to its size they could say nothing. Not even the most powerful optical telescope had been able to locate this mysterious object.


“One of your main objectives,” Sir Billy went on, “will be to discover Planet X, as some people are now calling it. You might even get an opportunity to take a close look.”


“That’s if it’s there,” Tony said.


“Oh, it’s there all right,” Sir Billy assured them, “or at least something is there. The mathematicians can almost pinpoint the spot, but the optical observers are foxed. They maintain that it must be incredibly small. Certainly it can be only a fraction of the size of our Moon.”


Sir William H. R. G. Gillanders was the Director of the United Nations Exploration Agency—U.N.E.X.A. for short—which was the organization responsible for the exploration of the Universe. Over the years U.N.E.X.A. had built up a team of intrepid young men and women who were willing to venture anywhere in the solar system. Because all nations now worked together in space research, the teams were usually international in character.


The one to which the Director was now talking certainly was. Morrey Kant, the leader, was a tall broad American with crew-cut hair. Tony Hale, the mechanic, was a cheerful, freckled Cockney, while Serge Smyslov, the slight, dark Russian, completed the trio.


These were the three young men who had been chosen for U.N.E.X.A.’s next venture into the unknown, a journey out to Pluto and perhaps beyond. But the proposed expedition was not only intended to discover more about the Sun’s most distant planet and to try to find out if there really was a Planet X; it was also to try out an entirely new method of propulsion.


Originally spaceships had been powered by chemical motors. Various combinations of fuels and oxidants had been tried, but eventually liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen had been generally accepted. Then had come atomic motors, in which caesium had been converted into ions to obtain thrust. Unfortunately, though an atomic motor could function over very long periods, its thrust was weak, being in the order of [image: image] G.*


No atomic motor had ever been sufficiently powerful to lift a spaceship either from the Earth’s surface or from the Moon’s. Thus a chemical motor was still required for liftoff and to reach escape velocity. Then the atomic motor took over, and because of its long operational period, it was able to build up high speeds in spite of its weak thrust.


Now a new type of atomic motor had been developed that could not only lift the spaceship off the Earth, but could also build up high velocities in a fraction of the time taken by the old type. In effect the new type of propulsion was a small, controlled and continuous atomic explosion, so that “lift-off” would not be too uncomfortable for the astronauts.


Because of the possible dangers from the use of atomic fuel, these launchings had to take place on an isolated island in the Indian Ocean. This island, called Gan, had formerly been a staging post operated by the British Royal Air Force. There were a few small surrounding islands from which the inhabitants had been evacuated, and which were now occupied solely by the launch teams. These islands, called the Maldive Archipelago, had been completely taken over by U.N.E.X.A., and many of its personnel had been transferred there from Cape Kennedy. The actual control room for the launching was on a little island about four miles from Gan, which was far enough away to protect it from the small amount of “fall-out” generated by the new-style atomic motors.


In a few weeks’ time, when the briefing and training were complete, Morrey, Serge and Tony would be flown out to the launch station to await the final count-down. Meanwhile there was much that they had to learn about their objective.


“How long will the trip last?” Serge inquired. “A year?”


“Good gracious, no,” the Director smiled. “As I said, the average distance of Pluto from the Sun is three and two-thirds thousand million miles. Yet, because its orbit is the most eccentric of all the Sun’s family, at times it is actually nearer than Neptune. The flight path your ship will take will be over four thousand million miles long, because it is a curved one. That should take you about two weeks.”


“What!” exploded the three astronauts together. Was the Director serious? They would have expected the journey to take at least six months.


“I thought that would surprise you,” Sir Billy laughed. “This new method of propulsion, though it won’t help much to break out of the solar system, will at least bring all our own planets very much nearer.”


“But two weeks!” exclaimed Tony. “Why, we shan’t need hypothermia.”


“Oh, but you will,” Sir Billy explained. “It will be necessary to put you all to sleep even before take-off. The forces on your bodies would cause you to lose consciousness, anyway.”


Hypothermia, a process first used in surgery, consisted of lowering the body temperature till all signs of life had virtually disappeared. A tiny instrument inserted under the skin, and connected to a nerve, ensured that the heart remained alive, and by slowly raising the body temperature the astronaut could be restored to consciousness without being aware of any lapse of time.


The team began to discuss what the Director had told them. Their ship, it seemed, should be able to travel the four-thousand-million-mile curved path to Pluto in the incredible time of two weeks! Serge did some rapid calculations.


“Why, that will mean an average velocity of nearly twelve million miles an hour,” he spluttered.


“Just about,” agreed Sir Billy calmly. “We have already sent a capsule round the sun and back in under a day. Of course, we have still a long way to go before we approach the speed of light. Some day, perhaps, we’ll do even that.”


“So what is our flight programme?” Morrey asked.


“You’ll enter your ship, be put to sleep, and be aroused about two weeks later as you approach Pluto. There you will go into orbit and make what discoveries you can. After completing your task you will break orbit, undergo hypothermia, and wake up here on Earth.”


“Then we shall be hardly more than cargo,” Tony protested.


“Not at all,” the Director assured him. “You will have plenty to do when you are in orbit round Pluto, though I’ll grant you that your outward and return journeys will be controlled entirely by us. Remember we’ve never tried this new propulsion with humans before, so—and I must warn you of this—there will be a considerable element of danger. Then when you are in orbit around Pluto there will be a very full programme for you, including a search for Planet X. If you find it, you may have to visit your discovery to have a closer look.”


“Oh we’re not grumbling,” Morrey assured him hastily. “But the whole programme will be so strange compared with anything we’ve done before. I only wish Chris could be with us.”


He was referring to Chris Godfrey, Sir Billy’s young deputy, who had recently been promoted from being a leading astronaut. Chris’s friends suspected that the new Deputy Director regarded his elevation with mixed feelings. It was an honour, of course, to have such a responsible position, but it meant that he would no longer be able to lead space expeditions like this one.


“By the way, where is Chris?” Tony asked.


“He’s out at Gan supervising the final assembly of your ship,” Sir Billy told them. “I expect him home for a spell of leave at the end of this week.”
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When Chris was in London he always stayed with his friends in their flat just off Russell Square. He had hardly unpacked after his arrival when Tony began to ask him about the expedition.


Chris hesitated. He was secretly worried about the new means of propulsion. He knew that someone, sooner or later, would have to test it, but he was reluctant to let his friends take the risk.


“I can’t really say that there is any fault in your ship, Pluto One,” he said. “We are sure it will function perfectly. The back-up ship, Pluto Two, which we are also completing, will be quite unnecessary. What does worry us a bit is something different—the strange effect of travelling at such a high velocity. At least—we can’t be quite certain about it. But we’ve noticed something unusual in probes that we’ve sent out to test the new propulsion.”


“Probes? I thought only one had been sent,” Morrey said.


“Officially that’s correct,” Chris admitted, “but actually we’ve sent three. We haven’t reported the other two because we wanted to study the results carefully. All three show this peculiar effect.”


“Come on, Chris. What is it?” Tony pressed him.


“It seems to be some sort of ‘time-slip’. I can’t describe it any better than that. In the first probe—the one you know about—we sent a number of instruments and also biological specimens. The capsule went round the Sun and back, a total journey verging on two hundred million miles. We recovered it safely and examined the contents. Three chronometers had each lost some nineteen minutes.


“The peculiar thing about it was that each of the three had lost exactly the same amount of time. They were carefully checked, of course, and were found to be functioning perfectly. Then there was the strange behaviour of some of the biological specimens. We sent up cultures of different bacteria, each of which had a very short reproductive cycle. One strain reproduces itself every two minutes, another every seven minutes. When we examined them we found several ‘generations’ missing after the voyage. A careful analysis again pointed to a loss of nineteen minutes in their lives.”


“I don’t exactly follow you, Chris,” Tony complained. “What does all this mean?”


“We weren’t sure. Hence the decision to send up two more probes. That also explains why we didn’t give them any publicity. You see—we still didn’t know exactly what we were looking for. However, the second and third probes confirmed this strange time-slip. We sent them on different trajectories out into space, the last one covering over three hundred million miles in little over twenty-five hours.


“On the last experiment the time-slip was over half an hour. We had included in the payload a special clock which works on the vibratory period of certain crystals. It’s impossible to tamper with the clock, and it is incredibly accurate. Yet this, too, indicated a difference in time between the returned capsule and ourselves.”


“But how can the time be different?” Tony persisted. “Time is time whether it’s here or out in space. If it took twenty-five hours for the last capsule to complete its journey, then twenty-five hours it was—not twenty-four and a half.”


“All the evidence shows that inside the capsule only twenty-four and a half hours had elapsed,” Chris said quietly.


“Then if that is true, what is the explanation?” Serge wanted to know.


“The mathematics boys are still working on it. Briefly their theory is that this peculiar behaviour of time is caused by the high velocity. I know it sounds crazy, but they believe that if you could travel at the same speed as light, time would stand still,” Chris explained.


Morrey snorted.


“I suppose they will tell us that if we could move faster than light, time would move backwards?” he said sarcastically.


“Something like that,” Chris agreed surprisingly. “They say that if you could look at Earth from a telescope in a spaceship travelling faster than light, all events would appear in reverse. It would be like running a film through the projector backwards.”


“Chris, how do you think the time-slip will affect us on the Pluto expedition?” asked Morrey.


“That I don’t know for certain,” Chris explained. “I’ll let you into a secret. I’ve been detached from routine work to pursue this investigation. Not until we get you back safely will we know how it affects humans.”


“If we get time-slip on our trip, what will it amount to?” Serge enquired.


“Judging by the distance of the probes and the time they have lost, I guess you will lose anything up to twelve hours,” Chris replied.


“I can’t accept that,” Tony declared. “I can’t believe that when we get back our time will be any different from yours. How could we possibly be twelve hours out of step with you?”


“It is because you will have travelled at a measurable fraction of the speed of light,” Chris explained patiently. “It hasn’t been possible to reach anything like this velocity before. Therefore the time-slip effect has been so small as to be unnoticeable. It must, of course, have occurred, but it hasn’t come to our attention.”


“Is time-slip harmful?” Tony wanted to know.


“I shouldn’t think so,” Chris replied with a smile. “Unless you think that gaining twelve hours more life is harmful.”


Three days later Chris returned to Gan and the astronauts had to get down to some really hard work. Each day there were strenuous physical exercises followed by a careful medical check. Then there were long hours of instruction about all that was known of Pluto and its environs. Photographs taken from the airless moon were studied and memorized. The star pattern was pored over until it was as familiar to the trio as each other’s faces. There was even a short visit to Lunar City so that they could peer for themselves through the giant telescope at their objective.


At last the time came when Sir Billy told them to pack their bags, not forgetting to include tropical kit. They were to fly out to the Maldives in two days. That left them just time to pay farewell visits to two old friends, George Benson and “Whiskers” Greatrex.


Lord Benson had been Sir Billy’s predecessor as Director of U.N.E.X.A. until illness struck him down. Now, though he was confined to a wheel-chair, he still took an active interest in all space projects, and the astronauts told him all about the forthcoming voyage. They mentioned the peculiar time-slip effect that Chris had told them about, and to their surprise the old scientist just smiled and nodded his head.


“I expected it,” he told them, “and I don’t think it’s anything to worry about. In my day we couldn’t reach the velocity necessary to make any noticeable change. Today you are on the threshold of fantastic speeds, and this time-slip will become more and more evident.”


“I still don’t understand it,” Tony sighed.


“Well,” Lord Benson said, “try to imagine time rushing past you in all directions at the speed of light—186,000 miles per second. Now if you can travel at, say, one-sixtieth of the speed of light, in any one minute only fifty-nine seconds of time, or light, will have passed by you, because you yourself will have travelled that other sixtieth.”


“So if you could travel at the same speed as light, you would be keeping up with time, so that it would appear to stand still?” asked Serge.


“That’s the theory of it,” Lord Benson agreed.


Next morning Morrey drove his two friends out to the half-timbered cottage between Aylesbury and Wendover where “Whiskers” Greatrex lived with his wife Mary. Whiskers still sported the vast moustache that he had retained since his days as a fighter pilot in the Royal Air Force. But today it was almost white—a contrast to the bristling ginger appendage he’d had when the astronauts first knew him.


The ex-Wing Commander had worked with the three young men—and Chris—when they had been preparing for their first exploits. He’d been their guide, philosopher and friend, even their nursemaid, during the difficult periods of their training. He’d been their help and support during the nerve-racking waits for blast-off. His cheery banter over the radio had sustained them during the boredom of long voyages. He had been the one to encourage them during their many periods of danger.


He plied them with questions about their new mission, and underneath his probing they could detect an air of wistfulness that he was no longer able to play a part.


“Oh, I knew Gan well,” he said. “In my R.A.F. days I was stationed there for a year. The bathing is marvellous, but you always have to wear canvas shoes. If you cut your foot against the coral it can be really serious.”


As the time approached for Morrey and the others to take their leave, Whiskers became more and more preoccupied. They could see that he would miss them a great deal.


“You really must be careful when you are at Gan,” he said haltingly. “You could jeopardize the whole undertaking by carelessness. I knew one chap who had to have a foot amputated because he was careless in bathing.”


“I thought you said it was wonderful out there if you took the proper precautions,” Tony pointed out.


“Oh, I did—and it is,” Whiskers agreed. “But young men in your position should be especially careful.”


“You mean—we should have someone to look after us?” suggested Morrey with a grin.


“And why not?” roared their friend. “You never got into any trouble under my care.”


“Aren’t you getting a bit old for that job?” Serge asked innocently. The minute he’d made his remark he regretted it. Though it had been meant as a joke, Whiskers looked very hurt.


“Sorry, I didn’t mean that,” Serge assured him hastily, and the others did their best to restore his spirits.


But it was in vain. He didn’t cheer up in spite of their combined efforts. It was a poor way of repaying his hospitality, and they all three felt miserable about it.


“Well, goodbye, and look after yourselves,” Whiskers said lugubriously as he shook their hands. Never had they seen him so depressed.


“Look, Whiskers,” Morrey said desperately as he opened his car door to climb inside, “I’ll ask Sir Billy to sign you on.”


Whiskers shook his head sadly. “Don’t bother,” he said. “It’s true, I am too old.”


There was a telltale hoarseness in his voice. Unable to watch his friend’s distress any longer, Morrey started up his car and let in the clutch. Tony and Serge waved frantically as they drew away. Whiskers, despair evident in his sagging figure, waved back until they were out of sight. Then a complete change came over him. He straightened his shoulders and marched cheerfully into the house.
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