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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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CHAPTER 1

THREE dead men walked across the face of hell. Their feet groped past frozen rock, now and then they stumbled in the wan light, and always they heard the thin, bitter mumble of wind and felt the cold gnawing at their flesh. Around them there was death, naked stone reaching for a cruel sky of stars, a lean, poisonous whirl of snow which was not snow, that whipped about them and then lay still to crunch under their tread. Jupiter was low in the south, a great shield which glowed amber.

They had been walking for a long time now, it seemed like forever, and ahead of them was nothing but another endlessness of walking. Speech had died within them. Their feet were numbed clods which rose and struck the ground and rose again. There was so little awareness left that they did not feel the small jarring of their boots against rock and snow. It was very quiet.

Hall Davenant wondered dimly if he had not always been walking from nothing to nowhere, across the snows of Ganymede, with Jupiter enormous on the horizon and the stars cold overhead. He wondered if he had not dreamed all his past, if Earth and Luna and mankind were not the fleeting vision of the only life in the world as it stumbled mad through desolation.

Yamagata spoke. After so long a silence, it was a shock to hear his remote, toneless voice. “We’re not going to make it.”

There was another stillness while Kruse found words. Then: “Doesn’t look like it. But there’s no point in sitting and waiting.”

Pick-up-your-right-foot—glide—down! Pick-up-your-left-foot—glide—down!

“Not the way we’re going, we won’t,” said Yamagata. One gauntleted hand jerked toward the gauges on his shoulder. “Look. Oxygen for barely two hours more. Juice for maybe three, but it’s no use staying warm if you can’t breathe.”

“Oh, well,” said Kruse. “We weren’t going anywhere anyway.”

Pick-up-your-right-foot—glide—down!

There was a time, several thousand years ago it seemed, when Davenant could not have listened to them talking thus without a shiver in his guts. But cold and hunger and weariness had dragged at him so long that it didn’t make any difference now.

His companions looked blocky and inhuman in their helmeted suits. It was as if they were demons leading him into darkness. But it didn’t matter now.

Dreamily, Davenant considered all the hope and strength which had once laid within him. He had meant to be a soldier in man’s finest war, the fight of all men against a blind and indifferent nature which had brought their kind forth without caring. But she was too strong, he thought vaguely; one casual giant shrug of a planet’s shoulders, and her parricide children were tumbled into ruin.

No, this wasn’t the way an Engineer ought to be thinking, he told himself. Even at the gates of death, there should still be pride. Ganymede had stripped it from him, until he was nothing but a lurching blindness.

Yamagata continued, almost absent-mindedly: “We might be headed in more-or-less the correct direction. We might get a decent reception, if and when we arrive.”

“Or we might get shot down,” said Kruse. “Forget it.”

“They may be just beyond the next hill,” said Yamagata. “Or they may be—shall we say—three hours off. And we have oxygen for two hours.”

Pick-up-your-left-foot—glide—down!

“Now, our information is a good deal more important than any one of us,” went on Yamagata. “The Abbey has got to know. All right, I have an idea.”

Kruse slipped on a sheet of ice. He caught himself wearily, his fall was slow, and he got up without bothering to curse.

“Torvald, you have people at home, don’t you?” asked Yamagata.

“Yeh,” said Kruse. “Parents, a couple of sisters. And there was a girl who—never mind.”

“How about you, Hall?”

“Not to speak of,” said Davenant mechanically.

“Nor I. And you’re younger. Wait a minute.” Yamagata stopped. The others went on for several long low-gravity paces before their slowed brains brought them around again.

Yamagata’s face was like wrinkled yellow cloth in the pouring Jupiter light. It had a little smile as he peered through his face-plate. “They’ll stick my name in Heros’ Hall or some such foolishness,” he said. “What I wish you’d do, if you live, is drink a beer for me at the Beacon in Luna City.”

“Wait a minute—” Kruse took a step toward him, but was too late. Yamagata had already turned off his oxygen valves. Now, quite simply, he fumbled at some screws and lifted his helmet.

Moist air within rushed out in a freezing cloud. Blood bubbled on his lips, ran from his nose and ears as pressure dropped, and congealed. He swayed for a long time before toppling.

The face, under its sudden mask of ice, was puffed and distorted beyond humanness. Kruse stooped over. Even through the bulky suit, he could be seen to shake.

“He shouldn’t have done that,” he mumbled. “He shouldn’t have done it.” The wind slipped under his voice, a ghostly whistle.

Davenant felt ill. But his training rose within him. This was part of what it meant to be an Engineer. At the very least, Yamagata had returned that knowledge to him.

“He gave us each an hour’s oxygen,” he said.

“Yes. I wish he hadn’t.”

“Somebody has to make it, if that’s possible at all.” Davenant felt tears on his cheeks. “We’re wasting time standing here.”

“I—suppose so, kid.”

Kruse turned the body around and unclipped the bottles and accumulators. Then he laid Yamagata out—the arms were not yet too rigid for him to fold the hands across the breast, but he couldn’t close the bulged-out eyes. There was nothing else to do. Rising, he helped Davenant fasten on the new equipment.

“Let’s go,” he said.

They went around a high dark bluff, and the body was lost to sight.

After a while, Davenant said: “I wonder if we shouldn’t do the same. One survivor is better than none. We could match for it.”

“No,” said Kruse. “That’s cutting our number too low. Come on.”

Davenant shook his head, as if he had been struck. But the shock had given him back his manhood. As he walked, he could even remember, and he tried to sort out how it had begun. Take it from the beginning, back at the Abbey—

Pick-up-your-right-foot—glide—down! Pick-up-your-left-foot—glide—down!
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