

[image: Cover Image]




TONY HALE, SPACE DETECTIVE

Hugh Walters

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com





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

Tony Hale’s destination was a huge, red brick building in Theobalds Road. At one time this had been the head-quarters of the British Air Ministry. Now it was the European home of the United Nations Exploration Agency, the nerve centre in which all the European contribution to the exploration of space was co-ordinated. It was here, in his London office, that Tony had been summoned to meet Chris’s boss, the Director of U.N.E.X.A.—Sir W. H. R. G. Gillanders.

One would have been justified in expecting the young astronaut to be a little overawed at being requested to visit the great man himself. But Tony was looking forward to the meeting with as much pleasure as curiosity. For Sir Billy, though he occupied such an exalted position, was an old friend. Yes, it would be good to see him once more. Tony had been on extended leave since his last space exploit, and had seen nothing of the Director for many weeks.

Of course Tony was also curious as to why Sir Billy had sent for him. The telegram had said nothing except to ask him to call on the Director without delay. Perhaps another space trip was planned, though he hadn’t heard even the rumour of one. Anyhow—it would be good to see the boss no matter what the reason was.

The taxi screeched to a halt outside the U.N.E.X.A. building and Tony fumbled in his pocket for the fare. The river had certainly beaten all records, so Tony gave him slightly more than the usual tip. This he acknowledged with a grin and within a few seconds he was away, doing a hair-raising U-turn in thick traffic. Another taxi came to a more sedate halt before Tony could pass through the swing doors. He paused, curious to see whom it had brought.

Chris ! by all that was wonderful ! The Deputy Director paid his fare and came to join his friend.

“That driver of yours must have ambitions for the Monte Carlo rally,” Chris laughed.

They shook hands warmly and passed through the swing doors together.

“I’m glad to see you,” said Chris. “I got here as quickly as possible so that I could.”

“You knew I was coming?” Tony asked.

“I knew Sir Billy had sent for you,” Chris told him. “He’s also sent for Morrey and Serge.”

These were the other two astronauts who, with Chris, used to complete the four-man crew. Morrison Kant was a cheerful American, with shoulders a yard wide. Serge Smyslov was a Russian, dark and slim. With Chris and Tony they had formed the most experienced crew that U.N.E.X.A. had at its command. All were sad when Chris was “kicked upstairs”, as Tony put it.

“What’s brewing?” Tony asked, as they strode towards one of the lifts. “Another flight?”

Chris was strangely reticent.

“I’d rather Sir Billy himself told you,” he said, and Tony had to be content with that.

“Anyhow, how are you keeping?” Tony asked, as the lift; began its journey. It was unusual for Chris to be so tight-lipped.

“Fine, but under pressure of course,” Chris smiled back. “There’s no need to ask how you are. You look the picture of health.”

“True enough,” agreed Tony, “but all the same, what I need is another space flight to tone me up.”

The smile went from Chris’s face.

“You may get that sooner than you expect,” he said.

Before Tony could ask what his friend meant, the lift had come to a halt and the doors slid open. Chris strode on ahead without giving Tony a chance to put his question. They walked along the corridor and eventually stopped outside a door marked “Director’s Secretary”. Chris entered without knocking. He was the only person allowed to do this.

“Hello, Miss Treanor,” he said, with a smile at the girl who was typing at a desk. “Is anyone with him?”

“No. The others haven’t arrived yet,” Sir Billy’s secretary replied. “The Director said to send you in as soon as you came. How are you, Mr. Hale ?”

For a second Tony didn’t realize that it was he who was being addressed so politely.

“Oh—er—fine,” he replied hurriedly. “No need to ask how you are, Miss Treanor. You look as pretty as ever.”

“You’d better go in,” the girl replied with a smile. That Tony Hale would want watching, she told herself delightedly.

Chris and Tony strode across the office to an inner door bearing the inscription “Director”. Chris gave a slight tap and then opened the door.

Sir Billy Gillanders hailed originally from Australia, and it showed occasionally in his speech. This big, bronzed man—he was over six feet three inches tall—looked more like a rugby player than a top scientist, and in fact he had been one in his youth.

He stood up and extended two huge hands in welcome towards the two young men. His face had lit up in a warm smile. Chris he saw frequently, but it had been some little time since he’d met Tony. So it was to the younger man that the Director paid most attention.

“Hope you didn’t mind being called,” he laughed, as he finished pumping his visitor’s hand.

Tony worked his fingers to get the circulation flowing again.

“Not at all. I was beginning to get bored and was thinking of getting myself a job in a garage,” he grinned back.

“That would be a come-down,” Sir Billy smiled. “From a spaceship engineer to a motor mechanic.”

“Well, it would have been something to do. But I suppose you’ve got another space trip planned,” the young astronaut said hopefully.

The smile went from Sir Billy’s face as if wiped off with a sponge.

“Not exactly,” he said. “But I’d prefer to wait for Serge and Morrey before I say any more. You agree, Chris?”

“Certainly,” his Deputy said at once. So Chris knew all about this space trip that wasn’t a space trip, Tony thought to himself. Ah well, he supposed he’d learn in good time.

“When do you expect them?” he asked.

“Any time now—that is if they decide to come,” Sir Billy replied, smiling again.

There was much that the three could talk about without touching on the subject of the gathering. Tony asked about Lord Benson, U.N.E.X.A.’s first Director, and was pleased to hear from Chris that the old scientist, though confined to his wheel chair, was as lively as a cricket. It wasn’t very often that he came to London, for obvious reasons, so there was a constant stream of visitors to his country home just outside Chatteris on the border of Cambridgeshire and Huntingdonshire.

Then there was “Whiskers” to inquire about. Tony himself was able to give the latest news about the ex-R.A.F. officer with the fearsome moustache. “Whiskers” Greatrex had been the astronauts’ friend during many long years. He’d helped them during the difficult periods of pre-flight training, and had often acted as communicator during their missions. More than once his wisecracks had kept up their morale in a particularly sticky situation. Yes—Whiskers was well, had a lovely garden, and was still as keen as ever to be involved with his young friends on any future space adventure.

The telephone on Sir Billy’s desk buzzed and he picked it up. He listened for a moment.

“Send them up,” he said, and replaced the phone.

“They’re here,” he told Chris and Tony, and a minute later Morrey burst into the room, followed more sedately by Serge. Of course there was a noisy ten minutes during which the astronauts chatted loudly to each other and to their chief. At last, when the hubbub had died down, Morrey turned to the Director and posed the question they all wanted to ask.

“Well—where are we going? Alpha Centauri? Betelgeuse ? Sirius?” he asked.

“None of them,” Sir Billy said, motioning them to sit down. “You’re going to the Moon.”

“The Moon?” exploded Tony, Morrey and Serge in unison. It was the last place they had expected. After all, they had each been to Lunar City many times. There was now a fair-sized and well-ordered base on Earth’s natural satellite. A regular ferry took personnel backwards and forwards. So why did Sir Billy want his most experienced crew to make a hop to a place that was virtually next door?

“I thought that would surprise you,” the Director observed with a faint smile. But in the next instant he was deadly serious.

“Perhaps you were expecting to go on a journey to the edge of the solar system. Or even beyond. Well, I’m afraid this trip isn’t like anything you’ve been on before. On the mission you won’t be astronauts exploring some unknown corner of the universe. Instead you—will be detectives. I want you to solve some very strange events.”

To say that the three astronauts were surprised would be an understatement. All their experience and training had been for the exploration of space. Now Sir Billy was saying that he wanted them to turn detectives. But why ?

Before either Tony, Serge or Morrey could ask the all-important question, Chris took up the story.

“Something very strange and worrying is happening in Lunar City. Three of the staff have vanished without trace. I suggested to the Director that he should send you up to investigate.”

“How do you mean? How could anyone vanish without trace?” Morrey demanded.

“We don’t know—but it’s certainly happened,” Sir Billy resumed. “Within the last few weeks three of the men working in Lunar City have disappeared. We haven’t a clue what’s happened.”

“But I don’t see how anyone could disappear on the Moon,” Tony protested. “Unless they wandered off outside the City and got lost.”

“We thought that at first,” the Director admitted. “When it was reported that the first one hadn’t returned to his quarters, the whole of Lunar City was searched thoroughly in case he’d been taken ill. He wasn’t found. Then the second man vanished and again he wasn’t found. We sent out teams to see if they had taken unauthorized walks outside the base, but nothing was discovered. Now the third man has gone we’re really worried.”

“They must be there somewhere,” Serge declared, “unless they have stowed away on a ferry and come back home.”

“Impossible,” Chris said. “As you know, after each trip ferries are thoroughly inspected. Even if anyone could survive blast-off and re-entry when not on a contour couch, he would be easily found. No. Those three chaps haven’t come home.”

“Then, of course, they must still be on the Moon,” Tony snorted, “only you haven’t looked for them well enough.”

For the first time Sir Billy showed signs of annoyance.

“You can take it from me,” he snapped, “those three are not on the Moon. Go and find out what’s happened.”

So that was it! This was certainly going to be a space trip with a difference.

But why had these particular astronauts been chosen to investigate the mystery? Surely there were professional detectives who could do the job better. This should be a task for America’s F.B.I. or Britain’s C.I.D. Morrey posed the question to Sir Billy and Chris.

“First of all there are few, if any, professional investigators who are also trained for lunar conditions,” Sir Billy explained. “Secondly, we don’t know that a crime has been committed. Thirdly, the presence of detectives in Lunar City would seem strange to the people up there.”

“Don’t they know about these disappearances then?” asked Serge.

“No. We’ve kept them secret so far. If some member of the staff is responsible, obviously we don’t want to warn him. Neither do we want to raise any unnecessary alarm by public investigation.”

“We think that you three, who are well known in Lunar City, could at least have a preliminary look at the problem on the spot without any questions being asked,” added Chris.

“Gosh! So we’ve got to be secret agents,” grinned Tony, not at all displeased with the idea.

“That’s it,” agreed the Director with a smile. He’d now recovered from the annoyance he’d felt when the astronauts had doubted the importance of the problem.

“Who does know about this?” Morrey asked.

“Commander Cooper and about a dozen others,” replied Chris. “They are all sworn to the utmost secrecy.”

“Won’t people guess there’s something wrong when they see us questing about?” Morrey asked.

“You’re going to Lunar City to inspect and report on the latest installations,” Sir Billy replied with a twinkle. “You know—the 279 atomic generator, the Foxall oxygen plant, and the new field of algae tanks.”

“Oh yes, of course. How silly of me to have forgotten,” Morrey laughed. “That should give us scope for probing nearly everywhere.”

“When do we go ?” Tony wanted to know.

“I’ve fixed up couches on the ferry that leaves in two days,” Chris told his friends. “You can be ready by then ?”

“I’m ready now,” Tony assured him, but Chris laughed and said that there was no lunar ferry for another forty-eight hours. So it was arranged that the little party should fly to Cape Kennedy, the Earth terminal of the ferry, next day, and leave for the Moon twenty-four hours later.

When Morrey asked for details about the three disappearances, Sir Billy suggested that they should reserve their questions until they reached Lunar City. Commander Cooper, the commandant for the first extra-terrestrial colony, knew all the details and also knew the men. U.N.E.X.A. had only the Commander’s reports.

“I want you to be very careful how you go about this job,” Sir Billy concluded. “Don’t give the slightest hint of the real purpose of your visit. Your progress reports can be sent to me over the Commander’s scrambler radio link. Of course you will also send some reports covering your supposed activities over the ordinary radio. I hope you solve the mystery.”

There seemed little else to say. Sir Billy could give them no suggestions about the lines on which they should work, They must decide this for themselves after they had made their first assessment on the spot.
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