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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 in September, 2004, when the area of cosmic dust was first sighted. The mighty reflector of Mount Wilson was the first to pick it up. In the early stages it appeared as nothing more than a nebulous grey mist upon the everlasting darkness of space. Indeed, the only trace of its presence at first was in a slight masking of the stars to the north of the sidereal hemisphere. In general, the world’s astronomers regarded it as nothing more than one of those vast cosmic sluices of deposit perhaps produced from the shattered remains of a distant star, but none the less they went to work to laboriously chart and measure this unexpected “something” which had suddenly presented itself upon the eternal face of the deeps.


At first it was far too great a distance to be capable of correct measurement or analysis, and the general viewpoint of the world’s astronomers was that it would probably fade away as mysteriously as it had come—only it did not. With the passage of the months from September to Christmas it was more than evident, not only to the professional stargazers but also to that colossal band of earnest amateurs, that this nebulous dust far out to the north of the solar system was increasing in size, not lessening. Not that there was any reason to suspect it could be dangerous, but just the same the presence of anything unusual in the solar system could—and did—produce a certain amount of trepidation, particularly among those not thoroughly acquainted with all the laws of astronomy. Possibly the somewhat scarifying plots of the science fiction writers of the day had done something to cause the minds of imaginative people to expect the worst.


By February, 2005, this nebulous dust was evident, not only to the astronomers through their telescopes, but the public in general. It appeared as though half the heavens in the northern section were lighter than the rest of the sky, and at first this was taken to be some by-product of the auroral draperies from the magnetic pole. Until the astronomical correspondents of the daily papers began to ask certain pungent questions.


Why should the auroral draperies be so immoveable when normally they are in a constant state of agitation caused by the Earth’s own swift revolution? Would the scientists, and particularly the astronomers, be good enough to explain what was going on? Such were the first tentative questions put forward by the Press—but as February passed into March and the heavens became even brighter to the North, the questions were less politely couched. Instead, the daily papers, to say nothing of the radio, the news casts, the television commentators and so forth wanted to know point-blank what was wrong?


The astronomers evaded any direct reply, for the simple reason that they did not know themselves—or, more correctly, the cosmic dust had shown itself through spectroscope analysis to be something quite outside the normal knowledge of any astronomer. Mount Wilson had made the usual routine tests, and their spectroscopes had shown that the dust was made up of completely unknown gases—that is to say gases which had no parallel in the Earthly chemical scale. Their spectra seemed to be a composite of many colours, and in certain cases there were curious eye-tingling vibrations produced in these spectra which astronomers could only assume were caused by colours outside the range of the normal Earthly visual equipment. In other words, the cosmic dust, while analysed spectroscopically, had a blending of many of the normal spectrum colours known to Earth astronomers, but also a goodly supply of colours outside the normal range, which, since there are only a certain number of basic colours in Earthly knowledge, could only present themselves as vibrations—and very painful ones at that.


What the astronomers did do, of course, was to communicate with one another and meet in solemn conclave to discuss this strange cloud which had come into the heavens. Plainly it was not dangerous in the accepted sense, though there was the possibility that the mysterious gases of which it was composed might prove fatal, or at least injurious, to Earthly life—and that was the troublesome point. It had been shown by the most exact mathematical charting that this enormous field of faintly luminescent dust lay definitely in the track of Earth, or, more correctly, Earth’s orbit and the path of the cosmic dust would at one point intersect and nothing could prevent the Earth from swimming right through the midst of the phenomenon.


“To me,” said Dr. Reynolds, the chief curator of the Mount Wilson Observatory, “this cosmic something is a most alarming visitation. How the rest of you gentlemen feel about it I don’t know, but as far as I am concerned I believe that all the governments of the world should be informed immediately of our findings concerning this visitation—if I may call it such.”


Some of the assembled scientists nodded slowly; others shook their heads with a certain fatalism. Each one of them was an expert in his own particular line. There were mathematicians, straight-forward astronomers, experts on cosmical calculus and specialists in the analysis of cosmic spectra. Each one of them had contributed something to the pool of knowledge which had accumulated concerning the mystery dust, and each one therefore felt a definite responsibility for what must now be done.


“Obviously,” Dr. Reynolds continued, “it is no use us having made all these investigations just to keep them to ourselves. Besides, we have to acknowledge the clamour that has arisen in all parts of the world. The public is demanding to know what has so changed the sky to the north, and quite rightly! The average man or woman who hardly knows a star from a planet is entitled to know the face of this Earth is going to be involved in this cosmic dust. Whether it will mean our extinction, or whether we shall sail through it without any ill effect, only time can show.”


“To the best of my belief,” one of the spectrographists commented, “I don’t regard this nebulous gas as dangerous. The elements in it which have been analysed are all more or less harmless. There is a considerable amount of hydrogen, oxygen and a rather unstable form of nitrogen, but not in enough quantity to be dangerous. Those three gases of themselves cannot do any harm, the only debatable point lies in whatever other gases there may be, those gases which we cannot analyse and which appear only as a vibration on our spectroscopic screens.”


Another astronomer came forth with an observation, glancing through his papers as he spoke.


“According to my calculations, Dr. Reynolds—and I’m reasonably sure that they will concur with yours—Earth will enter into this gas field, or rather this cosmic field within about fourteen days. My approximate calculation is that the first contact with the gas will take place on the fifth of March next. The whole world is bound to see this grey field to the north gradually reaching up to the zenith of the sky, so there is no point in any longer holding out against the demand for information. I believe that special couriers should be sent to all governments immediately with sealed information explaining the situation. It is not for us to take the responsibility; that is for the particular governments to do themselves since they know how their own particular people will react.”


“I agree with you,” Dr. Reynolds said, nodding. “The matter is out of our hands now. We’ve done all the necessary astronomical calculations, and since we are all agreed that Earth is bound to enter this cosmic field we must obviously inform the necessary authorities.”


So the necessary steps were taken. The courier flew from Mount Wilson to Washington, and others to all the other capitals of the world. In the case of Britain Greenwich Observatory, a mighty new building which had been erected only within the last five years, was in full possession of the facts which had been gained already by Mount Wilson and promptly informed the Government of the details.


There was, of course, nothing that could be done to stop the newspapers using their largest type and their most frightening headlines. Some said: “EARTH DOOMED IN FOURTEEN DAYS,” or “WORLD’S END AT HAND!” The radio and television commentators were much more reserved in their statements, but no matter how they put it, and indeed no matter how much the pill was sugar-coated, there was no doubt in the mind of the average man or woman that something most unpleasant was due to happen within a fortnight. Hence there rose yet another clamour for more explanation of what was supposed to be transpiring. The observatories obliged in so far as they could, and to all the big television and movie theatres there were rushed special films showing exactly what had been viewed through the giant Mount Wilson telescope. To this was added a commentary given in the best lecture hall manner, but since these commentators in the main had adopted an air of intolerable condescension and used the most highly technical terms, the explanation—if that was what it was meant to be—sailed right over the heads of the man and woman in the street. All they knew was that a grey cloud was going to descend upon them and it might mean death. Nobody could say for certain whether it meant the end of the world or not.


Undoubtedly the ones who got the most fun and financial return from the announcement were the religious revivalists, those strange fanatically earnest beings who cash in on the unusual to proclaim the power of the Almighty and His wrath upon those who have dared to ignore Him. Yes, in those bright spring days of the year 2005 there was the biggest tumult of unrest that had ever been known throughout the world. Stock Markets rose and fell, the suicide rate reached an absolutely unheard of peak, marriages increased a thousandfold and most extraordinary of all interplanetary and international matters were pushed into the background. Indeed, a stranger arriving on Earth in 2005 would almost have thought that such things as space travel and business matters connected with the inner worlds of Mars and Venus, did not even exist so little was this normal everyday subject mentioned. For of course space travel had been an accomplished thing for over half a century.


But here was something new! A gathering mist to the north, rising higher every night, riding up high into the sky towards the zenith as the fourteen days slowly passed.


The calculations of March the fifth for the Earth’s entry into the cosmic cloud proved to be remarkably accurate, and later calculations made on March the third showed that the actual entry into the field would be at approximately ten fifteen a.m. Greenwich Mean Time. By this time, of course, all normal business and social activities, even home life itself, had come to a standstill. Every living soul on the face of the Earth was preoccupied with the thought of impending doom. Every night faces were turned skywards and, when the weather was not cloudy, field glasses, telescopes, night glasses, every conceivable object capable of giving any magnification was turned towards the Northern Sky—and indeed directly overhead, for as the Earth swept nearer to the cosmic field so it seemed to spread further over the Celestial Equator down towards the South, until finally there must come a time when it would cover all the heavens viewed from any part of the world and gradually this cloud would seem to descend until Earth was fairly and squarely hurtling through the midst of it.


By the time March the fifth had arrived there was, so to speak, a complete and awful hush over the Earth. Everything had ceased. All the normal public utilities, business or other occupations had been sacrificed to the one all-absorbing task of watching—watching and waiting. For what?


Nobody knew.


The cleverest scientists and the ordinary layman were equally ignorant of what was going to happen. Here and there a few remembered a certain religious upbringing and did their best to pray for deliverance: others of the rankly materialistic group merely waited and regarded with some contempt those who called upon a Higher Power to deliver them from what might be doom.


In England, at least, March the fifth dawned as a windy, fine day, and by nine o’clock the sun was shining brightly enough with an occasional fleck of cloud masking his face as the strong north-west wind swept the heavens. Most people elected to stay at home with their families, clinging to the belief that if extinction was to come they preferred it with their own than out somewhere amongst strangers. The only ones who could not allow themselves this luxury, if so it could be called, were those engaged in public service such as the doctors, the nurses, the carriers of the World’s mails, the captains of the ships at sea, the airliners and the space flyers. These, most of whom had looked upon death in some form or other in the course of their duties, were not over-concerned that the same threat was looming again, though in a very different way. Another man who paid but little attention to the threat of doom was Dr. Robert Meadows. At one time he had been resident surgeon at a famous city hospital, and then had retired, though still quite a young man only in the early forties, to study out certain problems connected with the viruses. In this particular work he had the backing of the entire medical profession and he could wish for no better assistant than Ann—formerly Ann Latham—who had quite recently become his wife.


“Suppose,” Ann said as she and her husband worked together in the brightly lighted laboratory, “that everything does fade out when the Earth enters this cosmic field which has been talked about?”


“In that case it means the finish,” Meadows answered, shrugging. “I certainly do not intend to abandon my experiments on the off chance that within a few hours I might be dead. If you come to think of it, Ann, that prospect is before every living being every second of the day. One might quite easily be alive one minute and dead the next. It we considered that as a deterrent to our work, nothing would ever be done. So, cosmic field or no cosmic field, I shall continue my analysis. Would you be good enough to pass me that test tube in number three rack?”


Ann complied, marvelling at her husband’s detachment. Though she herself was highly trained and had learned the art of keeping her emotions to herself, she was not entirely capable of surmounting a deep inner dread which had been upon her ever since the first announcement of the cosmic field burst upon the world. She was a slim, dark-haired, still comparatively young woman, and by some fortuity which Dr. Meadows had never managed to fathom she succeeded in combining womanliness and capability without losing her grip on either. She was the kind of woman who would be attractive to almost any man. Scientific knowledge and training had not made of her the angular, hard-mouthed, embittered type which very often is produced by the aridity of education.


Dr. Meadows himself, forty-three years of age, still looked little more than thirty-five. He was tall, stoop-shouldered, grey-eyed and was still the possessor of a wealth of black hair. His prowess in the field of medicine and surgery was a by-word, and it was his extremely thorough analysis into the field of viruses and their relationship to the diseases which befall mankind that had led the Medical Faculty to remove him from the more or less routine position as a hospital surgeon to that of a research worker. To this task he was bringing all his immense knowledge gained through almost twenty-five years of unbroken application to his subject.


Viruses and their insidious deadly ways of entering the human frame were his one obsession in life—apart from Ann. He had emerged sufficiently from the complex sea of medical research to realise that Ann, apart from being a nurse—as she had then been—was also a woman, and a very attractive one at that. Characteristically, Meadows had not hesitated. He had suddenly realised that he had been in association with this woman for over five years in the hospital and had done absolutely nothing about it. It was upon this realisation that he had asked her to marry him. To any other girl his proposal would probably have sounded brusque and offhand, but not to Ann Latham. She knew Robert Meadows only too well, and that was the main reason why she had accepted him.


It was towards mid-morning when the moment which humanity had so long feared began to manifest itself. The almost cloudless glory of the spring day began to haze over as though before the approach of a rain or thunder storm. In the normal way nobody would have taken the slightest notice, except perhaps to reach for an umbrella or make sure that a mackintosh was near at hand, but on this occasion, knowing what was due to happen, every eye became fixed on the sky—that is those eyes that were not already fixed there in a deep and poignant apprehension.


The haze deepened swiftly. It was as though a vast cloud of dust were blowing up from the northern and eastern horizons, so high that it failed to touch the surface of the ground or affect it in any way, but rapidly forming into a thickening blanket about the sun. Within less than five minutes the brilliance of the sun was masked and a coppery light shone upon the world, or at least that part of the world turned towards the orb of day. Out in the country the effect was more noticeable than in the city, for in the more open spaces the vegetation stood out in startling relief against the yellowish back-drop. Everything became of the intensest and most bilious shade of green. To the artist it would probably have presented an exquisitely lovely scene, but even the artists were at this stage sunken into the same abyss of fear as the rest of humanity. This was no time for poetry or the appreciation of subtle tints: it was a moment to dread.


The gas had come!


It was only as the moments passed and the daylight began to wane, as though the sun was in the throes of an advancing solar eclipse, that it dawned upon men and women everywhere that they were not dead. They were not even dying. Whatever it was must now be swirling about them, or at least was very close to doing so. As a matter of absolute fact the gas, which was the complete composition of the enormous area through which Earth was now flying, had not yet come down to the surface. It still lay some fifty miles above the Earth, but with every second it was lowering itself as the world flew onwards into the depths. It was an undoubted fact, however, that the ever deepening mist was not causing any interruption in humanity’s normal pursuits. Radio and telephones and the essential services were still working normally, and in particular was the radio being used to broadcast reports from observatories in all parts of the world. The astronomers were exchanging information, and their instruments and their staffs were working overtime. It was perfectly clear now that the gas—for the time was now 12 o’clock noon—was not causing any serious effect upon living organisms. True, the world was more or less blanketed in a dense pea-soup fog, but it was the kind of fog that did not cause anybody to cough, even though they found themselves inhaling a strange and rather sharply tasted vapour. Everywhere fear began to give place to an immense and over-riding relief. So nobody was going to die after all! The Earth would swim on and on through this enormous cosmic sea till it emerged beyond it, but humanity would be safe. Apparently all the fears and all the apprehensions had been groundless. There was nothing about this gas that was going to bring death, otherwise it would surely have done it by this time?
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