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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 ONE

The message came through after the second ship had been away for three days. Stephen Bailey heard it through a barrage of interstellar disturbance, and thought at first that he hadn’t got it straight. Then he turned up the volume and got a repeat; and this time there was no mistake.

He sat trembling for a moment. He tried to tell himself that it would be all right, that the words couldn’t possibly mean what they so obviously meant—that in the case of this ship, their own particular vessel, there must be some other factor that would make everything all right.

Then he sat at the transmitter and began to call the ship.

“Demeter—calling Jason. Can you hear me? Urgent message. Can you hear me? Acknowledge.”

But the receiver was no more than a mouthpiece for surging confusion. A blast of noise roared unbrokenly in his ears. The electrical storm that had been the original cause of the Jason’s rescue voyage was still raging. Again he spoke, and again waited. If any reply came, it was lost in the atmospheric uproar from the storm-ravaged satellite. Demeter’s deep-hued sun blazed in through the window of the radio hut, and here on the planet all was peace and warmth; but up there on Demeter’s moon there was stress and confusion. All Stephen could do was speak into the transmitter and hope that his words would somehow get through. Perhaps the ship was not yet on its return journey. Perhaps it would wait until the trouble had subsided, and he would be able to get that startling warning across space before the Jason took off.

But even if it worked out like that, what good would it be? If the two ships heeded the warning, they would have to remain on the satellite, Ploutos. And then how would the men get back home?

He tried to thrust the question out of his mind. It was not his business to find answers to them. All he could do was try to relay the message he had received.

He said slowly: “Message from Earth. All space ships using Capper drive to be grounded at earliest possible opportunity. No ship to be operated under any circumstances whatever if it was constructed before March 2125.”

Constructed before March 2125…. The two ships that had brought the colonists to Demeter and that were now up on the encircling satellite, four days journey away, were both of 2122 vintage. He knew that.

“Not to be operated under any circumstances whatever,” he said wildly. It wasn’t up to him to make decisions—it was the job of those men up there—but the awfulness of the problem struck a note of shrill desperation from him. He felt that he ought to be issuing detailed instructions and offering some sort of guidance instead of just mouthing the warning over and over again. “Earth reports unsuspected danger in Capper reactors. Fatigue tests show new results. Grave risk of chain reaction from any Capper tubes installed before March 2125.”

What made it worse was that maybe he was talking to nobody at all. Maybe there was nobody listening. He was tossing the words out into space, where they would drift lost and useless.

“Message from Earth,” he began again.

He went through it twice more, his voice unsteady as he reached the end. There was still no reply. He went to the door of the radio hut, leaving the receiver blaring and crackling furiously behind him, and looked out at the bright landscape. If only someone would come along who could help. If only the responsibility could be lifted from his shoulders.

But there wasn’t anyone. He felt a chill of apprehension. There was no one here qualified to make decisions. The emergency had called away all the men in the Jason, and there remained only the womenfolk, and old Bragg, and the Jamieson boys; and himself.

He saw a young woman emerging from the doorway of one of the houses. She came out of the shadows into brightness. Even at a time like this he felt a surge of interest. Just the slim shape of her, and the graceful movements….

She came closer, probably on her way to the clothing store, and when she became aware of his scrutiny she frowned and looked away.

He said: “Karen——”

“I can’t stop,” she said. “I’m in a hurry.”

“But this is important.”

“It always is, isn’t it?” she said with a grimace of distaste. “It always is, with you.”

“This is different. You don’t understand.”

“You’ve told me that before, too.”

None of the younger women had any time for him. They made it painfully clear. He burned with resentment and frustration, knowing how they laughed at him and despised him because he wanted them so much. But this was no time for personal bitterness. He said urgently:

“Karen, you’ve got to listen. We’ve got to do something. Our two ships up there—on Ploutos—they can’t get back. They mustn’t try to get back, or they may be destroyed.”

This stopped her. She stared.

“What do you mean?”

Briefly he told her of the message that had come across the vast spaces between here and Earth.

“I don’t believe it,” she whispered. “There’s a mistake somewhere. It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be true.”

But even as she spoke she was turning and racing back towards the small group of buildings that nestled below the smooth slope of the hills.

In a few minutes she returned with Dr. Chesney, a tall, authoritative woman who always made Stephen Bailey feel much smaller than he really was. She approached briskly, as though determined to expose the truth and put an end to this nonsense immediately. You felt that there was nothing she couldn’t cope with.

But when she spoke, her voice was for once surprisingly uncertain. She said: “Is this true. Is there really a danger to the Jason?”

“If a chain reaction does get set up——”

“There never has been one so far. Couldn’t the ship chance just one more trip? Once it was back here, it could be dismantled—or inspected, or something.”

“On that four-day journey it might break up. Particularly as it will be working at full pressure, with a double load—its own crew and the men taken off the other ship.”

“It carried far more than that on its way here from Earth,” said Dr. Chesney. Then she glared into the hut and snapped: “Why aren’t you continuing to send? Have you made contact with Captain Jamieson?”

“I’ve tried, but——”

“Keep trying.”

She wasn’t a woman to be argued with. He went inside again. She followed him in. While he once more sent out that desperate message of warning, she switched on the scanner. He hadn’t thought of that. Continuing to speak—“Urgent. Calling Jason. Urgent”—he watched the screen as she applied top magnification. Erratic lights sparked and spluttered, hurting the eyes. The pattern of stars was blurred and distorted. There seemed to be too many stars: some of them were no more than momentary flashes on the screen, bright deceptive coruscations. Dr. Chesney juggled with the focus, trying to bring up a clear image of the satellite Ploutos. She had difficulty in holding it steady. The storm that had crippled the first ship was evidently continuing to rage around the small moon.

Suddenly their attention was distracted by a faint yet urgent voice from the receiver.

“Earth calling colonies. All colonies and exploration ships linked for urgent communication. Earth calling all stations.”

Karen, in the doorway, looked fearfully at the impersonal black speaker over the switch panel. Dr. Chesney stood motionless, one hand resting on the focus knob of the scanner. Stephen wished that something would happen—something that would make it all definite one way or the other.

“The Capper process must be abandoned,” said the remote voice. “Earth is disintegrating.”

Karen gasped.

“A reaction has set up that threatens to disintegrate the entire planet. The power plants in New York, London and New Petrograd have been destroyed by a great cloud of atomic dissolution, and the effect is spreading. We cannot stop it. Stocks of Capper bombs in the great arsenals of the world have been touched off, and major cities are being engulfed. All colonies and ships are warned.”

Karen said: “But the Earth itself can’t—it just couldn’t….”

“We will continue to send,” said the voice, “but the President of the Capper Control Commission has issued a statement to the effect that the complete annihilation of the Earth within the next few days is a strong possibility unless….”

There was, abruptly and horribly, silence.

“No,” breathed Karen softly.

And at that moment a spark blossomed into fire in the centre of the scanner screen. It might have been another atmospheric phenomenon, but somehow they knew it was not. It burned for no more than a few seconds, a dazzling flare against the dark bulk of the moon.

“My father’s on the Jason,” cried Karen.

“Nearly all the men of the colony are on the Jason,” said Dr. Chesney grimly.

“We’ve got to do something.” Karen lurched towards the switch panel, pushing Stephen aside. “There must be some way of reaching them—telling them….”

Dr. Chesney shook her head. “I doubt if there’s any way of telling them anything now. There’s nothing we can do.”

“But——”

“There’s nothing we can do but wait. And I don’t really think there’s any hope: there isn’t really anything to wait for.”

She was right. There were no further messages from Earth. And the Jason did not return.
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