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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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An Idea to Change the World


For a long time Alvin Brook had been standing by the window of the lounge, watching the rain. And the longer he watched the grimmer his face became.


‘Well, dear, what’s the chances? Do we go on that picnic or don’t we? Will it clear up?’


Alvin turned, aware of the voice of his wife Nancy. She had just come into the room, a young and pretty woman, but at this moment she was looking a trifle despondent.


‘Chances?’ Alvin repeated; then he laughed shortly. ‘There just aren’t any! We’re not going on any picnic in this deluge. You can forget all about it.’


Nancy moved over to him and gazed for a while at the raindrops chasing down the window glass. Then she raised her eyes to the weeping gray of the sky.


Expressively she gave a little shiver, and rubbed her bare arms. She was wearing a light summer dress for no other reason than that the calendar said it was June.


‘June in name only,’ Alvin said, his voice becoming grim. ‘This is the third time we’ve tried to go on a picnic and been spoiled by the weather. Rain, cold winds, and never a glimpse of the sun, except on days when we can’t make use of it. It’s absolutely idiotic!’


‘I agree, but there’s absolutely nothing which can be done about it … In fact,’ Nancy continued, ‘I don’t know why you didn’t foresee a day like this. You’re a big noise in the Met office, aren’t you? You’ve got all the charts round you. You said it was going to be fine and warm. Remember all that talk you gave me about anti-something-or-other.’


‘Anticyclone, off the Azores,’ Alvin mused. ‘Yes, it ought to have extended a high pressure ridge and given good weather, but something must have gone wrong. A low-pressure trough has galloped in and upset everything. Don’t blame the Met men. That sort of thing’s always happening in this haywire climate.’


‘Then it’s a pity, in this day and age, that something isn’t done about it. We can invent H-bombs to destroy whole nations, yet we have to put up with deluges and hurricanes when we expect to get sunburned. David’s terribly disappointed. He’s sulking in the kitchen over the unpacked picnic basket.’


‘Silly lad,’ Alvin growled. ‘Sulks won’t do any good.’


‘Then you’d better tell him why they won’t. I’ve pictured you as a hero as far as he is concerned, telling him his marvelous daddy has got it all worked out for sunshine — And look at it!’


Alvin smoldered but said nothing. There were drawbacks — big ones — to being a meteorologist. In some obscure way, according to his family and friends, it made him personally responsible for the weather.


‘Play havoc with Sylvia’s garden party,’ Nancy added, apropos of nothing. ‘You told her too that she could rely on sunlight. A nice mess you’ve made of it!’


Alvin turned and looked at his wife directly. There was anger and frustration on her usually mild face.


‘Look here, Nancy, this is not my fault,’ Alvin stated deliberately. ‘I can ring up the Met office and have them satisfy you that all the forecast I made last night was correct, as the conditions were then.’


‘Some good that would do, with a ruined picnic in front of us and the flowers flattened in the rain. Lord, look at it! Pelting harder than ever … we’ve no chance whatever of having our chicken sandwiches under a hot sun! As a Met man you ought to do something about it.’


‘For instance?’ Alvin growled. ‘Do you think I’m some miracle worker who can stand up and shout ‘Cease’ to the elements? I’m not. I’m just a human being as disgusted as you are.’


‘You mean you’re going to sit down to it?’


‘That’s a pretty idiotic question! What else can I do?’


‘I don’t know — Hanged if I do.’ Nancy hesitated, something like tears coming into her eyes. ‘It’s all so depressing — so disappointing. I’m sorry if I flared up, Alvin.’


He did not answer. He was staring fixedly at the lashing rain on the window.


‘I said I was sorry,’ Nancy repeated, laying a hand on his arm. ‘Didn’t you hear me?’


‘Yes — sort of.’ Alvin looked at her vaguely. ‘Perhaps it’s a good thing you blew up. It did something to me.’


‘I didn’t mean it, honestly.’


‘Yes, you did — and I don’t blame you one bit … You said in so many words that as a Met man I ought to do something about it.’


‘Yes, but … I spoke without thinking. Naturally you can’t do anything. Nobody can.’


‘Why can’t they?’ Alvin moved to the window, hands in pockets, and stared at the rain. Then he swung abruptly to look at Nancy again. ‘Yes, why can’t they?’ he repeated. ‘Man has always been at the mercy of the weather, and yet he’s conquered everything else except one or two virulent diseases. He’s mastered the sea, the air, and the land. Even space! Yet he puts up with rain, hurricane, and fog, tolerates paralysis of cities because he thinks the climate is something too big to handle … It isn’t, you know. Somebody has to master it, one day.’


Nancy came forward slowly, surprise in her blue eyes. ‘Alvin, I never heard you say so much before.’


‘I’ve never been so moved before. Control of the climate is a virgin field which no scientist or meteorologist has ever trodden before … suppose Alvin Brook trod it?’


‘You — you mean —’


‘I mean,’ Alvin said, with a grand gesture towards the rain, ‘subdue this sort of thing! Find a way to supply the weather that is required. It could be … done.’


‘But how?’


Alvin smiled a little. ‘That is the part that wants thinking about, and I can’t think of anybody better placed to do it than myself …’ In imagination he suddenly leapt ahead ten years. ‘Just think of it, Nancy! Perfectly controlled climate. The assurance that a certain day will be cloudless, together with the assurance that another day will be wet. Think of the difference that would make to our way of living. Think of the farmers, to mention only one body who rely on the weather.’


Nancy looked at the rain on the window, then she gave a little sigh.


‘It’s a wonderful dream, Alvin, even if it doesn’t come true.’


‘But it will, dearest. You’ve started off the spark, and I shan’t rest now until I’ve followed the thing through — Bring David in and let me make a promise to him. That’s one way of being sure that I’ll keep it.’


Nancy looked doubtful for a moment, but nevertheless she obeyed. In a moment or two she had brought the serious-eyed boy from the kitchen. He looked at his father with undisguised irritation.


‘You think I told you wrong last night when I said it was going to be fine, don’t you, David?’ Alvin asked.


David, ten years old, glanced towards the window, then back to his father.


‘It’s wet, dad, and you said it was going to be fine.’


‘I know. I got it wrong, through a reason that is too complicated for you to understand. But look, I’m going to make another promise to you, and this time I shall keep it … By the time you are a man you are going to be able to have nice weather whenever you want it. So is everybody else. That’s a promise.’


‘Smashing,’ the boy said, shrugging, then with an unusual sagacity, ‘How are you going to do it?’


‘I’m going to do things with machines, things that will make certain no more picnics will ever be ruined … Now, give me a smile, son.’


It was slow in coming, but it came finally. Alvin nodded in approval.


‘Good! No more sulking at the weather, David. We’ll have our picnic somehow before the summer’s finished — but in the meantime we’ll have to stay at home today.’


Alvin Brook had not been joking. His wife’s remarks had started something, the depth of which she had no conception. Alvin patched up the remainder of the miserably wet Sunday as far as he could, then next morning returned to his usual met duties with ideas crowding the back of his mind. That he was preoccupied was immediately apparent to his fellow workers in the chart-lined regions of the met office.


‘Have a good weekend, Alvin?’ asked Johnson, the senior meteorologist-in-charge.


‘Hardly.’ Alvin looked at him with frank eyes. ‘I was bogged down completely by my own forecast, and I don’t think my wife or son have forgiven me even yet.’


‘Too bad. Glad it wasn’t my weekend off. Hope it behaves better next weekend. I’ve the garden to fix up.’


Johnson turned to go but Alvin caught at his arm. ‘A moment, Frank. What went wrong with the weather yesterday? That Azores anticyclone was building up firmly on Saturday night.’


‘That was Saturday,’ Johnson sighed. ‘Take a look at the chart for yesterday and see what happened …’ He signaled to the further wall as he went over to it. Alvin followed him and stood gazing at the huge chart. ‘There it is! A small depression, which we thought quite innocuous, suddenly developed and deepened, moving rapidly north eastwards. The whole country was affected. The Midlands worst of all, and bang went one perfectly good forecast.’


‘And our name became mud,’ Alvin sighed. ‘Yet again we took it on the chin.’


Johnson frowned. ‘How’d you mean — took it on the chin? We couldn’t help the mistake, could we?’


‘Of course not. I was just thinking — suppose we’d have been able to steer that depression away, this high pressure area from the Azores would have extended its influence and we’ve had had glorious sun and a temperature around ninety Fahrenheit.’


‘Pipe dreams, m’lad,’ Johnson reproved. ‘There are two things in this world we’ve got to put up with — women and the weather. Now get busy on the reports of those Atlantic charts.’


Alvin nodded and turned quietly to his day’s work — a routine job of weather-chart analysis, mathematics, computations, and the working out of air pressures, humidity, millibars and isobars.


As he completed various sections of his work it was transferred to another worker; then to the map forecaster; and finally to the radio and television department where the forecasts for various areas were transmitted to the various stations and ships at sea.


In the main it looked like being fine. The Azores anticyclone looked like exerting its real influence. Which was also a bitter irony to Alvin, flogging his brains in the bright sunlight pouring through the window. He worked mechanically, reserving his real concentration for other things. Through the day he managed to appropriate some old weather charts from a cupboard and when the evening came he took them home with him.


What he was doing he did not say, but his wife could draw her own conclusions. She went out shortly after tea for an evening of tennis, whilst David went to a local birthday party. She returned to find Alvin in shirtsleeves, hair rumpled, and an extinguished pipe in his mouth — whilst all over the table were notes and figures, and on the floor with the ends held down with a pair of shoes were weather charts.


‘Busy?’ Nancy asked, rather dryly, and she received a reply that was something like ‘Umph.’


‘David not back yet?’ she inquired, and after looking at her for a long minute Alvin answered:


‘It’s the hot and cold air problem every time. Get that sorted out and things can be done. Repulse cold or hot air at will.’


Nancy laid aside her white pullover as she considered.


‘Are you talking about your job, or your dream?’ she asked finally.


‘How d’you mean?’


‘I mean, is all this work connected with the Met office? If it is I wish you’d keep it there instead of messing the place up.’


‘Nothing to do with the Met office, dear.’ Alvin lighted his pipe thoughtfully. ‘It’s what you call the dream — the one which began yesterday. I’m working on the details of how to get the mastery of the weather.’


‘Which has something to do with hot and cold air?’


‘It has everything to do with it. Look, let me show you. Come and sit here for a moment.’


Much as one would tolerate the demands of an insistent child Nancy obeyed. She tried to look interested as Alvin’s arm went about her shoulders.


‘Now, dear, let me explain — May clear things up a bit for me, too. Weather is caused by enormous masses of air pressure in the atmosphere, which in themselves are governed by the motion of the earth on its axis. The high pressure areas are called anticyclones and the low pressure areas are depressions. Think of a smooth pond and call it the atmosphere. Drifting across it is an eddy, which we would — atmospherically speaking — call an anticyclone. Understand?’


‘I think so,’ Nancy agreed, but her brows were knitted. ‘Where does it all lead, anyway?’


‘It leads to this: Warm winds blow from the tropical regions, and cold winds from the Arctic regions. The two are always engaged in a battle with each other, and according to whichever wins a fine or a stormy area is established … Take a clear blue sky of even temperature. The wind shifts and cold air blows across the blue sky. There is condensation — like the steam you get in the kitchen which makes the walls wet — and condensation produces clouds, which if the condensation is particularly dense produces rain. If it is not dense you get clouds only and no rain. At times this upper cold wind descends to the ground and you get a gale. These things happen in varying degree, which brings in cold fronts, warm fronts, occlusions, and such like, about which I don’t suppose you know a thing.’


‘I couldn’t agree more. I don’t …’ Nancy shifted slightly. ‘How long will this take? I’ll have to be getting supper.’


‘Supper can wait for a moment.’ Alvin kissed his wife gently. ‘You think I’m crazy, don’t you?’


‘Anything but. But you’re certainly talking of things that are way beyond me. What’s the point? What are you driving at?’


‘One thing — control of the weather. It boils down to one thing: There’s got to be a way of making hot air stay hot, and cold air stay cold. The two commingling produce all the trouble that we call weather. If, for definite periods, one consistent temperature were maintained, we’d have no upsets whatever. But that’s a big thing. Very big.’


‘Perhaps — too big,’ Nancy suggested, but Alvin shook his head stubbornly over his pipe.


‘No, I don’t think so. One said that about flying, yet now aircraft span the globe as a matter of routine. Nothing is really too big if you have the wit and energy to keep on trying. There is a way round this …’


He broke off as the doorbell rang. Nancy detached herself from his grasp.


‘That’ll be David. I’ll really have to have the table for supper, Alvin …’


He nodded absently. Moved his notes to a far corner of the room, picked up the charts; then he sat in profound meditation as his wife busied herself. He hardly remembered going to bed, so intent was he on his dream. For he had the very thing within his grasp, if only he could nail it down …


So for many weeks — whilst ironically the weather settled into a fine sunny spell and even allowed the picnic to be had — Alvin kept on chasing rainbows, working out mathematics, asking countless questions of his fellow Metmen without giving away too much, and generally plotting and planning, until finally he had a thick notebook full of facts. These engaged him on every free night during the autumn, and at Christmas he was still thinking about them. Then, just upon New Year as he was being dragged to a dance quite against his inclinations, he said:


‘I believe I’ve got it, Nancy!’


‘Got what?’ She fixed her hair carefully before the dressing table mirror.


‘The answer! The control of the climate!’ Alvin sat with one immaculate shoe on and the other off, staring into space.


‘You mean you’re still wondering about that business?’ Nancy looked at him in sheer surprise. ‘I thought you’d given it up long ago!’


‘Only because I haven’t talked about it. I’ve not given it up — not I! Besides, I promised David … I’ve got all the details of what could be done, but the puzzle was — how? Now I believe I’ve got that too … Look, would you listen to me for a moment?’


‘I’ll always listen, dear, but don’t assume that I understand. Fire away. I’m paying attention.’


‘Right. The puzzle up to now has been how to produce hot or cold at will and keep the atmosphere at a constant temperature. How to include such enormous air masses. That’s been the problem. I thought of using the sun’s rays, somehow magnified, for the heat — but the cold stumped me. Now I think there’s another way. Heat and cold are actually molecular, you know.’


‘Molecular? What’s that mean?’


Alvin opened his mouth to explain, then he closed it again. He had suddenly realized — perhaps for the first time — how completely alone he really was with his problem. Nancy just did not understand — not because she was stupid but because the antics of the climate were right outside her sphere of interest, except when she felt cold or got wet. On the other hand, the men at the Met office wouldn’t be any help either for Alvin had not told them a thing. His theory was still too much of a theory to merit serious consideration from experts, and besides there was always the chance that he might be suspected of suffering from ‘overstrain’.


‘Well?’ Nancy repeated. ‘What’s molecular?’


‘It’s scientific. I don’t think you’d understand it dear. You see, molecules vibrate faster when they’re heated, and slow down when they’re cold. At absolute zero — like the void of outer space — there’s no movement at all, whereas at furnace heat they dash all over the place. Never mind. It’s no time to talk shop when we’re going to a dance.’


And on that note Alvin closed up completely, and remained closed up to such an extent that he never mentioned his theory while at home. He nursed it himself and brooded over it in the Met office. Slowly but surely, as winter gave way to spring, he built up his idea into practical form, drawing sketches with the Met office equipment during his dinner hour. The final result, in mid-May was a drawing of a queer-looking machine which he quietly took to a firm of engineers for construction.


Early June saw his model completed. There seemed something symbolic about the fact that he took it home on an evening of drenching rain. Nancy watched curiously as, regardless of the table being laid for a meal, he put the parcel down and removed the brown paper. Then from a stiff cardboard box he brought forth a glittering object, two feet square, and looking rather like a camera except that the lens and various gadgets were located on the top instead of the side.


Nancy’s wonder deepened. Young David came into the room, stared at the thing, then looked at his father’s beaming face.


‘What is it, dad? Something for me?’


‘Don’t always be thinking of yourself, my lad,’ Alvin returned cryptically. ‘It’s not for you, or me, or your mother. It’s for everybody. Or at least it will be in the full size.’


‘It isn’t something to do with — the weather?’ Nancy hesitated. ‘You’ve given up that idea, haven’t you? Or at any rate you’ve never mentioned it recently.’


‘Only because I knew you wouldn’t understand. Yes, this is a model of the first climatic machine, and it’s demanded a good deal of hard thought and perspiration to produce it.’


Nancy did not say anything. She put her arm around David’s shoulders and continued to stare at the boxlike contrivance.


‘I could explain it to you, but I don’t think I will,’ Alvin said after a moment. ‘You’re no scientist, but you’ll appreciate results if you see them. That being so, suppose I turned the weather around this house — a limited area, you’ll understand — into sunny warmth. You’d believe that, wouldn’t you?’


‘Of course.’ Nancy cast a glance at the disordered table. ‘Do you want to test it now or after we’ve had tea?’


‘Tea?’ Alvin looked blank. ‘You can talk of tea when I have this? Tea can wait. Just watch.’


Being master in his own home — or so he fondly imagined — he picked up a length of flex which trailed from the contrivance and after adjusting a transformer-pointer, pushed the plug at the end of the flex into the power socket. Then, with no more ceremony than switching on a torch, he snapped across the power button on the instrument.


Nothing happened beyond the fact that the box hummed softly in its insides. Outside, pitiless rain blasted against the windows, and sodden trees in the garden swayed mournfully before a rising gale.


‘Well?’ Nancy asked, after a few moments. ‘What’s supposed to happen? I don’t see anything different.’


‘You will.’ Alvin was very placid. ‘Give it time.’


Nancy had little choice. Besides, she was curious. It even seemed as though something ought to happen, otherwise Alvin would not have been so intent and concentrated. Though his attitude was relaxed, it was plain he was thinking hard, and listening to the hum from the box. After a moment he went to the window and peered between the thin streams of rain coursing down it.


‘What exactly is supposed to happen?’ Nancy asked at last, and Alvin turned sharply.


‘Everything within an area of half a mile should have fine weather,’ he said, shrugging. ‘We’re at the center of the circle, and within half a mile on every side of it, fine weather should be the answer.’


‘Oh … I see.’


Nancy did not see at all: she was merely being polite. And she was becoming just a little frightened, too, wondering if Alvin was beginning to go ‘that way’ with thinking about his theory so consistently. After all, how could a shiny box with a lens on top possibly affect the weather? It just wasn’t —


‘It’s clearing!’ Alvin exclaimed suddenly, a taut, incredulous note in his voice. ‘No doubt about it! See up there — a touch of blue sky!’


Nancy moved to the window. Quite unceremoniously, Alvin seized the back of her head and directed her attention upwards. She was forced then to see it — a tiny patch of blue amid the surrounding gray, and it was growing even as she watched. Wider and wider.


‘That spot,’ Alvin said, ‘is directly over that machine of mine. The radiation from it is going vertically upwards in a straight line. Molecular activity is set up which creates a dissolution of the vapors producing the clouds and rain …’


Nancy stared fixedly. She had no idea what Alvin was rambling about but she was definitely interested. And with every second the blue patch extended. David came to her side and watched, too, with the fascination only a youngster could evince.


‘You are sure,’ Nancy asked presently, still watching the blue, ‘that it isn’t the blue sky that comes after a shower? This rain may only be a shower after all!’


‘Shower!’ Alvin exploded, scandalized. ‘I’ll soon show you! Get your macs on, both of you. Hurry! We’re going for a walk!’


Still with the feeling that she was obeying orders of a lunatic, Nancy hurried out of the room with David beside her. She came back after a moment or two in plastic mackintosh and rain hood. Behind her loomed David in raincoat and school cap.


‘Good,’ Alvin said absently, and much preoccupied, he led the way out into the hall, slipped on raincoat and hat, and then opened the front door. Outside it had stopped raining even though there were sloshing puddles in the front path.


‘Let’s go,’ Alvin said briefly. ‘Half a mile. I’ll show you whether it’s a shower or not.’


Dutifully his wife and son followed him down the path and out into the already drying main street. Nancy looked at the sky as she went. The blueness had spread considerably now, yet in some odd way it looked circular, like an enormous oval patch overhead. At the edge of it gray cloud sailed inwards, and then disappeared when the blueness was reached.


Grimly intent on the outcome of his experiment, Alvin led the way through the suburban avenues, and after a while the sun even got through and beamed down affectionately on the trio. Then as they reached one of the farther avenues, the sunlight faded and they stepped abruptly into rain — hissing sheets of it.


‘Good,’ Alvin said. ‘This is the limit of influence. Now look above you.’


Nancy and David did so, their eyes screwed up against the rain. Over the avenues whence they had come was blue sky, the houses gleaming in diagonal sunlight. Yet above them was writhing gray cloud, weirdly shearing off as it reached the blue. It was a classic example of ‘Thus far and no farther shalt thou go!’
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