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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.












1Strange new worlds


‘What are you looking so serious about?’ Group-Captain ‘Tiger’ Clinton put the question to his son.


‘I was wondering,’ answered Rex, vaguely, turning his eyes away from a fast-diminishing globe of light below the spaceship, the planet from which they had departed a few hours earlier. As a traveller on Earth, setting out on a voyage, takes a last look at his native land, perhaps a little fearful that he might never see it again, so Rex had regarded the world he called his own.


‘What were you wondering?’ inquired Tiger, possibly for the sake of making conversation, to pass the time now that the long run to Mars was fairly begun.


Rex smiled wanly. ‘If the people at home are any happier for knowing that their world, instead of being flat as they once supposed, is round. That the blue moon the crooners moan about is merely a lump of dirt. That a diamond is only a piece of carbon, a pearl a bit of lime, and a rose just a lot of atoms of this, that and the other.’


‘If you’re going to talk like that,’ put in Doctor ‘Toby’ Paul, ‘are they any happier living in a house, with everything laid on, instead of a cave, aware that an enemy on the other side of the world could, if he so wished, reduce them to atoms with a hydrogen bomb?’


‘The point I was making,’ returned Rex, ‘is this. Assuming that happiness is the thing everyone is looking for, are people any nearer to it than they were, say, five hundred years ago, before chemists started to take everything to pieces to find out what it’s made of? Does it matter what things are made of as long as we have them to enjoy?’


Brushing back his lank hair the Professor gazed at Rex over his spectacles. ‘I see you’re becoming quite a philosopher. Mortals cannot have everything. The physical discomforts which, knowing no better, they once endured, have been exchanged for mental discomfort, fear of the present and uneasiness for the future. For the mechanical toys they now possess they bartered their peace of mind, and as apparently you suspect, lost on the transaction, getting farther away from true happiness instead of nearer to it. They demanded, and still demand, too much. Unless someone soon puts the brakes on they will end by having nothing.’


‘For which they have the scientists to blame,’ murmured Rex, softly.


‘Not at all. Scientists and engineers merely gave the people what they, like children, were crying for. Not satisfied with a beautiful world they now demand the Moon. Very soon, no doubt, they will have it.’


‘Having seen it at close quarters I hope they enjoy it,’ said Rex, cynically.


‘It wasn’t the people who wanted the Moon,’ asserted Tiger. ‘The scientists started that nonsense.’


‘I was not speaking literally,’ stated the Professor, with a tinge of asperity. ‘Considering what you yourself are doing at this moment you should not criticize the people who made it possible. After all, you are here from choice, not compulsion.’


‘I wasn’t thinking so much of space travel as these atom-busting thermonuclear experiments,’ explained Tiger.


‘You know my views on that,’ rejoined the Professor. ‘When men were wise instead of being merely clever there was a saying that curiosity killed the cat. It was, no doubt, like all old sayings, based on human experience. The curiosity of a certain type of scientist will in the end destroy him, and everyone else. In his delight at having discovered the atoms of which Earth is composed he now amuses himself by breaking them.’


‘Regardless of the people on other planets who have an interest in this matter,’ put in Vargo, the Martian, in his thin, precise voice. He had been listening to the conversation. ‘Such folly is not to be believed. Don’t they realize that should Earth be vaporized, or even moved in its orbit, the whole Solar System, as you call it, would be involved in a catastrophe beyond imagination? They are asking for a repetition of the horror that followed the fragmentation of Kraka. Other worlds are watching these explosions with alarm. These rockets you have been sending up are a menace to everyone. Ships, which you call Saucers, have been sent to watch, and have, I believe, been observed from Earth. Now, you tell me, it is proposed to create artificial satellites, to the peril of all space travellers. You have become the most dangerous planet in the galaxy, and if you continue, your people will have to be destroyed for the safety of others. That is the argument of Rolto, and many now believe him. Why do your scientists do this?’


‘To find out what is beyond our atmosphere,’ answered the Professor.


‘You could tell them.’


‘They would not believe me.’


‘I, as a man of Mars, could tell them.’


‘They would not believe you, either. Don’t forget that Rolto, the only Martian to land on Earth, was put under restraint as a madman for making such a claim.’


‘We could show them a spaceship, and demonstrate it.’


The Professor shook his head. ‘It is too early for that, for which reason I have said nothing about my voyages. No man could say what effect the shock of knowing there are other peoples in the Universe would have on our civilization. All beliefs, in the past, the present and the future, would crumble, and the result would be chaos. At present, on Earth, the people are afraid only of each other. Fear of attack from space might throw them into a panic, or a state of despair.’


‘They are inviting such an attack.’


‘It would be no use telling them that.’


‘They will have to know one day.’


‘It will come with time. At present only a few have the intelligence to grasp the meaning of space travel, and all that it involves.’


‘It is not easy,’ conceded Vargo. ‘In early space travel the most difficult thing is to remove from the mind comparisons with other forms of what you call speed, or velocity. There is no comparison. People must accustom themselves to think of movement faster even than that of light. That is the first step,’


‘How did you do that?’ asked Rex.


‘It comes from a study of the stars. Once they are understood the impossible at once becomes possible.’


‘What do you mean, exactly?’


‘Let us put it like this. Every star, every planet, including your Earth, is moving through space faster than it is possible to imagine. You may say, truly, I know that Earth is half a million miles away from where it was at this time yesterday. That is hard for the brain to accept. Yet it is only the beginning. It is even harder to imagine anything moving faster than light. Yet that is slow compared with some movements in the Universe. The day came when our scientists said, if a great body of matter like a star can travel faster than light, why not a small, man-made body? So they made what you call a spaceship.’


‘That was a big jump forward,’ said the Professor.


‘But you did that yourself, with your first ship, the Spacemaster. It was, like all first things, a crude device; and a dangerous one, as was demonstrated when it broke up. But it was a step in the right direction.’


The Professor smiled sadly at the memory.


‘Space travel is not difficult,’ continued Vargo. ‘Making allowances for the strain of initial acceleration, it is only necessary to place an object within the power of the forces that govern the Universe, by which I mean gravity, cosmic and other rays, to move with them. The longer the journey the swifter can become the movement. There is no known limit to velocity.’


‘Having advanced from twenty miles an hour to a thousand, by Earthly terms of measurement, in a mere hundred years, we are beginning to realize that,’ said the Professor, soberly.


Vargo continued. ‘Just as you, at this moment, are unconscious of movement, so, from what you have told me, are the people of Earth unaware of the velocity of the world on which they stand.’


‘I would not say that. They are told, but the brain does not comprehend, probably because their lives are not affected.’


‘Yet the slightest variation in momentum would hurl them all to destruction.’


‘They are not concerned with that, and rightly so, for should such a thing occur they would know nothing about it; so why worry? I doubt if some of them would believe it, anyway.’


‘Exactly. Disaster on such a scale is too fantastic for belief. It is hard to prove these things. If they cannot be understood they must be accepted.’


‘Generally speaking, our civilization has not yet reached a full understanding of these tremendous – one might also say – terrifying – possibilities,’ averred the Professor.


‘What is this thing you call civilization?’


The Professor thought for a moment. ‘It is a state on that part of the Earth most advanced in art and science.’


A shadow of a smile, a somewhat, cynical smile, softened Vargo’s taciturn features. ‘Yet, from what you have told me, these are the areas of the greatest confusion, where men are constantly at war.’


The Professor sighed. ‘I must confess that is true.’


‘And now, to turn confusion into chaos, your scientists behave like little boys with hammers. They must break something. I fear you still have a long way to go to reach real civilization.’


‘We have come a long way.’


‘Too fast. That is your trouble. Science must proceed with caution or it will take more than it gives, as you yourself have said. How old is your scientific knowledge?’


‘Perhaps two or three hundred years.’


‘There are planets,’ said Vargo, with slow deliberation, ‘such as Ando, where you wish to go, where scientific thought has been developing for how long no man knows. Thousands of years. Perhaps tens of thousands. The end of yours, as you now proceed, is in sight. Thus claims Rolto, who would destroy you before you destroy others. It is a thought on which you would do well to ponder.’


‘Are you telling us that the degree of scientific progress on a planet depends upon its age?’


‘No. Neither age nor size bear any relation to the birth of intelligence in the creatures that dwell on it. That includes the species you call man, should it be there; although, to be sure, it often is, perhaps in a very low form. Sometimes the dominant form of life is something quite different. It can be what you would call an insect, or a reptile; but where man appears he invariably, sooner or later, assumes command. At what period he ceases to behave like an animal seems to be a matter of chance.’


‘Do you mean it is in the nature of an accident?’ queried Rex.


‘You might call it that,’ answered Vargo. ‘Put it like this. What you call civilization can only begin when a man is born who employs his hands and brain to do something that has never been done before. Let us say he makes a tool, or a weapon. Why this should happen is in the nature of a mystery. Parents are not responsible, for they can only pass on to their children what they themselves know. However, once such an invention appears other men copy it. One day a man improves on this weapon, or tool, and from that moment begins the slow process which produces men like us, able to invent a vehicle such as the one we are in. Your Earth is aeons of ages old, yet, as you have told me, your records go back only for five or six thousand years. For millions of years, therefore, Earthmen must have remained unchanged, each succeeding generation making little or no progress on the previous one. That is not unusual. There are men nearer to animals than any you saw on your last trip. They have got no further than making hunting tools of stone.’


‘Earth went through a Stone Age,’ said Rex.


‘All worlds go through it before they reach the Age of Metals,’ declared Vargo. ‘Thereafter the course their development takes depends on local conditions, what is needed and what is available. Of course, all people out of touch with others, knowing nothing better than what they have, believe themselves to be the most highly civilized – as you do on Earth. But all this ends when space flight is achieved and new worlds are open for comparison. Then one world learns from others. There may be exceptions to this rule, however.’


‘Why should that be?’ asked Toby.


‘Because, as it seems, some men cannot think for themselves and will not learn from others. Such a world is Marlok, which I could show you, for it is within our galaxy. It is much larger than Earth, and I would say older, yet the man species there live like animals, awaiting that spark of intelligence that will set them on the road to culture. They have physical strength beyond belief and can cast great stones with accuracy, but nothing more. Their bodies grow but not their brains. Nor is it possible to help them, for they attack on sight any ship that lands there. These poor creatures live without clothes, without houses, without cultivation, without anything.’


‘Then obviously they have all they need,’ declared the Professor. ‘Progress does not begin until there is a desire for something better. It would be interesting to see a world at the level of the Stone Age.’


‘They might claim to be nearer true civilization than your machine makers,’ averred Vargo. ‘Who shall say who is right? The question is to know when to stop. Ando has stopped. Once the Andoans made marvellous things, but when they saw how they caused more trouble than they were worth they put them aside. Now, they say, having reached perfection, they will stop.’


‘Until some foreign influence induces a wish for what they do not possess,’ said the Professor drily. ‘Then they will move on again.’


‘They are the most contented of all the peoples I know, having much knowledge even before the explosions of Kraka,’ said Vargo.


‘In the matter of explosions we have one comforting thought,’ remarked the Professor. ‘Should we, on Earth, blow ourselves up, we shall know nothing about it. There will be a flash, and we, and our world, will be as if such things had never been.’


‘I don’t find much comfort in that,’ muttered Rex.


Silence fell.


The ship sped on through that region of eternal emptiness which men call space, towards the unheeding stars.


The spacecraft was the Tavona, the Minoan ship which had brought them home from Mars, and had now, at their signal as arranged, picked them up from the lonely Highland hill, in a corrie of which, at Glensalich Castle, the Professor had made his home.


Three months had elapsed since their return from the last journey into space, time that had been occupied by the Professor in developing his many photographs, writing up his notes and preparing for the next flight of survey. This, it was agreed, should be the acceptance of the invitation extended to them by the Andoans whom they had found marooned on the planetoid which, by reasons of the pleasant conditions they had found there, they had named Arcadia. It was from Ando, a planet beyond the Solar System, that the Minoans obtained their spaceships. Being of great age it had reached – if reports were correct – a wonderful state of development, a word used in preference to the Earthly term ‘civilization’.


The crew of the Tavona was unchanged. Borron, Senior Navigator of the Minoan Remote Survey Fleet, was in command. With him, to act as interpreter and adviser, was Vargo Lentos, a man of Martian origin who had been found desperately ill on Mars, the sole survivor of a party of Minoan volunteers that had been landed on Mars to find a method of exterminating the hordes of insects with which that planet had become infested following its near-destruction by the exploding planet Kraka, the remains of which now existed only in the form of small bodies called planetoids. The rest of the crew of the Tavona were those who had shared with them the perils of the planetoids.


‘How do things go on Mars?’ asked Rex after a little while.


‘They go well. You will see changes, and feel changes. There is more oxygen.’


‘Where did it come from?’ inquired the Professor.


‘It must have been picked up in space. There is more than could have come out of the ground, although there it is always forming.’


‘On Earth we knew there was much free hydrogen in space but I don’t think anyone anticipated currents of normal atmosphere,’ said the Professor.


‘You mean atmosphere normal on Earth?’ queried Vargo. ‘In the galaxy as a whole there is no such thing as a normal atmosphere. It varies almost everywhere, in density and composition, yet life can exist in any of them. From what you have told me many of your scientists have a fixed belief that life can only flourish in your particular form of atmosphere. It is a fundamental error you should correct. Atmospheres are always changing, although usually very slowly. Where do you think yours came from in the first place?’


‘It is assumed to have always been with us.’


‘But that is absurd! It could not have been with you when you were a star, burning like the sun. The burnt-out decaying suns which you call planets both produce and collect their atmospheres. The air of Mars is not quite in the same proportions as yours, and I would not expect it to be. What gases have you?’


‘We have four parts of nitrogen to one of oxygen, but there are also small quantities of carbon dioxide, argon, helium, neon, krypton, xenon, and perhaps others.’


‘Exactly. Did you believe in this theory that only such an atmosphere, an accidental mixture, could support life?’


‘No. I was never a supporter of that theory,’ answered the Professor.


‘Why not?’


‘When I considered the amazing forms of life on Earth, in their infinite variety, flourishing in every conceivable habitat, even under colossal pressure in the eternal darkness of the deepest seas, it seemed to me ridiculous to suppose that life could not exist on other planets however remarkable the conditions might appear to us. The belief that neither Mars nor Venus could support life because they have lower and higher temperatures than ours, on account of their relative distances from the sun, was never acceptable to me. If our highest form of life, man, could live at any of our extremes of temperature, from ninety degrees below zero in Siberia to a hundred and forty degrees in the Sahara, I could see no reason why he should not have survived greater extremes had he been called upon to do so.’


‘We were talking particularly of atmospheres,’ reminded Vargo.


‘Men chose to live in a mixture of nitrogen and oxygen. If other forms of life, fish and marine plants, could live in the mixture of hydrogen and oxygen which we call water, whether pure or containing various salts, I could see no reason why other creatures should not be equally happy in any mixture of gases in which they might find themselves.’


‘Given time life can adapt itself to any mixture,’ asserted Vargo.


‘That may be seen on Earth,’ declared the Professor. ‘Men have made their homes in the rarefied air of the High Andes, having developed large lungs to cope with that particular environment. Had higher ground been available they would, I feel sure, have moved up to it to secure the land, adapting their lungs still further.’


‘That is intelligent thinking,’ stated Vargo. ‘Not only does the mixture vary in its proportions on every world, as one would expect, but everywhere it changes constantly as fresh supplies are manufactured by soil and water or are picked up in space. Your atmosphere being deep and dense it would need a large quantity of fresh gas to make a noticeable difference. Where the free gas in space comes from we do not know for certain. It may be discharged by stars, like our Sun. It may be torn from a planet by a passing comet, left in space when the comet expires, to be gathered later by another planet which happens to have an orbit that encounters it. You may be blowing some of yours away, beyond the field of gravity, by these great explosions you are making. Borron will tell you he has often passed through belts of gas in space, even air that could be breathed; but as these are always moving they cannot again be found.’


‘I confess I had overlooked that possibility,’ admitted the Professor.


‘From what you have told me you yourselves must be changing your atmosphere, your millions of engines turning good air into bad,’ warned Vargo. ‘Unless you can find a way to reconvert this bad air into good you may eventually poison yourselves, unless, the process being slow, your lungs adapt themselves to the new mixture.’


‘People are beginning to suspect that,’ returned the Professor. ‘Some have already been poisoned by a mixture which they call smog when it is held in a concentrated form by low clouds.’


‘Your machines will kill you if you continue with them,’ said Vargo. ‘Answer me this question, for I have often thought of it. How did your machine age begin?’


‘I think it can be said to have started when a young man saw the steam of water boiling in a kettle lift the lid. He realized that here was hidden power.’


‘The spark of genius of which I spoke a little while ago,’ said Vargo. ‘From that small thing your way of life on Earth was changed, whether for good or bad remains to be seen. Of all the men who must have seen that same thing happen this one alone had the intelligence to read the message. Has it made your lives easier? Are you happier?’


‘That question would be difficult to answer,’ returned the Professor.


‘That message which came from the kettle has not, to my knowledge, been read anywhere else,’ averred Vargo.


‘You mean, you have never seen steam used for power?’


‘Never. It sounds clumsy. With us it was never necessary.’


Tiger stepped in. ‘It made possible all our other sources of power, such as engines in which wheels are turned by the explosion of gas or oil in cylinders.’


‘To me,’ said Vargo, ‘that is more remarkable than the employment of the energy that operates the Universe, power that is eternal and indestructible, which you are now approaching in a roundabout way.’


‘You jumped straight to that without intermediate machines?’


‘As far as I know that is true,’ replied Vargo. ‘If these machines happened with us it must have been so long ago that they have been forgotten. We no longer convert good air into poison.’


The Tavona shot on towards its first objective, Mars,


Rex dozed.









2Rex starts an argument


Even at the astronomical velocities at which the Minoan ships moved through space, time was needed for even the shortest journeys within that system of planets and planetoids governed by the Sun, called the Solar System, and to Rex one of the problems of space travel was how to occupy himself during the period of transition.


The argument that ship voyages on Earth, such as from the United Kingdom to Australia, still took a month, was not relevant, he felt. On a ship one could move about freely for a change of surroundings, from cabin to lounge and from deck to deck. The crew of the Tavona, he observed, appeared to have found the answer by sinking into a condition near to coma, neither moving nor speaking for hours on end, half asleep or deep in thought; for once the ship was on its course there was nothing for them to do until the time of arrival.


Rex spent a good deal of time reading, but when this palled he sought relief in conversation, and it was natural that this should take the form of questions put to Vargo or Borron concerning their adventures on other worlds. This topic usually brought the others into the conversation.


It was on the second day out – although day and night had ceased to exist as such – that, after being startled by the noise of the Tavona encountering some particles of meteoric dust, he said to Vargo: ‘To prepare us for what we are going to see don’t you think it would be a good idea to tell us more about Ando?’
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