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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


It was towards the close of 1980 when it became forced upon even the most optimistic scientific minds that space travel was destined to be delayed for many years, until the unexpected difficulties in the way of its accomplishment had been overcome.


One man in the international circle of astro-physicists who did not seem particularly disturbed by the setback was Dr. Martin Bond, forty-five-year-old scientist who had contributed more to the field of physics and—surprisingly—to psychiatry than any other man of his generation. When he spoke, science listened—or so said the newspapers of the day.


So when Martin Bond asked the leading astro-physicists of every country to attend a convention at which he proposed to put forth a new, revolutionary technique in regard to space conquest there were no absentees. On the appointed day in one of London’s great meeting halls, the men and women directly and indirectly connected with interplanetary matters were fully represented, packing the great building to the ceiling.


Martin Bond himself, below medium height and already becoming grey haired, stood before the battery of microphones, movie and television cameras, and seemed completely unaware of the panoply of publicity trained upon him. Not far away from him a slender, blonde woman, many years his junior, kept a check on duplicate notes. Not that this surprised anybody else on the rostrum. Martin Bond was rarely seen without his wife, Ada, herself a brilliant radiologist.


“Thank you, my friends, for sparing the time to come and listen to me——” Martin Bond surveyed the packed array and gave his friendly smile. “Since your time is as valuable as mine I’ll come straight to the point. Right now I’ll say that I fully expect your criticism when I say that the failure of space travel is perhaps a blessing in disguise. Actually, you know, it may have saved us from walking into something about which we know nothing. Many brave lives have been sacrificed in the endeavour to cross space. We shall always revere the names of Heatherfield, Bell, Lomax, Grindley, and a host of others, but their lives are only a few compared to what might have been many. I put it to you: what do we know of the worlds we contemplate visiting? Nothing!”


Martin Bond waited until the murmur of voices had subsided once more: then——


“I have a good idea what you are thinking and saying, my friends—that we have the fruits of telescopic and spectrographic analysis. That is true, but we have nothing more. Mars, for instance, the first world we intend to visit, is still basically a mystery in spite of all the data we have about it. As to Venus, we have no details at all. The moon? Well, that satellite is obviously dead. We are all agreed, and have been for some time, that our first ‘long-distance’ goal shall be Mars, leaving Venus and her mystic cloudbelts until such time as space travel makes it reasonably safe to explore beneath them——”


There came a murmur of assent from the gathering.


“I believe,” Bond continued, “that we should know more about Mars before we venture to its surface. What civilisations there were upon it have vanished, and if there were any on the Moon they have vanished, too. As far as Mars is concerned, we do not know whether or not the Martians might have left behind on their world some dangerous legacy which might destroy us when we get there. Perhaps scientific booby-traps, poisoned atmosphere, maybe many things.


“Call me a fantastic pessimist if you wish, but these possibilities must be taken into consideration. We don’t want to make a forty-million-mile journey and find death at the end of it. If, as is possible, the mighty scientists of Mars were forced to leave behind valuable secrets, is it not possible also that they would take the precaution of safeguarding them against visitors who might one day come from other worlds? I submit it purely as a possibility. So, then, I believe we should know all about Mars before visiting it.”


“But that’s impossible!” somebody objected. “We have already done all we can.”


Bond shook his head. “On the contrary. It is because it is possible that I asked all of you to come here. We have a theory which infers that we of Earth are descended from the original Martians, they in turn being descended from Selenites. Is that not correct?”


Fierce argument broke out, as it always did whenever the extraordinary theory of Earth heritage was mentioned.


“I am quite aware,” Bond went on, “that a lot of you have no faith in Manhafer’s Theory of Cosmic Descent, but for my own part I believe he is entirely correct, chiefly because it is the only theory which explains why Earth, of all the planets, has intelligent life. Manhafer believed that life originated on the Moon, a small, hot body, that it then migrated to Mars, the next hottest body, and finally to Earth—and he backed up his idea with a wealth of inference. In a word, we of Earth are Selenite-Martian Earthlings. And that is the vital point. I believe, speaking now from the angle of psychiatry, that it should be possible to recapture the past to know what happened to Mars’ civilisation, and the Moon’s, too, if it comes to that.”


“Trying to probe the Time-continuum is a major sport of us scientists,” remarked a front-bencher. “So far it has achieved precisely nothing. I for one don’t believe that the past can be recaptured.”


“That depends on the method used.” Bond had suddenly become didactic. “The greatest governing factor in restoring memory is environment. You have evidence of that in the treatment of an amnesia victim. Such a person is placed amongst surroundings which were once very familiar, and more often than not the dormant memory cells are stimulated into action and a return of memory ensues. As another aspect of the power of environment and the effect it has on mind and body, may I quote the importance which social welfare experts place upon it? It is well known that in nine cases out of ten crime is begotten by environment in the first instance.


“Let us step further and consider how environment operated in the case of Kasper Hauser. After his eighteen years in solitary confinement he was able to see the stars in the daytime, and what we call ‘normal’ life was so repugnant to him that he asked to be taken back to his cell, where he could be happy! The same case was true of Baptiste Mourton of Toulon, who became a galley slave for a hundred years. He lived through it and then asked to go back because he had enjoyed it! Thus does environment mould the mind, and the mind the body——”


“Yes, yes,” one of the assembly interrupted impatiently, “but what bearing have such cases on our problem?”


“Just this, my friend. I believe that from the data we have—telescopic and spectrographic—we should reconstruct a small part of Mars’ surface as we know it today, exact in every detail with the same aridity of sand, complete with ferrous oxide deposits, an identical tenuity of atmosphere. A make-believe world in fact; a section of Mars isolated from the rest of Earth. If we can do that I am prepared to live in this ‘re-created’ fragment of Mars for a period of two years, my wife being my only voluntary companion. I think that by the art of mental sublimation, of which I have studied a great deal, I ought to be able to make myself so en rapport with my surroundings that deep memories will be revived. I hope I may be able to recall again incidents which happened on another world, memories which I and all of us have carried over the gulf of a thousand deaths and long since forgotten.”


There was a long silence, to be broken at last by a question.


“Just as familiar surroundings awaken the memory of the amnesia victim?”


“Exactly so,” Bond assented. “Such a return of memory can only take place if, as most of us believe, we are descended from the original Martians. If that be really true then some memory must still remain in the mind of each one of us, and that memory can only be stimulated by the subjection of normal will, familiar surroundings from a past time, and the power to ‘think of nothing,’ an art perfected by the Tibetan mystics. As a psychiatrist, I believe I can achieve that condition. The gain would be obvious: knowing what happened in the past we could prepare our own future in view of that knowledge. We would know what sort of a world we are trying to reach, whether it is safe or otherwise, and we would also acquire many explanations for at present obscure problems regarding our racial ancestry.”


Head inclined towards head as the project was discussed. Bond waited, knowing full well what the decision would be. He had never yet made a proposition but what he had won his point, though this was certainly the first time he had wedded psychiatry to the field of astronomical science.


Finally Dr. Hawthore, Chairman of the World Science Council, rose to his feet, acting in his usual capacity as spokesman for the gathering.


“I think, Dr. Bond, that we all owe you a profound debt of gratitude for your offer to place yourself in voluntary confinement amidst alien conditions for two years in an effort to wrest the secrets of Mars from the realms of memory. To your wife also we are no less grateful. My colleagues and I are quite prepared to follow out and finance whatever scheme you have for re-creating a portion of Mars where you can allow your memory full sway.”


Bond smiled, hardly listening to the remainder of the carefully chosen words. Back of his mind was a sense of elation that his long-cherished idea that memory and environment could solve the riddles of the cosmos was at last to receive acclaim.


And, given complete financial backing by the World Science Council, Martin Bond wasted no time in choosing the site for the “Hermitage.” In fact, he had known for some time where it was to be—an abandoned film and television studio fifty miles outside London and situated in the heart of wooded countryside. The nearest village was ten miles away, and for five years the studio had been a white elephant. Once the Council bought the place it was surrounded by a high electrified fence and then, under Bond’s directions, the huge interior of the place was cleared of every encumbrance and the re-creation of Martian conditions began.


Gradually, as though in preparation for a movie set, bare boards were covered to a two-foot depth in sand, in which was exactly the right admixture of ferrous oxide. Next, the place was completely sealed off from the outer atmosphere and the air pressure lowered to a density approximating that at the summit of Mount Everest. The temperature was also thermostatically fixed at about 50 degrees F., approximating that of the Martian noon.


The most complicated problem—or so it seemed to the various scientists who came to view the proceedings at intervals—was that of reducing the gravity to correspond to Mars’ mass of 0.11, meaning a gravity two-fifths that of Earth. Bond, however, had thought the problem out in advance and devised a magnetic system in the roof which acted directly on the metallic content of the suit he was intending to wear during his “meditation” periods, thereby giving him a gravity mass of roughly half the normal.


Next to the “Martian Chamber” were normal quarters in which his wife would live, and he, too, when taking relaxation. Between the two chambers was an insulated wall fitted with inch-thick windows and, in an emergency, Ada Bond had beside her all the necessary switches to restore the pressure chamber to normal if circumstances demanded it.


Once within the Hermitage, contact with the outside world broken for two years unless some great discovery demanded a shortening of the time, Bond did not immediately go into action. There was first the matter of accustoming himself to the rigorous conditions within the Martian chamber—spending a gradually lengthening period each time in the attenuated atmosphere and getting the feel of his metallic suit by which gravity was artificially lessened.


At the end of a month he was able to remain for two hours under the synthetic conditions, without any apparent ill effect. In spite of this fact the obvious anxiety of Ada was in no way relieved.


“My dear, you worry needlessly,” Bond told her, smiling, as they ate a belated evening dinner. “Everything’s going fine—in fact just as I expected it would. In any case you have the controls under your fingers if anything should go wrong.”


“Provided I’m quick enough.” Ada’s dark eyes were serious. “You don’t realise how difficult it is for me, Mart, especially when you’re lying on that airbed in there. I know you’re following the Tibetan system of thinking about nothing and striving to coax memory into action whilst stimulated by Martian conditions, but just the same it worries me. I’ve no means of knowing whether you’re dead or just motionless in thought.”


Bond reflected. “I must confess I hadn’t thought of that angle. Well, it’s easily rectified. This very evening I’ll fix a photo-electric cell device in there and fasten it to me whilst I’m meditating. It will repeat my heartbeats through the amplifiers in here, and as long as you hear that you’ll know I’m still going strong. At any sign of wavering restore things to normal immediately. How’s that?”


“Much better—but I still worry. I know exactly what you’re trying to do, but I still can’t help asking myself if it’s really worth it.”


“What a statement! And from you—a scientist!”


“Maybe I am a scientist, but I’m also your wife, and I love you too much to want you to sacrifice yourself. There’s danger in this memory business: I’m sure of it.”


“There is in all scientific pioneering, my dear.” Bond gave his reassuring smile. “This thing has been launched, Ada, and it’s got to be finished.”


Since he was plainly quite adamant Ada did not bring up the subject again, but she experienced a certain measure of relief when, later that evening, he fitted up the photo-electric device and connected it to the amplifying system—the same apparatus by which he was able to speak from his “solitary confinement.”


“Tomorrow,” he said seriously, when the time had arrived for retiring, “I’m going to make the first real attempt to recall a memory, Ada. I am accustomed enough now to the conditions so that there won’t be any physical distraction. I propose to throw my mind into a state of blank receptivity and see what happens——”


And at 9.30 the following morning he entered the Martian chamber through the specially devised airlock and crossed to the couch on which lay the airbed.


“Everything all right?” came Ada’s anxious voice, and he glanced up to see her watching intently through the main connecting window.


“Everything’s fine, though I doubt if I’ll ever get used to this thin air.” Martin was breathing hard, as he always did in this rarefied atmosphere. “Thank heaven the pseudo light gravity compensates me somewhat, otherwise I don’t think I could stand this shortness of breath for long—— Well, here goes! Wake me early in the morning, mother, for I’m to be queen of the May!”


Ada did not smile. She watched him settle on the airbed and slowly relax, hands folded on his chest, to which was fastened the sensitive photo-electric pickup. Turning, she switched in the circuit to the amplifier and immediately heard the deliberate beating of Martin’s heart. She certainly did not enjoy the sound, but at least it was a definite way of being sure that life was present.


Undisturbed by any of these things, Martin relaxed into complete quiescence and closed his eyes. Using the methods he had learned and practised from Tibetan mystics he allowed his mind to drift entirely without guidance or concentration.


For quite a time nothing happened. He was only conscious of a mental picture of his present artificial surroundings—but gradually, as he persisted, the conviction of immediate things began to wane, and instead he seemed to be gazing into a grey, half-formed landscape.


His first impulse was to cry out, then he controlled it. To do that would be to break the mysterious sequence of mental impressions he was receiving. The only indication of his excited reaction lay in the heart recording equipment, to which Ada listened tensely as the beats increased rapidly.


Figures, wraith-like, creations of mere gossamer, were floating across Martin’s mentality. Fiercely he tried to bring them into sharper focus, and had just about done so when he suddenly awoke. He sat up, startled, to behold Ada looking at him, a glass of brandy in her hand.


“Mart, you—you all right?” Her voice was trembling.


“Of course I’m all right! I was just getting the first tangible impressions when——” Martin broke off and looked about him. Then he gave a groan. “For the love of heaven, Ada, what have you done? You’ve put everything to normal!”


“I know. I—I thought I should. Your heartbeats were so terrifyingly swift I thought I ought to do.”


Martin was silent. He waved away the brandy and sat scowling. Then presently he gave Ada a grim look. “My dear, it’s time we came to an understanding,” he said deliberately. “You have spoiled what was definitely the start of the first genuine memory recollections. I’m not blaming you because I appreciate your anxiety for my safety. But in future forget you’re my wife and remember you’re a scientist and that we are both engaged on a scientific investigation. On no account restore things to normal unless my heartbeats show signs of wavering to a stop. Naturally they accelerate under excitement and in thin atmospheric conditions—— That agreed?”


“Agreed,” Ada said seriously. “I was over anxious, I suppose. Just what did you see?”


“A landscape—people—definite movement; far more vivid than any dream. It was the real thing, Ada! I’ll see if I can recapture it, and if I can that proves it is no dream. Now, hop back to the normal chamber and lower the air pressure again.”


Ada went without a word, looking and feeling thoroughly chastened. With the airlock closed again she lowered the air pressure as ordered, and again Martin relaxed slowly and blanked out his conscious mind by degrees. And, once more, the grey landscape appeared. But this time it assumed more detail. There were mountains and plains, here and there a lake or a shining thread of water cascading into a valley amidst brilliant sunshine. And, down in the valley there, now the view was becoming clearer, there nestled a squat city.


He studied it as though from a great distance, then raised his eyes to look skywards. Up there in the grey blueness hung a gigantic orb, grey-hazed, pink edged. Earth perhaps. Earth? Then this must be the moon as it had once been untold ages back in the past, when it had had air and water.


And suddenly he was in the city. He was an entity therein, a personality, so completely individual that no such person as Martin Bond even remained in his consciousness. He was at work upon something intricate and around him were others of his race. He accepted them as completely as they accepted him. It did not signify to him that they were fairly tall—seven feet perhaps—and except for excessive cranial development were very much like Earthlings. Such was his state of mind at the moment, however, Martin had nothing by which to make comparisons. He was plainly and simply a Selenite, and knew of no other existence, past or future.


“Any progress, Zalicus?”


Martin looked up quickly from his work, and it was at that moment that the last facet in his memory picture dropped into place. He suddenly realised what he was doing; working on an analysis of the ultimate of matter.
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