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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.






Contents

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

Foreword

1Outward bound

2Little dead world

3Shadows in the night

4One thing after another

5The man of Mars

6Disturbing discoveries

7Nightmare jungle

8Vargo tells his tale

9A bolt from the blue

10Intercepted

11World of fire

12On to Lentos

13Vontor

14Fun on wings

15Forest of fear

16The end of the Spacemaster

Website

Also by W.E. Johns

About the Author

Copyright




Foreword

This is the sequel to Kings of Space. In that story Group-Captain ‘Tiger’ Clinton and his son Rex, lost in the fog on a deer-stalking holiday in the remote Highlands of Scotland, found refuge in a lonely shooting lodge named Glensalich Castle. There they made the acquaintance of Professor Lucius Brane, a wealthy genius who had for years worked on the project of vertical flight, and had in fact just completed an aircraft of the ‘flying saucer’ type which he had named the Spacemaster.

Knowing Tiger by reputation as one of the ‘back-room boys’ at the Royal Aircraft Experimental Establishment, he had, after confiding in him, asked his advice on some constructional details.

Tiger and Rex then joined the Professor on his preliminary experimental flights, and a landing was made on the moon. Then came a trip to Venus, and finally, a journey to Mars, calling at Phobos (one of the two moons of Mars) on the way. On Mars they found a few surviving members of a dying race of men much like themselves.

In the distant past the Martians, a cultured people, to conserve a diminishing water supply possibly caused by the deforestation of the planet, had cut canals to bring the melting ice from the poles; but in this vast water system had developed a malignant mosquito, pink in colour, which, multiplying to countless billions, had by the constant inoculation of poison, practically wiped out the ‘human’ population on which it preyed. The ‘red clouds’ that had for long puzzled astronomers on Earth were in fact devastating swarms of insects of the mosquito family. Unfortunately, the visitors had themselves been nearly overwhelmed by the deadly clouds and only with difficulty made their escape.

On returning to Earth the Professor resolved to design and build a bigger and better spaceship, introducing such modifications as experience with Spacemaster I had indicated, with the object of trying to save the few surviving Martians from the fate that threatened them. His great fear was that they would arrive too late.

Reading Kings of Space will make some of the incidents narrated in the present volume more understandable, for interwoven in the story is a good deal of fact. For example, those who would question the invasion of our Solar System by comets from outer space, to the peril of the planets of which Earth is one, should know that such visitations occur hundreds of times in the course of a century. Sometimes these comets stay with us. Sometimes they retire, to return, or perhaps be seen no more. In the long history of mankind we must have been invaded millions of times.

Was there never a collision? We don’t know, although we do know from their orbits that the planetoids Hermes, Apollo and Adonis, must have passed relatively close to Earth many times. It can hardly be coincidence that in the old records of every ancient race there are legends, significantly similar, of visitations causing destruction beyond imagination. Such frightful disasters were of course ascribed to the wrath of the pagan gods, but they appear very much like collisions with the tail of a comet.

How else can we account for the dreadful events described in the Old Testament? Long periods of absolute darkness during which the Earth was bombarded with fire, brimstone and red hot stones: noises beyond description, rains of dust and rocks that slew the people and all the cattle in the fields. The crops and forests were destroyed and the whole land laid waste. Mountains rose up. Seas overran the dry ground. Not even kings could escape. Surely this is precisely what would happen if a comet, or any other body, approached us from space. That these things happened is not to be doubted and may explain why the ancients were terrified of the heavens.

Certainly the Earth has had shakings severe enough to rock it on its axis. How otherwise could we find the remains of tropical life in the Arctic? – coral reefs, fossil palm trees, and the like. Today the great continent of Antarctica, which covers the South Pole, is a frozen waste, without a tree; yet ice breaking off not infrequently carries coal. If there is coal under the ice there must at one time have been forests! Bones, human and animal, have been found hundreds of feet below the present surface of the Earth. How did they get there? Shells and fossil fish found in the sedimentary rock that covers the world’s highest mountains tell us that they were once under the sea. What happened?

Such facts may be disconcerting, but they cannot be ignored on that account.

Phobos, one of the two moons of Mars that comes into our story, sets another problem. These moons were only discovered in 1877, after the telescope made it possible to see them. Yet the ancients must have known of them for they gave them names – the names they still hold. Phobos (meaning Terror) and Deimos (Rout). The Greeks talk of them as the two horses of Mars, dragging his chariot. Why horses? Did they have tails? Comets have tails. Whatever they were they were visible to the naked eye, from which we are forced to the conclusion that Mars, the ancient god of war, was at one time nearer to us than it is today.

There is a general and natural tendency to suppose that everything in the Universe works the same way as on Earth; that as things happen here so they happen elsewhere; day and night, the months, years and seasons, all following each other in the procession with which everyone is familiar. This is not the case. There is no fixed order of things, every heavenly body being governed by its own peculiar factors. Because on Earth the sun rises in the east doesn’t mean that it rises in the east everywhere.

Owing to the angle of Earth’s axis in relation to the Sun both our Poles are cold. But the axis of the planet Uranus is so placed that for twenty years one of its poles is the hottest place on the planet: then the opposite pole moves round and in turn for twenty years enjoys tropical sunshine. Here our period of a month is governed by the Moon. As we have only one moon our calendar is a simple affair. But how many months has Jupiter, which has eleven moons, some revolving in reverse directions?

These examples will suffice to show the sort of problems that will confront navigators when interplanetary flight becomes as commonplace as air travel is today.

W.E.J.
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