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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

“So it’s come through at last!”

Chris Godfrey and his companions were looking at the piece of paper which Chris had taken from the buff-coloured envelope. It was from the United Nations Exploration Agency in New York. Briefly, the message was that UNEXA had received permission from the General Assembly to carry out the proposed exploration of the planet Mars.

As the probable crewmen, Chris, Morrey, Serge and Tony had been anxiously awaiting this decision. For more than a fortnight the United Nations had been debating the issue. Some members advocated completing the exploration of Venus, but their opponents stressed the near disaster which Earth had suffered not long before. Then spores, brought back by a Venusian probe, had accidentally escaped destruction and had taken root on Earth.

As a result, a grey mould had grown from them which had threatened to blot out civilization by its rapid growth under terrestrial conditions. Only an expedition to Earth’s twin planet by the young men now reading UNEXA’s message had saved Mankind. From the home of the creeping grey horror they had brought a means of destroying it. But the terror of those ghastly weeks was still strong in the minds of many, so it had been decided to leave Venus alone for the time being and to concentrate on exploring the Red Planet.

“I wonder when the expedition will leave,” mused Serge Smyslov, the Russian member of the team.

“What I’d like to know is—how can we make sure of being picked for it?” Morrey Kant, the American, asked.

Chris smiled.

“If I can pull strings in certain quarters we’re certain to be chosen,” he promised them.

They all knew that he was referring to Sir George Benson, a very old friend of his, who was director of UNEXA. Between Benson and the younger scientist there had grown up a strong affection, forged in the fires of peril and adversity. If the choice of crew was left to the Director, then Chris and his friends could count on making the long voyage to Mars. For Benson knew that no crew was more experienced or better fitted to make the hazardous journey than the four young men who so badly wanted to go.

“When shall we know?” asked the youngest member of the quartet, the mechanic Tony Hale.

“Any day now,” answered Chris. “Of course this expedition will be different from some of the others. There’s time to plan every detail carefully.”

His companions knew what he meant. In the past they had been called upon, at short notice, to make emergency voyages. This had meant hurried preparations and a crash programme. Now there wasn’t the desperate urgency of some of their previous trips. Planning could, therefore, be meticulous and unhurried. This was all to the good, for Man’s first venture to a new world demanded the utmost care.

“Are we likely to blast-off from Lunaville or somewhere down here?” asked Morrey.

“Oh, from Lunaville undoubtedly,” Chris declared. He had little doubt that the expedition to Mars would be launched from the great man-made base on the Moon. On our satellite gravity is only one-sixth as strong as on Earth. For long voyages needing vast quantities of fuel, this was a decided advantage. The journey to Mars would be at least forty million miles, the greatest distance any human being had yet travelled. Unless the expedition was to last many weary months, the rocket would have to build up a fantastic speed so that the time for the journey could be reduced. A tremendous weight of fuel would be used for the outward and return journeys, to say nothing of a possible landing.

“We must stand a good chance of selection,” ventured Serge. “Otherwise we should not have received this message.”

“Perhaps Sir George has already worked the oracle,” Morrey said hopefully, but Chris shook his head.

“If I know anything of Uncle George,” he declared, “he’ll come himself to tell us if we’ve been chosen.”

“What if we’re not?” asked Tony.

“I think he’ll still come,” Chris said stoutly.

The telegram from Sir George Benson asking Chris to bring his companions along to the Air Ministry in Theobalds Road, London, came two days later. They had been two miserable days, passing terribly slowly. Sometimes the quartet would be filled with confidence that they would be chosen as the crew of the Mars rocket. At other times they became despondent, knowing how many more young men were fishing for the same job.

At times they would all go to Morrey’s rooms. The American’s landlady would produce numerous cups of coffee while they talked endlessly about Mars and the possibility of going there. When they walked round to Serge’s quarters the Russian scientist himself would brew the drink. But always they returned to Chris’s lodgings, which he was sharing with Tony, to see if any news had come. At the end of the two days Tony was almost at the stage of tearing his hair when at last it came.

The telegram was addressed to Chris; it was brief and enigmatic.

“ALL MEET ME TOMORROW NOON AIR MINISTRY. BENSON.”

That was all. Did it mean that Sir George was going to give them the great news that the choice had fallen on them? Or was he going to break it to them as gently as possible that this time they’d been passed over? The telegram gave no clue. They would have to wait another twenty-four hours before knowing their fate.

Next morning, long before it was necessary, Chris had rounded up his friends and now they were sitting in his car, which was parked in Hyde Park.

“How much longer?” Tony asked.

“Forty-five minutes. You know it isn’t any use getting there before time,” Chris pointed out. “Uncle George is very precise.”

“Mustn’t be late, either,” Morrey put in. “I remember getting into very serious trouble with him once when I was two minutes late for an appointment.”

“We must arrive at noon precisely,” advised Serge, but Chris argued that they ought to reach the building two minutes to zero to allow time to contact Uncle George. The earnestness with which the quartet discussed this problem was an indication of the tension they all felt about the coming interview. Would they be informed that they had been selected to blaze a trail to an unknown World? Would they soon be making a voyage, the excitement of which was only surpassed by its danger? Or would they be told that some other crew had been chosen to be first to set foot on Mars?

Tony looked at his watch impatiently as the minutes dragged by. The park was crowded with people enjoying the morning sunshine. Was it barely a year since the park had been even more crowded with terrified refugees from the grey mould? The lucky chaps for the Mars trip wouldn’t be working with the same fearful urgency that he and his friends had had to contend with on the Venus expedition. Now the World wasn’t in danger. No longer did every hour count. So this new venture would be a piece of cake.

“Let’s go,” Chris said at last, and he drove his car slowly out of the park and along Oxford Street. Getting through the traffic of this busy thoroughfare took longer than they thought, so Chris had to put his foot down once they were clear. By the time he’d parked the car they had no time to spare.

“We have an appointment with Sir George Benson,” Chris told the uniformed commissionaire.

The man took all their names and they had to sign a book. Then he went into a little office and they could see him telephoning. A few minutes later he came out and informed them that Sir George would see them at once. At the commissionaire’s signal a messenger appeared and was instructed to conduct the party to Room 407. Up in a lift and along seemingly endless corridors they went until at last they stopped outside a door bearing the correct number. The messenger tapped on it and then led them inside.

This was evidently an outer office, for its only occupants were two girls busy at typewriters.

“Mr. Godfrey and party for Sir George Benson,” the messenger announced.

One of the girls looked up and smiled.

“Would you come this way,” she said, leaving her machine and walking towards an inner glass door. A discreet knock, and Chris heard a familiar but muffled voice saying “Come in”. The girl led the party through the door into the private office of the famous scientist.

Sir George Benson’s tall figure was now getting a little stooped. When Chris first met him, Benson’s hair had been black. Now it was quite white—witness not only of the passing years, but also of the tremendous strains and anxieties which his job entailed. Yet his smile was as warm and his grip as firm as ever. It did Chris a power of good to be with Uncle George again.

“Sit down. Sit down all of you,” Benson ordered after he’d greeted them all cordially. “One minute late, Chris,” he went on with a twinkle in his eye as they settled into their chairs.

“Sorry,” apologized the young man. “Traffic in Oxford Street was worse than I expected.”

“I thought you’d have learned by now to allow for all eventualities,” Sir George chided him good-humouredly, and Chris smiled back ruefully.

“Now come on, Uncle George. Out with it,” he said. “Have we been chosen for the Mars expedition or not?”

It was the foremost question in all their minds—the one they were all burning to ask. Immediately Benson’s manner changed and his face became serious.

“Please be patient, all of you,” he said. “Many things have had to be considered in selecting the personnel for this undertaking.”

With what patience they could muster the quartet listened whilst the famous scientist spoke.

“I’m going to begin by quoting something written by Patrick Moore many years ago. It sets out the situation exactly.”

Sir George pulled from his wallet a piece of paper from which he read.

“ ‘All things considered, Mars is undoubtedly the most fascinating of all the planets. It is basically similar to the Earth; it is tolerably warm, it has atmosphere and water; and it has vegetation, so that even if it has long since passed the prime of life it is still far from being a dead or dying world. Though it is true to say that we have no proof of intelligent life upon it, it is equally true to say that we have no proof that advanced forms of life do not exist.’ ”

The scientist carefully folded up the paper and returned it to his wallet before speaking.

“The main object of this expedition is to resolve the doubt in Patrick Moore’s last sentence—to find out if advanced forms of life exist.”

“I thought that there were only lichens or moss on Mars,” exclaimed Morrey.

“So did I—once,” Benson answered. “Now, however, I’m convinced that a much higher form of vegetable life exists.”

“Why is that, please?” asked Serge.

“Now that we can take photographs and make spectroscopic analyses from observatories in satellites and on the Moon we are no longer hampered by Earth’s atmosphere. Proof has been mounting that a higher form than mosses exists. One of the first proofs of life on this wonderful planet was that the great yellow dust clouds that sometimes cover great areas do not obliterate the greenish regions. It is argued that these regions must consist of something regenerative like vegetation. Otherwise they would have been covered over long ago.

“I believe the argument can be pushed farther. If the vegetation consisted only of lichen and moss, then I think it would have been swamped with dust. To my way of thinking some larger, more active type of vegetation would be required to hold the Martian deserts at bay.

“What about the canals?” asked Tony.

“Ah,” smiled Sir George, “those canals! No, Tony, there aren’t really any canals there. Years ago astronomers thought they detected long straight lines criss-crossing the deserts, and they assumed these were waterways built by the Martians. Better telescopes and satellite photographs have proved that these are not continuous straight lines, but rather a series of disconnected dots and dashes. What they are we still don’t know. Another of the tasks of the Martian expedition will be to find out.”

“Come on, Sir George,” Morrey burst out, unable to contain himself any longer. “Let’s have it. Are we to do the job or not?”

“I’ve been trying to show you”, Benson said seriously, “what an exacting and important job this undertaking will be, and what a tremendous contribution it can make to our knowledge of this mysterious world.”

“So—you don’t think we could do it?” Tony gasped in dismay.

“I didn’t say that,” Sir George declared, his face suddenly breaking into smiles. “On the contrary, my young friends, you’ve been chosen to go!”
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