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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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1

“A landing must be made on the Moon.”

So concluded the secret report prepared by a joint committee of the foremost scientists of Britain, America, France and Western Germany and presented to their respective governments.

Mr. Beaumont, the British Prime Minister, carefully placed on his desk the neatly typewritten pages he had just read and leaned back in his chair. His mind went back to that terrible period just over a year ago when the whole world had been menaced by deadly radiation coming from mysterious artificial structures that had appeared on the Moon’s surface. He recalled the sudden closing of atomic power stations all over the earth and the frightening effects the radiation was beginning to have on men, women and children. Only by the pooling of the best brains in the world, by the concentrated effort of the greatest scientists and technicians—and by the dauntless courage of one young man—had Earth been saved from a fate that had seemed certain.

The Premier recalled those ghastly days when world-wide panic was barely held in check while out in Australia men sweated round the clock to prepare the giant rockets that carried the atomic war-heads. It had been necessary for a Levy beacon—apparatus for guiding the missiles to their objective—to be placed on the Moon as close as possible to the malignant domes. Only a human being launched into an orbit round the Moon could place the beacon in position, and Chris Godfrey had done the job magnificently.

Well, the atomic rockets had done what they were meant to do. They had landed accurately on the source of radiation, and, in the greatest man-made explosion that had ever taken place, had blasted the alien domes to fragments. The radiation had ceased and never reoccurred. Yet the governments of the world were worried; worried about who—or what—had constructed the domes and the strange cone with them. They feared that whoever was responsible would try again, perhaps next time from somewhere invulnerable. It was vital that more should be known about the builders of the domes of Pico—that sharp little mountain peak that stood out from the lunar plain. So an international committee of scientists had been formed to study the situation and to advise on a course of action. It was the report of this committee that Mr. Beaumont had been studying.

In response to a bell, a private secretary entered the room.

“I’d like you to summon the Cabinet for three o’clock,” the Prime Minister said, and the official withdrew. Mr. Beaumont picked up the report again and turned over its pages. Yet his mind was not so much on the typewritten words before him, as on the astonishing refusal of Soviet Russia to take part. Following the international rivalry that had culminated in the struggle to launch bigger and better artificial satellites, the world had been frightened by the radiation-menace into acting in unison. Rivalries had been forgotten, differences overcome, and it seemed that the era of co-operation had dawned at last. Whole-hearted work together by American, Russian and Commonwealth scientists had resulted in the outstanding technical achievement which had made the destruction of the domes of Pico possible. What great progress was possible if this friendly co-operation could be maintained! Yet within a few weeks of the removal of that universal threat, East and West began to drift apart just as they had done after the Second World War.

A curt Soviet refusal to join the international scientific committee still rankled with the statesmen of Britain and America; and France and Federal Germany, the two western countries most advanced technically, had been invited to take the Soviet place.

What was the U.S.S.R. proposing to do about the lunar domes? Surely they must be just as much concerned about them as the rest of the world, for had not Russian industry and the Russian people suffered as others had from their baleful effects? Perhaps the Soviet Union was proposing to make investigations on its own. But why? What lay behind this new attitude? Mr. Beaumont searched for an answer to this latest Russian enigma, but without success.

Promptly at three o’clock that afternoon Her Majesty’s Ministers met in the Cabinet room to consider the scientists’ / report. In each of the other participating countries governments were giving equally anxious thought to what their experts had said, for within the next forty-eight hours all! must decide whether or not to follow the recommendations of the report. Little wonder, then, that the discussions were long and searching. Yet in the end the Cabinets of America, Great Britain, Western Germany and France all came to the same conclusion—a close investigation of the Moon and the domes was essential.

Once this vital decision had been made, the four countries agreed unanimously to throw into the project the whole of their resources and that no time must be lost in carrying it out. The men who had drawn up the report were authorized to implement it as quickly as possible and from then on the undertaking became known as Operation Columbus—in tribute to a great adventurer of the past.

It was a momentous occasion when Dr. Elton Rosenberg, the internationally famous American rocket expert who had acted as chairman, announced to the scientific committee that all the governments concerned requested it to constitute itself as an executive body. They gave it unlimited power to translate its report into action and to inaugurate Operation Columbus. As the full significance of his words sank in, Dr. Rosenberg looked round at the score of men over whom he had presided. Gathered in that rather dingy room in a huge building in Horseferry Road, London, were some of the world’s most brilliant men. Some of them had been his friends and colleagues for many years; others he had never met before they joined his committee. There were four fellow Americans including his closest friend Roddy Moulson who was now director of the Mount Palomar Observatory which housed the world’s largest telescope, the famous two hundred inch. The British contingent included the Astronomer Royal, Dr. Raymond Clarke and Sir George Benson, director of the British-Australian Rocket Research Establishment at Woomera. Professor Marcel Berger, a famous physicist, represented France; and Dr. Heinrich Zimmerman, the brilliant chemist, was the member from the German Federal Republic.

The first task before the Columbus Committee was to appoint a leader, someone who would need almost to be a superman to hold together and co-ordinate the work of this brilliant group. More than one of those present knew of such a man—but he was not available, for he was still terribly crippled by the appalling injuries he had received more than a year ago in the most fantastic rescue operation the world had ever known. The man, of course, was Sir Leo Frayling who had directed that memorable effort which had destroyed the domes, who had driven on his fellow workers with a single-minded ruthlessness that had made the others almost hate him, but who, when his purpose had been achieved, had won their undying admiration by his courage in rescuing Chris Godfrey. If only he could have led them now!

Some miles away in a white Georgian house on the outskirts of Cambridge, Sir Leo was entertaining Chris. With the aid of his sticks he hobbled painfully from the dining-room to his library leaving his housekeeper to clear away after their meal. Chris was very tempted to offer assistance, but he knew that this would have been tactless. Instead he followed slowly behind his friend until the older man was settled safely in a fireside chair.

How he had detested this man when he had first met him, Chris thought. Then Sir Leo, in complete charge of the international effort to destroy the source of lunar radiation, had appeared utterly cold and inhuman. He had pursued his objective with a ruthless disregard for any personal considerations, and it was he who had sent Chris on a rocket journey from which he knew there could be no return. It had been Frayling’s decision that the life of one person could not stand in the way of salvation for millions. But in the end—the job done—he had revealed himself as a man of warm feeling and unimaginable courage. He and Chris had become firm friends and Chris visited him frequently.

Throughout that painful year Sir Leo had fought grimly to regain his health. After several months in hospital he had been allowed home but he was told that he would never walk again. Yet his indomitable will had proved the doctors wrong and his walk, though painful and slow, was unaided. Chris had watched his friend’s struggle with sympathy and growing hope.

If his body had been mangled and torn, the mind of Leo Frayling was clear and incisive as ever. Indeed his long enforced physical inactivity had given him the opportunity for much study and thought. It was the greatest disappointment of his life that he was not a member of the international scientific committee—and it was his greatest ambition to serve with his old colleagues once more. Chris, perhaps more than anyone else, knew what was troubling him. How he wished he could help him to return to active life! It would be the least he could do. Before he left his friend’s house that night Chris made up his mind to have a try.

Next morning, Saturday, Chris took an early train to London. He was going to visit another great friend, Sir George Benson. During his two perilous experiences with rockets, a warm affection had grown up between Christopher and “Uncle George”. The director of Rocket Research had been responsible for persuading Chris to undertake his first trip into space and now there was little that Benson would not do for him.

Sir George was delighted to bump into Chris as he left his flat on the way to the office he used when in London. With a firm grip on Chris’s arm, he insisted on steering him into a nearby coffee bar where they could talk together over steaming cups. Chris chatted away freely as they waited for the coffee to cool. Then, after the first sip, he plunged into the real object of his visit.

“Uncle George,” he began. “I spent yesterday evening with Sir Leo. He sends his regards to you.”

“Good. How is he? I’ll have to go along and see him as soon as I can.”

“He’s better, much better. Of course it’s his will power that’s pulling him through, but I don’t think he’ll get much further without help.”

“What do you mean?” Benson asked, putting his cup down.

“He’s eating his heart out to get back to work again,” Chris said. “I’m sure it would go a long way to help his recovery if he’d something positive to do. Can’t you help him, Uncle George?”

“It’s a funny thing that you should say that,” Sir George said thoughtfully. “We were talking about him on that committee of mine only yesterday afternoon. We want a leader, a director. Frayling would be just the man for the job if he were physically fit.”

“But he’s as keen as mustard,” Chris said eagerly. “His mind’s more active than ever. Surely that’s the most important thing.”

“No, Chris. This committee—it’s been christened the Columbus Committee—has been given a vital job to do,” Benson replied, speaking quietly so that his voice could only just be heard against the noise of the jukebox in the corner. “I expect you can guess what we’ve been working on. Well, we’ve been given the green light to carry out a job as vital and perhaps more difficult than the long-range destruction of the domes. You can put two and two together and get a pretty good idea of what we’ve got to do. Frayling just isn’t fit enough to take any part at all, let alone run the show as we’d all like him to.”

“Then who’s going to be Director?”

“Haven’t the foggiest idea. Rosenberg’s been chairman while we’ve been a study group, but he flatly refuses to take charge now we’ve cleared the decks for action,” Benson answered.

“What about you, Uncle George?”

“Not on your life, Chris lad. I hope to be very busy in my own line, and I’d hate to be bogged down with administration. No, we’re still without a leader.”

“Then will you go and talk to Sir Leo? You said yourself that you owe him a visit. You’ll be able to see for yourself whether or not he’s capable of helping you,” Chris persisted.

“Yes, I’ll certainly go sometime, but I can’t manage it just now,” Sir George sighed. “I’m appallingly busy.”

“Uncle George, do please go and see him. I’d like you to have a talk with him. Remember, I owe him a lot.”

“I’m not likely to forget that,” Benson said quietly. “Very well. I’ll have a run down tomorrow afternoon. Will that satisfy you?”

“Yes, thanks. It’ll cheer up Sir Leo no end to talk shop with you. Thanks a lot, Uncle George. Now I’ll run along and let you get on with whatever mysterious task you’re engaged on,” Chris smiled.

They drank their coffee, paid the bill, stepped outside, and paused on the pavement before going their separate ways.

“When shall we be able to have a day together, Uncle George?” Chris asked.

“I honestly don’t know, lad,” Benson answered. “This Columbus job is going to take all my time for weeks—perhaps months—ahead. I’ll contact you as soon as ever I can but don’t count on seeing me for quite a time.”

“I wonder!” Chris thought to himself as the two friends shook hands firmly.
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