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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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JACKPOT TO SPACE


It was Uncle Jim who’d said, ‘Whatever happens, Roy, don’t worry about it. Just relax and enjoy yourself.’ I remembered those words as I followed the other competitors into the big studio, and I don’t think I felt particularly nervous. After all, it was only a game … however badly I wanted the prize.


The audience was already in its place, talking and fidgeting and waiting for the programme to begin. It gave a little cheer as we walked up on to the stage and took our seats. I had a quick look at the five other competitors, and was a bit disappointed. Every one of them looked quite sure that he was going to win.


There was another cheer from the audience as Elmer Schmitz, the Quizmaster, came into the studio. I’d met him before, of course, in the semi-finals and I expect you’ve seen him often enough on TV. He gave us some last-minute instructions, moved to his place under the spotlights, and signalled to the cameras. There was a sudden hush as the red light came on: from where I was sitting, I could see Elmer adjusting his smile.


‘Good evening, folks! This is Elmer Schmitz, presenting you the finalists in our Aviation Quiz Programme, brought to you by arrangement with World Airways, Incorporated. The six young men we have here tonight …’


But I guess it wouldn’t be very modest to repeat the things he said about us. It all added up to the fact that we knew a lot about everything that flew – in the air and outside it – and had beaten about five thousand other members of the Junior Rocket Club in a series of nationwide contests. Tonight would be the final elimination test to find the winner.


It started easily enough, on the lines of earlier rounds. Elmer fired off a question at each of us in turn, and we had twenty seconds in which to answer. Mine was pretty easy – he wanted to know the altitude record for a pure jet. Everyone else got their answer right, too. I think those first questions were just to give us confidence.


Then it got tougher. We couldn’t see our scores, which were being flashed up on a screen facing the audience, but you could tell when you’d given the right answer by the noise they made. I forgot to say that you lost a point when you gave the wrong reply. That was to stop guessing: if you didn’t know, it was best to say nothing at all.


As far as I could tell, I’d only made one mistake, but there was a kid from New Washington who hadn’t made any – though I couldn’t be sure of this, because it was difficult to keep track of the others while you were wondering what Elmer had coming up for you. I was feeling rather gloomy when suddenly the lights dimmed and a hidden movie projector went into action.


‘Now,’ said Elmer, ‘the last round! You’ll each see some kind of aircraft or rocket for one second, and in that time you’ve got to identify it. Ready?’


A second sounds awfully short, but it isn’t really. You can see a lot in that time – enough to recognize anything you know really well. But some of the machines they showed us went back over a hundred years – yes, one or two even had propellers! This was lucky for me: I’d always been interested in the history of flying, and knew some of these antiques. That’s where the boy from New Washington fell down badly. They gave him a picture of the original Wright biplane, which you can see in the Smithsonian any day – and he didn’t know it. He was only interested in rockets, he said afterwards, and it wasn’t a fair test. But I thought it served him right.


They gave me the Dornier DO-X and a B.52, and I knew them both. So I wasn’t really surprised when Elmer called out my name as soon as the lights went up. Still, it was a proud moment as I walked over to him, with the cameras following me and the audience clapping in the background.


‘Congratulations, Roy!’ said Elmer heartily, shaking my hand. ‘Almost a perfect score – you only missed on one question. I have great pleasure in announcing you the winner of this World Airways contest. As you know, the prize is a trip, all expenses paid, to any place in the world. We’re all interested to hear your choice. What’s it going to be? You’ve anywhere you like between the North and South Poles!’


My lips went kind of dry. Though I’d made all my plans weeks ago, it was different now that the time had actually come. I felt awfully lonely in that huge studio, with everyone so quiet all round me, waiting for what I was going to say. My voice sounded a long way of when I answered.


‘I want to go to the Inner Station.’


Elmer looked puzzled, surprised and annoyed all at once. There was a sort of rustle from the audience and I heard someone give a little laugh. Perhaps that made Elmer decide to be funny too.


‘Ha, ha! very amusing, Roy! But the prize is anywhere on Earth. You must stick to the rules, you know!’


I could tell he was laughing at me, and that made me mad. So I came back with: ‘I’ve read the rules very carefully. And they don‘t say “on Earth”. They say “to any part of the Earth”. There’s a big difference.’


Elmer was smart. He knew there was trouble brewing, for his grin faded out at once and he looked anxiously at the TV cameras.


‘Go on,’ he said. I cleared my throat.


‘In 2054,’ I continued, ‘the United States, like all the other members of the Atlantic Federation, signed the Tycho Convention. That decided how far into space any planet’s legal rights extended. Under that Convention, the Inner Station is part of Earth, because it’s inside the thousand-kilometre limit.’


Elmer gave me a most peculiar look. Then he relaxed a little and said: ‘Tell me, Roy, is your dad an attorney?’


I shook my head.


‘No, he isn’t.’


Of course, I might have added: ‘But my Uncle Jim is.’ I decided not to: there was going to be enough trouble anyway.


Elmer made a few attempts to make me change my mind, but there was nothing doing. Time was running out, and the audience was on my side. Finally he gave up and said with a laugh:


‘Well, you’re a very determined young man. You’ve won the prize, anyway – it looks as if the legal eagles take over from here. I hope there’s something left for you when they’ve finished wrangling!’


I rather hoped so, too…


Of course, Elmer was right in thinking I’d not worked all this out by myself. Uncle Jim – who’s counsellor for a big atomic energy combine – had spotted the opportunity, soon after I’d entered for the contest. He’d told me what to say and had promised that World Airways couldn’t wriggle out of it. Even if they could, so many people had seen me on the air that it would be very bad publicity for them if they tried. ‘Just stick to your guns, Roy,’ he’d said, ‘and don’t agree to anything until you’ve talked it over with me.’


Mom and Pop were pretty mad about the whole business. They’d been watching, and as soon as I started bargaining they knew what had happened. Pop rang up Uncle Jim at once and gave him a piece of his mind (I heard about it afterwards). But it was too late for them to stop me.


You see, I’d been mad to get out into space for as long as I can remember, I was sixteen when all this happened, and rather big for my age. I’d read everything I could get hold of about aviation and astronautics, seen all the movies and telecasts from space, and made up my mind that some day I was going to look back and watch Earth shrinking behind me. I’d made models of famous spaceships, and put rocket units in some of them until the neighbours raised a fuss. In my room I’d got hundreds of photographs – not only most of the ships you care to name but all the important places on the planets as well.


Mom and Pop didn’t mind, but they thought it was something I’d grow out of. ‘Look at Joe Donovan,’ they’d say (Joe’s the chap who runs the ‘copter repair depot in our district). ‘He was going to be a Martian colonist when he was your age. Earth wasn’t good enough for him! Well, he’s never been as far as the Moon, and I don’t suppose he ever will. He’s quite happy here …’ But I wasn’t so sure. I’ve seen Joe looking up at the sky as the outgoing rockets draw their white vapour trails though the stratosphere, and sometimes I think he’d give everything he owns to go with them.


Uncle Jim (that’s Pop’s brother) was the one who really understood how I felt about things. He’d been to Mars two or three times, to Venus once, and to the Moon so often he couldn’t remember. He had the kind of job where people actually paid him to do these things. I’m afraid he was regarded round our house as a very disturbing influence.


It was about a week after winning the contest that I heard from World Airways. They were very polite, in an icy sort of way, and said that they’d agreed that the terms of the competition allowed me to go to the Inner Station. (They couldn’t help adding their disappointment that I hadn’t chosen to go on one of their luxury flights inside the atmosphere. Uncle Jim said what really upset them was the fact that my choice would cost them at least ten times as much as they’d bargained for.) There were, however, two conditions. First, I had to get my parents’ consent. Second, I would have to pass the standard medical tests for space-crew.


I’ll say this about Mom and Pop – though they were still pretty mad, they wouldn’t stand in my way. After all, space-travel was safe enough, and I was only going a few hundred miles up – scarcely any distance! So after a little argument they signed the forms and sent them off. I’m pretty sure that World Airways had hoped they’d refuse to let me go.


That left the second obstacle – the medical exam. I didn’t think it was fair having to take that: from all accounts it was pretty tough, and if I failed no one would be more pleased than World Airways.


The nearest place where I could take the tests was the Department of Space Medicine at Johns Hopkins, which meant an hour’s flying in the Kansas-Washington jet and a couple of short ‘copter trips at either end. Though I’d made dozens of longer journeys I was so excited that it almost seemed a new experience. In a way, of course, it was, because if everything went properly it would open up a new chapter in my life.


I’d got everything ready the night before, even though I was only going to be away from home for a few hours. It was a fine evening, so I carried my little telescope out of doors to have a look at the stars. It’s not much of an instrument – just a couple of lenses in a wooden tube – but I’d made it myself and was quite proud of it. When the Moon was half-full it would show all the bigger lunar mountains, as well as Saturn’s rings and the moons of Jupiter.


But tonight I was after something else – something not so easy to find. I knew its approximate orbit, because our local astronomers’ club had worked out the figures for me. So I set up the telescope as carefully as I could and slowly began to sweep across the stars to the south-west, checking against the map I’d already prepared.


The search took me about fifteen minutes. In the field of the telescope was a handful of stars – and something that was not a star. I could just make out a tiny oval shape, far too small to show any details. It shone brilliantly up there in the blazing sunlight outside the shadow of the Earth, and it was moving even as I watched. An astronomer of a century before would have been sorely puzzled by it, for it was something new in the sky. It was Met. Station Two, six thousand miles up and circling the Earth four times a day. The Inner Station was too far to the south for it to be visible from my latitude: you had to live near the Equator to see it shining in the sky, the brightest and most swiftly moving of all the stars.


I tried to imagine what it was like up there in that floating bubble, with the emptiness of space all around. At this very moment, the scientists aboard must be looking down at me just as I was looking up at them. I wondered what kind of life they led – and remembered that with any luck I’d soon know for myself.


The bright, tiny disc I had been watching suddenly turned orange, then red, and began to fade from sight like a dying ember. In a few seconds it had vanished completely, though the stars were still shining as brightly as ever in the field of the telescope. Met. Station Two had raced into the shadow of the Earth and would remain eclipsed until it emerged again, about an hour later, in the south-east. It was ‘night’ aboard the space-station, just as it was down here on Earth. I packed up the telescope and went to bed.


East of Kansas City – where I went aboard the Washington jet – the land is flat for five hundred miles until you reach the Appalachians. A century earlier I should have been flying over millions of acres of farm land, but that had all vanished when agriculture had moved out to sea at the end of the twentieth century. Now the ancient prairies were coming back, and with them the great buffalo herds that had roamed this land when the Indians were its only masters. The main industrial cities and mining centres hadn’t changed much, but the smaller towns had vanished and in a few more years there would be no sign that they had ever existed.


I think I was a lot more nervous when I went up the wide marble steps of the Department of Space Medicine than when I entered the final round of the World Airways contest. If I’d failed that, I might have had another chance later – but if the doctors said ‘No’ then I’d never be able to go out into space.


There were two kinds of tests – the physical and the psychological. I had to do all sorts of silly things, like running on a treadmill while holding my breath, trying to hear very faint sounds in a noise-proof room, and identifying dim, coloured lights. At one point they amplified my heartbeat thousands of times: it was an eerie sound and gave me the creeps, but the doctors said it was O.K.


They seemed a very friendly crowd, and after a while I got the definite impression that they were on my side and doing their darndest to get me through. Of course that helped a lot and I began to think it was all good fun – almost a game, in fact.


I changed my mind after a test in which they sat me inside a box and spun it round in every possible direction. When I came out I was horribly sick and couldn’t stand upright. That was the worst moment I had, because I was sure I’d failed. But it was really all right: if I hadn‘t been sick there would have been something wrong with me!


After all this they let me rest for an hour before the psychological tests. I wasn’t much worried about those, as I’d met them before. There were some simple jigsaw puzzles, a few sheets of questions to be answered (‘Four of the following five words have something in common. Underline them’ …) and some tests for quickness of the eye and hand. Finally they attached a lot of wires to my head and took me into a narrow, darkened corridor with a closed door ahead of me.


‘Now listen carefully, Roy,’ said the psychologist who’d been doing the tests. ‘I’m going to leave you now and the lights will go out. Stand there until you receive further instructions, and then do exactly what you’re told. Don’t worry about these wires – they’ll follow you when you move. O.K.?’


‘Yes,’ I said, wondering what was going to happen next.


The light dimmed, and for a minute I was in complete darkness. Then a very faint rectangle of red light appeared, and I knew that the door ahead of me was opening, though I couldn’t hear a sound. I tried to see what was beyond the door, but the light was far too dim.


The wires that had been attached to my head were, I knew, recording my brain-impulses. So whatever happened, I should try to keep calm and collected.


A voice came out of the darkness from a hidden loudspeaker.


‘Walk through the door you see ahead of you, and stop as soon as you have passed it.’


I obeyed the order, though it wasn’t easy to walk straight in that faint light, with a tangle of wires trailing behind me.


I never heard the door shutting, but I knew, somehow, that it had closed, and when I reached back with my hand I found I was standing in front of a smooth sheet of plastic. It was completely dark now – even the dim red light had gone.


It seemed a long time before anything happened. I must have been standing there in the darkness for almost ten minutes, waiting for the next order. Once or twice I whistled softly, to see if there was any echo so that I could judge the size of the room. Though I couldn’t be sure, I got the impression that it was quite a large place.


And then, without any warning, the lights came on – not in a sudden flash, which would have blinded me, but in a very quick build-up that took only two or three seconds. I was able to see my surroundings perfectly – and I’m not ashamed to say that I yelled.


Yet it was, apart from one thing, a perfectly normal room. There was a table with some papers lying on it, three armchairs, bookcases against one wall, a small desk, an ordinary TV set. The sun seemed to be shining through the window, and some curtains were waving slightly in the breeze. At the moment the lights came on, the door opened and a man walked in. He picked up a paper from the table, and flopped down in one of the chairs. He was just beginning to read when he looked up and saw me. And when I say ‘up’, I mean it. For that’s what was wrong with the room. I wasn’t standing on the floor, down there with the chairs and bookcases. I was fifteen feet up in the air, scared out of my wits and flattened against the ceiling – with no means of support and nothing within reach to catch hold of. I clawed at the smooth surface behind me, but it was as flat as glass. There was no way to stop myself falling – and the floor looked very hard and a long way down.
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GOODBYE TO GRAVITY


The fall never came, and my moment of panic passed swiftly. The whole thing was an illusion of some kind, for the floor felt firm beneath my feet whatever my eyes told me. I stopped clutching at the door through which I had entered – the door which my eyes kept trying to convince me was really part of the ceiling.


Of course – it was absurdly simple! The room I seemed to be looking down at was really seen reflected in a large mirror immediately in front of me – a mirror set at an angle of forty-five degrees to the vertical, I was actually standing in the upper part of a tall room that was ‘bent’ horizontally through a right angle, but because of the mirror there was no way of telling this.


I went down on my hands and knees and cautiously edged my way forward. It took a lot of willpower to do this, as my eyes still told me that I was crawling headfirst down the side of a vertical wall. After a few feet, I came to a sudden drop and peered over the edge. There below me – really below me this time! – was the room into which I had been looking. The man in the armchair was grinning up at me as if to say, ‘We gave you quite a shock, didn’t we?’ I could see him equally well, of course, by looking at his reflection in the mirror straight ahead of me.


The door behind me opened and the psychologist came in. He was carrying a long strip of paper in his hand and he chuckled as he waved it at me.


‘We’ve got all your reactions on the tape, Roy,’ he said. ‘Do you know what this test was for?’


‘I think I can guess,’ I said a little ruefully. ‘Is it to discover how I behave when gravity is wrong?’


That’s the idea. It’s what we call an orientation test. In space you won’t have any gravity at all, and some people are never able to get used to it. The test eliminates most of them.’


I hoped it wouldn’t eliminate me, and I spent a very uncomfortable half-hour waiting for the doctors to make up their minds. But I needn’t have worried. As I said before, they were on my side and were just as determined to get me through as I was myself…


The New Guinea mountains, just south of the Equator and rising in places more than three miles above sea level, must once have been about the wildest and most inaccessible spots on Earth. Although the helicopter had made them as easy to reach as anywhere else, it was not until the twenty-first century that they became important as the world’s main springboard to space.


There are three good reasons for this. First of all, the fact that they are so near the Equator means that, because of the Earth’s spin, they’re moving from west to east at a thousand miles an hour. That’s quite a useful start for a ship on its way out to space. Their height means that all the denser layers of the atmosphere are below them, so that air resistance is reduced and the rockets can work more efficiently. And – perhaps most important of all – there’s ten thousand miles of open Pacific stretching away from them to the east. You can’t launch spaceships from inhabited areas: apart from the danger if anything goes wrong, the unbelievable noise of an ascending ship would deafen everyone for miles around.


Port Goddard is on a great plateau, levelled by atomic blasting, almost two and a half miles up. There is no way to reach it by land – everything comes in by air. It is the meeting place for ships of the atmosphere and ships of space.


When I first saw it from our approaching jet, it looked a tiny white rectangle among the mountains. Great valleys packed with tropical forests stretched as far as one could see. In some of those valleys, I was told, there are still savage tribes that no one has ever contacted. I wonder what they think of the monsters that fly above their heads and fill the sky with their roaring…


The small amount of luggage I had been allowed to take had been sent on ahead of me, and I wouldn’t see it again until I reached the Inner Station. When I stepped out of the jet into the cold, clear air of Port Goddard I already felt so far above sea level that I automatically looked up into the sky to see if I could find my destination. But I wasn’t allowed time for the search: the reporters were waiting for me and I had to go in front of the cameras again.


I haven’t any idea what I said, and fortunately one of the Port officials soon rescued me. There were the inevitable forms to be filled up, I was weighed very carefully and given some pills to swallow (they made sure that I did, too) and then we climbed aboard a little truck that would take us out to the launching site. I was the only passenger on this trip, as the rocket on which I was travelling was really a freighter.


Most spaceships, naturally enough, have astronomical names. I was flying in the ‘Sirius’, and though she was one of the smaller ships, she looked impressive enough as we came up to her. She had already been raised in her supporting cradle so that her prow pointed vertically at the sky, and she seemed to be balanced on the great triangles of her wings. These would only come into action when she glided back into the atmosphere on her return to Earth: at the moment they served merely as supports for the four huge fuel tanks, like giant bombs, which would be jettisoned as soon as the motors had drained them dry. These streamlined tanks were nearly as large as the ship’s hull itself.


The servicing gantry was still in position, and as I stepped into the elevator I realized for the first time that I had now cut myself off from Earth. A motor began to whine, and the metal walls of the ‘Sinus’ slid swiftly past. My view of Port Goddard widened: now I could see all the administrative buildings clustering at the edge of the plateau, the great fuel storage tanks, the strange machinery of the liquid ozone plant, the airfield with its everyday jets and helicopters. And beyond all these, quite unchanged by everything that man had done, the eternal mountains and forests.


The elevator came gently to a halt, and the gates opened on to a short gangway leading into the ‘Sirius’. I walked across it, through the open seals of the airlock, and the brilliant tropical sunlight gave way to the cold electric glare of the ship’s control room.


The pilot was already in his seat, going through the routine checks. He swivelled round as I entered and gave me a cheerful grin.


‘So you’re the famous Roy Malcolm, are you? I’ll try and get you to the Station in one piece. Have you flown in a rocket before?’


‘No,’ I replied.


Then don’t worry. It’s not as bad as some people pretend. Make yourself comfortable in that seat, fasten the straps, and just relax. We’ve still got twenty minutes before take-off.’


I climbed into the pneumatic couch, but it wasn’t easy to relax. I don’t think I was frightened, but I was certainly excited. After all these years of dreaming, I was really aboard a spaceship at last! In a few minutes, more than a hundred million horsepower would be hurtling me into the sky.


I let my eyes roam around the control cabin. Most of its contents were quite familiar from photographs and films, and I knew what all the instruments were supposed to do. The control panel of the spaceship is not really very complicated, because so much is done automatically.


The pilot was talking to the Port Control Tower over the radio, as they went through the pre-take-off routine together. Every so often a time-check broke through the conversation: ‘Minus Fifteen Minutes … Minus Ten Minutes … Minus Five Minutes.’ Though I’d heard this sort of thing so often before, it never failed to give me a thrill. And this time I wasn’t watching it on TV – I was in the middle of it myself.


At last the pilot said, ‘Over to Automatic,’ and threw a large red switch. He gave a sigh of relief, stretched his arms, and leaned back in his seat.
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