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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.


      




I





As the Flugbahn car began to slide away from the landing platform, the biped Fritz clutched the arms of his seat and looked nervously down through the transparent wall.


He was unused to travel. Except for the trip by spaceship to Earth, which he hardly remembered, he had lived all his life in the Hamburg Zoo—although he was sure the suspended car would not fall—being so high, and surrounded by nothing but glass, made him want to grip something for security.


In the seat beside him, his keeper, a stupid man named Alleks, was unfolding the crisp parchment sheets of the Berliner Zeitung. The breath whistled in his hairy nostrils as he gazed cow-eyed at the headlines. Down the aisle, the other passengers were all staring at Fritz but, being used to this, the biped hardly noticed it.


Below, Berlin was spread out in the morning sun like a richly faded quilt. Looking back, as the car began to fall with increasing speed, Fritz could see the high platform where the Hamburg rocket-copter had landed, and the long spidery cables of the other Flugbahnen radiating outward to the four quarters of the city.


The car swooped, rose, checked at a station platform. The doors opened and closed again, then they were falling once more. At the second stop, Alleks folded his paper and got up. “Come,” he said.


Fritz followed him onto the platform, then into an elevator that dropped, in a dizzying fashion, through a transparent spiral tube, down, down and down, while the sunlit streets flowed massively upward. They got off into a bewildering crowd and a sharp chemical odor. Alleks, with a firm grip on the biped’s arm, propelled him down the street, through a high open doorway, then into another elevator and finally into an office full of people.


“My dear young sir,” said a red-faced fat man, advancing jovially, “come in, come in. Allow me to introduce myself, I am Herr Doktor Grück. And you are our new biped? Welcome, welcome!” He took the biped’s three-fingered hand and shook it warmly, showing no distaste at the fact that it was covered with soft, feathery-feeling spines.


Other people were crowding around, some aiming cameras. “Sign,” said Alleks, holding out a dog-eared note-book.


Dr. Grück took the notebook absently, scribbled, handed it back. Alleks turned indifferently and was gone. “Gentlemen and ladies,” said Grück in a rich tenor, “I have the honor to introduce to you our newest acquisition, Fritz—our second Brecht Biped—and you see that he is a male!”


The biped darted nervous glances around the oak-paneled room, at the whirring cameras, the bookshelves, the massive chandelier, the people with their naked pink faces. His body was slight and supple, like that of a cat or a rooster. The grayish-green, cactus-like spines covered him all over, except for the pinkish sacs that swung between his thighs. His odd-shaped head was neither human, feline nor avian, but something like all three. Above the eyes, in the middle of his wide sloping forehead, was a round wrinkled organ of a dusty red-purple color, vaguely suggestive of a cock’s comb, in shape more like a withered fruit.


“A word for the newscast!” called some of the people with cameras.


Obediently, as he had been taught, the biped recited, “How do you do, gentlemen and ladies? Fritz, the biped, at your service. I am happy to be here and I hope you will come to see me often at the Berlin Zoo.” He finished with a little bow.


Three white-smocked men stepped forward; the first bowed, took the biped’s hand. “Wenzl, head keeper.” He was bony and pale, with a thin straight mouth. The next man advanced, bowed, shook hands. “Rausch, dietitian.” He was blonder and ruddier than Grück, with eyelashes almost white in a round, serious face. The third: “Prinzmetal, our veterinary surgeon.” He was dark and had sunken cheeks.


Dr. Grück beamed, his red face as stretched and shiny as if cooked in oil. His round skull was almost bald, but the blond hair, cut rather long, still curled crisply above his ears. His little blue eyes gleamed behind the rimless glasses. His body, round and firm as a rubber ball under the wide brown waistcoat and the gold watch chain, radiated joy. “What a specimen!” he said, taking the biped’s jaw in one hand to open the mouth. “See the dentition!” The biped’s “teeth” were two solid pieces of cartilaginous tissue, with chisel-shaped cutting edges. He broke free nervously after a moment, clacking his wide jaws and shaking his head.


“Halt, Fritz!” said Grück, seizing him to turn him around. “See the musculature—perfect! The integument! The color! Never, I promise you, even on Brecht’s Planet, would you find such a biped. And he is already sexually mature,” said Grück, probing with his fat hand between Fritz’s legs. “Perfect! You would like to meet a female biped, would you not, Fritz?”


The biped blinked and said haltingly, “My mother was a female biped, honored sir.”


“Ha ha!” said Grück, full of good humor. “So she was! Correct, Fritz!” Rausch smiled; Prinzmetal smiled; even Wenzl almost smiled. “Come then, first we will show you your quarters, and afterward—perhaps a surprise!”


Picking up his shiny new valise, the biped followed Grück and the others out of the office, along a high, glass-walled corridor that overlooked the grounds with their scattered cages. People walking on the gravel paths looked up and began to point excitedly. Grück, in the lead, bowed and waved benignly down to them.


Inside, they emerged in an empty hall. Wenzl produced a magnetic key to open a heavy door with a small pane of wired glass set into it. Inside, they found themselves in a small but conveniently arranged room, with walls and floor of distempered concrete, a couch which could be used for sitting or sleeping, a chair and table, some utensils, a washbowl and toilet. “Here is the bedroom,” said Dr. Grück with a sweeping gesture. “And here—” he led the way through a doorless opening—“your personal living room.” The outer wall was of glass, through which, behind an iron railing, they saw a crowd of people. The room was larger and more nicely furnished than the one inside. The floor was tiled and polished. The walls were painted. There was a comfortable relaxing chair, a television, a little table with some magazines and newspapers on it, a large potted plant, even a shelf full of books.


“And now for the surprise!” cried Dr. Grück. Brushing the others aside, he led the way again through the bedroom, to another doorless opening in the far wall. The room beyond was much larger, with a concrete floor on which, however, some rubber mats had been laid, and two desks with business machines, filing cabinets, wire baskets, telephones, a pencil sharpener, a pneumatic conveyor and piles of documents.


Across the room, beside one of the filing cabinets which had an open drawer, someone turned and looked at them in surprise. It was another biped, smaller and more faintly colored than Fritz. Of the other differences, the most notable was the organ in the middle of her forehead, which, unlike Fritz’s, was developed into a large, egg-shaped red-purple ball or knob. “Now the surprise!” cried Dr. Grück. “Fritz, here stands Emma, your little wife!”


With a faint shriek, the other biped clapped her hands over her head and scurried out of the room, leaving a storm of dropped papers to settle behind her.


Eight hundred kilometers eastward, in a cellar room of the Prague Institute Extension at Prásztó, Dr. Egon Klementi gestured with a muscular, black-furred arm. “There I was, out beyond the surf in my little powered outrigger,” he said. “The cockpit was just big enough for me, my Kanaka, and this infernal dog of my sister’s. A beautiful bright day, offshore breeze—perfect. Here sits the Kanaka, here the dog, here me. Well, my Kanaka leans out—so—” Klementi peered, shading his eyes with his hand. “—And he says, ‘Fish here, sir.’ How the devil he can see them under the water! But, anyhow, my hook is baited—I swing my rod back, so—I make one cast, and splash!” He paused dramatically. The Dane, Behrens, was smiling faintly, propped against the wall beside the control board, his heavy head nodding on his chest. Little Lewine, the Krupp-Farben man, was gnawing the ends of his ragged black mustache. Heinz Ek, the observer from Euratom, had folded his arms across his skinny chest and seemed half-asleep.


“A fish?” Klementi demanded. “Not at all! Nothing like it! It was that damned dog—out of the boat like a shot as soon as my plug hit the water. Can you believe it, I had to reel in as fast as I could, or he would have eaten it like a herring!”


Klementi bellowed with laughter. “There went my day’s fishing. We had to take the dog all the way in to shore and deliver him to my sister, and, by that time, of course, it was too late to go out again.” Klementi grinned, stuck a long black cigar between his teeth and lighted it. “You don’t fish yourself, Herr Ek?”


“I? No, no,” said the thin gray-faced man, waving feebly at the clouds of smoke that drifted toward him.


“You should—you really should. There’s nothing like it—the sun—the air—”


One of the perspiring white-jacketed young men in the room brushed past Klementi. “Pardon, Herr Professor.” He plugged the leads of the instrument he carried into the control panel, read the dials, made a notation on a clipboard.


“Are they almost ready?” Lewine asked for the fifth time, glancing at his thumbwatch.


“Patience, patience—you see how calm Behrens here is. That’s why you should fish, to develop your patience.” Klementi puffed strongly on the cigar. In spite of the air conditioning, the crowded room was already hazy with smoke, but Klementi appeared not to notice it. “It’s tiresome to check every circuit over and over, I admit, but in research you have to get used to waiting. Better that than for all of us to go boom.”


Lewine started visibly. “Boom?” he repeated.


Behrens roused himself. “There’s no danger,” he said, patting Lewine kindly on the shoulder. “Klementi, stop alarming our friend. Don’t worry, Herr Lewine, it won’t go boom.”


“Quite right,” Klementi said, biting his cigar in annoyance. “The converter is a standard model, the one they use here for demonstrations; in fact—there’s only a millionth of a gram of sodium in it—Hi, Rákosi!” He turned, gesturing at one of the white-jacketed undergraduates.


“Herr Professor?”


“Have you found the trouble with the fail-safe?”


“Horvāth is wiring in a new one—we’re almost ready to test it, Herr Professor.”


“All right, good, good.” Klementi turned back, took the cigar out of his mouth in an expansive gesture, and seemed about to speak.


“But if it’s a standard model, why have you got it in an evacuated building half a mile away, with us all the way over here?” Lewine demanded. His lips were white, and there was a sheen of perspiration on his pale forehead.


“Tut,” said Klementi, frowning, “a millionth of a gram, even with total conversion, is only enough for a small boom. In any event, it isn’t going to explode—Some schnapps—haven’t you got some schnapps, Behrens?”


Two of the white-jacketed young men, hurrying in different directions, collided in the middle of the room and went on with muttered curses. A television monitor flickered into life over the control panel, showing a view of another crowded room in which still other young men were at work. The dominant feature of the room was a machine in a scarred steel casing, mounted on a block of concrete and surrounded by clusters of instruments and cables.


“The fact is,” said the huge Dane, straightening slowly, “I do have a bottle put away. I was saving it for a celebration, but—” He leaned over Lewine’s head, reaching a long arm for the door of a cabinet beyond him.


“No, no—” said Lewine testily. “I’m all right, thanks just the same.”


“You see, Herr Lewine,” Klementi said, moving closer, “the idea is really beautifully simple, even if I myself say so. The converter is enclosed in a Hirsch-Revere field generator, that is, a device that generates a so-called suppressor field…”


“So it can’t explode,” said Lewine, nodding wearily. “I understand, but—”


“Ha! yes, so it can’t explode, if we should turn on the suppressor field first, or simultaneously. But!” said Klementi. “What do we do? We begin the conversion process—energy is released—”


“Boom,” muttered Lewine.


“No! By no means! No boom! Because before the wavefront can reach the wall of the chamber, eighty-five centimeters away, our microswitch turns on the suppressor field! Now—this energy cannot exist in any form of heat or radiation, correct?”


“Correct,” said Lewine. He blinked stolidly at Klementi.


“Because of the suppressor field. But energy is conserved—it can’t just disappear, correct?—it must reappear in some form!”


Ek, the Euratom man, put in, “And your contention is, Herr Professor, that the only form it can take is that of time energy.”


“Exactly so,” said Klementi. Beaming, he put his cigar back in his mouth.


“And your calculations support this, Herr Behrens,” said Ek, turning to the Dane. Behrens nodded and smiled.


“I still don’t see what practical applications it could have,” said Lewine to himself. “Even if—” He looked at his thumbwatch again, then at the large chronometer on the control panel.


“Quite interesting,” Ek was saying. Klementi had turned away abruptly and was holding a low-voiced conversation with one of the undergraduates. Ek moved closer to Behrens. “I can’t presume to follow your mathematics myself, naturally, Herr Professor, but I took the liberty of showing them to a friend of mine at the University of Berlin—Klaus If shin, perhaps you know his name?”


“Ifshin, yes,” said Behrens, nodding his massive head, but without smiling.


“… And he seemed to think, Herr Professor, that you had neglected the Einsteinian field equations—that even if it were possible to convert other forms of energy into additional quanta of time…”


“I know what you are saying,” Behrens interrupted, wagging his head. “There would be dislocations throughout the continuum, because the relationship between the spacetime and mass of the universe would be upset, and so on… Believe me, Herr Ek, that is all exploded. No one uses the Einstein field equations any more. Yes, yes, your friend Herr Doktor Ifshin is a good man, but his physics are fifty years out of date. I say no more.” Behrens raised one hand in a sign of peace; the flat palm looked capable of annihilating a hundred Ifshins at a single blow.


“Check,” one of the white-coated young men was calling. “Check… check… check.” In the television screen, another young man was apparently reading off a list from a clipboard, but the sound was not turned on, and they could only see his lips moving.


“Check,” said the young man once more, and stopped. He turned to Klementi. “Ready, Herr Professor!” In the screen, after a moment, the crowd of undergraduates began to mill around and then to grow thinner: they were leaving the apparatus room.


“Behrens, one word,” said Klementi, beckoning. The Dane, with a last kindly nod for Lewine, went to join him. Lewine and Ek glanced at each other.


“Are all Hungarians crazy?” Lewine muttered.


Ek smiled faintly and raised his eyebrows.


“In my opinion,” Lewine said, “the whole thing is a boondoggle.” He folded his arms. His face had again turned pale, and his forehead was sweaty.


In a few minutes there was a clatter of bicycles in the corridor outside, and the young men from the apparatus room began to pour through the doorway. They were bright-eyed and exuberant, calling back and forth to each other in loud voices. The 1:00m became more impossibly crowded than ever.


“Gentlemen, if you please!” called Klementi, raising his arms. His eyes glittered and there was a flush on his cheekbones. Even on Behren’s monumental face there was a look of boyish excitement.


The noise died away slowly; someone made a joke, and there was a burst of nervous laughter, then silence. Klementi and Behrens made their way over to the control panel, where there was barely enough room for them to stand.


“Now, gentlemen,” Klementi said, turning to Ek and Lewine, “everything has been checked, the apparatus is ready, all that remains is for me to press two buttons, and the experiment will begin; it will also be over, in the same four-hundred-millionth of a second. Before I press these buttons, allow me to express my gratitude to all those here, who have worked so willingly—even if sometimes not without swear-words!” There was another burst of laughter. “—And to you gentlemen of Euratom and Krupp-Farben, for your valuable assistance with equipment and facilities.”


He paused. Silence fell. Klementi turned to the control panel, on which there was an illuminated white button marked “Safety On,” and a large red button below it. Three young scientists crowded up beside him with muttered apologies; Behrens goodnaturedly made way for them and stood back, nearly crushing Lewine against the wall.


Klementi reached forward and pressed the white button with his thumb. The button went dark. He glanced at the chronometer: it was exactly 3:32:15, Middle European Time. Klementi pressed the red button.


Peering around Behrens’ arm, Lewine saw the needles of two of the recording instruments flicker momentarily; others swung far over and stayed there. In the television screen, there was no visible change; at least the apparatus had not exploded…. Lewine let out a long breath he had not been aware of holding; then he stiffened, as a shudder seemed to pass through the packed bodies around him. A queer sensation: nothing actually seemed to have moved, but there had been that lurching, sliding feeling, accompanied by a momentary nausea.


“Output zero,” barked one of the young men.


“Plug negative!”


“Inside pressure—point three seven!”


The silence lasted a split second longer; then the young men were cheering, embracing each other, slapping Herr Professor Klementi on the back. Klementi, with an enormous grin, turned and shouted above the hubbub, “Pressure in the chamber is less than half an atmosphere—a partial vacuum! That means a success!”


The young men were again streaming out through the doorway. Lewine heard their shouts receding down the corridor. Someone’s shoulder had bumped him painfully, throwing him against the wall, but he felt oddly exhilarated. Beside him, Ek seemed to have been equally affected: his gray face was split by a startling grin, exposing long yellow teeth and pale gums.


“But I don’t understand—the vacuum, what does that signify?” he stammered.


“If the experiment had failed, Klementi explained, “either there would be pressure in the chamber or there would have been an output: of energy. Neither occurred! The air that was in the chamber is not there any more—it has gone!”


Behrens came into view, beaming, with a bottle in one hand and a cluster of glasses in the other. “Aquavit!” he boomed. “A celebration!”


“But then, do you really mean—” said Lewine, clutching the front of Klementi’s blouse. “Where is that air now?”


“Dispersed, anywhere from four hundred to five hundred years in the future—tell you more precisely later—”


In the screen, the young men were swarming around the conversion chamber like white ants around a beetle. Klementi, still beaming, accepted the glass Behrens handed him.


“To the first successful experiment in the time travel!” Behrens boomed, raising his own glass.


They all drank, except Lewine, who stared at his glass, raised it for a sniff, then lowered it again. Unlike the others, it was filled with a cloudy brown fluid that gave off a strong smell of kerosene.


“Is this some joke?” he asked Behrens, his lips trembling with the beginnings of indignation.


Fritz sat in his relaxing chair, staring disconsolately out through the glass at the darkening air of the Zoo grounds. It was late afternoon. The Zoo was about to close, and the paths were almost deserted.


“Friendship takes time,” Dr. Grück had said heartily, patting him on the shoulder. “Rest, get acquainted, tomorrow is better. Fritz, good afternoon!”


Left alone, curious and vaguely excited, he had poked all around the work room, examining papers and opening drawers, then had wandered over to the doorway of the room into which Emma had disappeared. But no sooner had he put his nose timidly inside than her voice piped, “Go away! Go away, go away, go away!”


Since then there had been silence from the room next to his. At feeding time Wenzl had come in with a cart, had left one tray for him, another for Emma. But although he listened intently, he had not heard a sound of knife or fork, or a glass set down.


It was exciting to think of having another biped to talk to. It was not right for her to refuse to talk to him. Why should she want to make him miserable?


As he stared through the window, his eye met that of a dark-haired young man who had paused outside. The man was carrying a camera and looked vaguely familiar. Perhaps he had been one of the reporters. He was slight and stooped, with very pale, clear skin and large, soft eyes. As they looked wordlessly at each other, Fritz felt an abrupt slipping and sliding; the room whirled around him.


He struggled to get up from the floor. He could not understand what had happened to him, why it was suddenly so dark, why the room had grown so large. Then he squirmed up to hands and knees, and discovered that he was looking across an iron railing, through a window into a little lighted room in which a biped lay half sprawled in a chair, looking back at him with glazed eyes and making feeble motions with his arms.


The afternoon breeze was crisp and sibilant along the path. There were smells of damp earth and of animals. Gravel crunched beside him, and a courteous voice said, “Is anything wrong, good sir?”


The biped in the lighted room was floundering across the floor. Now he was beating with both hands on the glass, and his mouth opened and shut, opened and shut.


“You have dropped your camera,” said the same voice. “Allow me.” Someone’s hands were patting him, with a curious muffled feeling, and he turned to glimpse a kindly, mustached face. Then something glittering was being thrust at him and he stared, with a kind of disbelieving wonder, as his hands closed automatically around the camera… his pink, hairy, five-fingered hands, with their pale fingernails.




II





The zone of turbulence in the spacetime continuum, caused by Herr Professor Klementi’s unfortunate experiment, spread outward from its two loci.


On August 13, 1970, at about seven in the morning, a block of apartment buildings in the downtown district of Omaha, Nebr., abruptly disappeared. People in the surrounding streets were knocked flat by the implosion, which broke windows as far as ten blocks away. Disaster squads rushed to the scene, but there was little for them to do. There was no bomb crater, only the neat, squaredoff excavation, rapidly filling with water from burst pipes, where the buildings had stood.


When city engineers had turned off the mains and pumped the water out, it was seen that nothing but a hole in the ground was left. Seven hundred people and thirty thousand tons of masonry, steel and concrete, right down to the foundations of the buildings, had vanished like a soap bubble.


An African secret weapon was blamed by many, and panic selling struck Wall Street; relations with the African Union were strained for several weeks, and a black chargé d’affaires in Chicago was mobbed on the street; but nothing more happened until the following April.

OEBPS/images/9780575111264.jpg
TEWAY'

THE SFWA GRAND MASTER AND
HUGO AWARD-WINNING WRITER
AND ANTHOLOGIST

DAMON
KNIGHT

MIND
SWITCH

‘A BRILLIANT CRAFTSMAN
WHO CAN HANDLE ANY
STORY FORM WITH
CRISP FINESSE’
ALFRED BESTER





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





