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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.







Chapter 1


A DIFFERENT PROBLEM


‘WELL, aren’t you excited about them coming?’ Krinsetta asked crossly.


Krillie shrugged his shoulders.


‘I don’t care,’ he said. ‘Why should I?’


‘Dane and Lesa are our cousins. You ought to care what happens to our relatives.’


‘What are relatives?’


‘Cousins are relatives. Really, Krillie, I think you’re being deliberately stupid.’


‘They’ve got silly names,’ her brother retorted.


‘Perhaps they will think we’ve got silly names too. Children who live on Earth don’t all have to be given names beginning with the same letter like we have. If our cousins had been born in space up here on the Satellite Belt they would have been called Kane and Kesa.’


Krillie laughed. ‘Serve them right.’


Krinsetta surveyed her young brother with puzzled eyes.


‘Don’t you want to please Mum?’ she asked.


‘’Course I do.’


‘Well, then?’


‘Well what?’


‘You won’t please her by making fun of Dane and Lesa before you’ve even met them.’


‘I’ll be polite when they come,’ said Krillie grumpily.


‘I should hope so. But you’ll have to be more than just polite. Think of all the wonderful things you’ll be able to show them, and the different games you’ll be able to play.’


‘That’s just it!’ Krillie exploded. ‘We’re space-children and they’re Earth-children. How can we play our games with them while they have to wear space suits all the time?’


Krinsetta was about to reply when the audovisor screen glowed with light and a woman’s head and shoulders appeared in the screen. She was smiling broadly.


‘Is Krillie arguing again?’ she chuckled. ‘What’s the matter, son?’


‘Nothing, Mum.’


‘He says it won’t be fun when Dane and Lesa come,’ said Krinsetta.


‘Tattle-tale!’ said Krillie scornfully.


‘Of course it will be lots of fun,’ said his mother. ‘I’ve been looking for you to tell you that the passenger ship will be taking off from Earth base in less than an hour, and that Kemlo is waiting for you in the games-room. Now you just stop arguing and trot along there. The ship should be here in about two hours.’


Krillie jumped off the plastic couch.


‘I’ll go now,’ he cried eagerly. ‘See you later, Mum!’ He galloped from the play-lounge, scattering several other children in his rush.


‘Oh, dear!’ his mother sighed. ‘Will he never do anything slowly?’


Krinsetta laughed. ‘Not Krillie. Are you and Father meeting the ship, Mum?’


‘No, dear. Your father’s on duty, and I’ve got to get your cousins’ quarters ready. Will you go to the control hub and meet them for us?’


‘M-m, I’d love to,’ said Krinsetta. ‘I think I’ll go and see if Kemlo will come too.’


‘Yes, you do that. See you later, Krin. ’Bye, now.’ The audovisor screen went dark.


Krinsetta made her way through the open section of the Satellite Belt to the games-room. She was disappointed when she learned that Kemlo and Krillie had just left and no-one knew exactly where they had gone.


It was Kemlo’s idea that he and Krillie should go down to the scooter section and check over Kemlo’s space craft. He suggested they should go out and circle around the Belt to watch the passenger ship arrive.


Kemlo was Krillie’s special friend—although he was much older—and recently, since Kemlo had been made a Captain of Space Scouts, Krillie had missed the frequent trips they used to have together. Krillie wasn’t old enough to have his own scooter craft. He belonged to the Space Cubs and had lots of fun with them, but nowhere near as much as when he went out with Kemlo.


‘You are lucky, Kemlo,’ said Krillie as they waited for the scooter’s power unit to warm up.


Kemlo turned and smiled at his friend’s worried expression.


‘Why lucky?’


‘You haven’t got a sister.’


‘That’s not a very nice thing to say. Krinsetta is great fun.’


‘Perhaps she is sometimes,’ Krillie admitted, ‘but she’s so bossy.’


‘What have you been arguing about now?’


‘Our cousins. Krin says we’re going to have a wonderful time playing games and showing them everything, but how can we, Kemlo? They’ll have to wear space suits all the time, and you never know what’s going to happen to people when they first come up here from Earth. They might get space sickness, or all sorts of things.’


‘What is the matter with you?’ Kemlo asked. ‘You talk as if you almost wanted them to get sick.’


‘Oh, no, I don’t want them to!’ Krillie protested. ‘When I first knew they were coming I thought it was exciting, because although one or two other families have had relations to stay, we haven’t had any before. Then I got to thinking that we’d have to waste an awful lot of time waiting for them to pass through the air-locks and making sure they’d got enough oxygen.’ Krillie drew a deep breath and sighed heavily. ‘Oh, dear, relations certainly are a problem,’ he said.


Kemlo grinned and cuffed him gently on the ear.


‘A different sort of problem, Krillie. Well, we’ve had problems before, haven’t we? Think of all the things you’ve been able to put in your diary,’ he reminded his friend, because Krillie’s diary was becoming quite a massive piece of work. The children in Krillie’s class at school had to write in the form of a diary what they did every day on the Satellite Belt. Because they were born in space and had never been to Earth they couldn’t live in Earth atmosphere any more than Earth-children could live in space, so the idea of both sets compiling diaries was not only a good one but had developed into a competition between them. Krillie had had several adventures with Kemlo, and at present his diary was one of the best. By mentioning it Kemlo had touched upon his friend’s most interesting occupation.


‘Oh, yes!’ Krillie was suddenly eager. ‘I could write about how different they are and what they thought of the Belt and what we thought of them.’ He glanced sideways at Kemlo as he added: Perhaps it won’t be such a problem after all?’


‘Of course it won’t,’ Kemlo agreed confidently. ‘Are you ready?’


‘Yes, I’m ready.’


Kemlo pulled the canopy shut and locked it, set the controls of the scooter, and with a wave to the attendant he sent the little craft swishing from the runway and out through the exit chute into the deep blue void beyond.


He turned the scooter in a wide banking sweep so that they could see down through the canopy at the wheel-shaped Satellite Belt below them—poised in the sky over a thousand miles above Earth. A white spinning satellite planet having the distinction of being the first to be built by Man.


There were now several Satellite Belts positioned along the spaceways, and on them lived families like Kemlo’s and Krillie’s. Their parents had been brought up there when they were children but, being Earth-people, they always had to remain in the air-conditioned sections of the Belts. They could join their children and move about freely outside these air-conditioned sections only after passing through air-locks in which they donned a transparent lightweight space suit.


But the children who had been born in space were able to move about without these aids. The strange thing was that neither Kemlo nor Krillie, nor any of the children on the Belts, entered the air-conditioned sections. If they did, they became ill because from the time when they were a few days’ old their lungs had become used to functioning in space.


They were healthy and active children, the only difference between them and children born on Earth being that those children born in space had much deeper and wider chests and shoulders. Also their food was mainly fruit and fruit drinks, with very little meat or starchy foods like bread and potatoes. But they ate plenty of ice-cream and fruit sweets and had, in their own quarters, a refreshment bay.


There were so many things in their lives which differed from those of Earth-children that Krillie and his friends who were keeping diaries had become absorbed in recording these differences. And now, as they soared high above the Satellite Belt, Krillie began to feel happier about the arrival of his cousins.


‘Mum said they’d be here in about two hours,’ he said. ‘How far are you going, Kemlo?’


‘I thought we’d go to a point below the main space lanes,’ Kemlo replied, glancing at the instruments on the scooter’s panel. ‘If we get below them in time we shall see the ship coming up.’


‘Oh, let’s do that!’ said Krillie excitedly. ‘I love to see those big ships.’


‘The sight of them never loses its thrill,’ Kemlo agreed. ‘Sit tight, here we go!’


He moved the induction lever fully forward and the scooter zoomed over the blue void while the needles on glowing dials flickered. He watched them carefully, occasionally making an adjustment. After a time he leaned back in the seat, cut off the induction and allowed the craft to float in space.


‘That should be it now,’ he said. ‘Keep a sharp eye open, Krillie, because she’ll be travelling fast and you might miss part of the flight.’


‘I will,’ said Krillie as he peered through the scooter’s transparent canopy.


They had to wait quite a while, but at last Krillie jumped to his feet and shouted:


‘There she is, Kemlo!’


And below them, tiny in the distance, was the glinting silvery hull of the great space ship cleaving its path from Earth.


It was climbing at between fifteen and seventeen thousand miles an hour, but when it reached the orbit of the Satellite Belt it would adjust its speed to that of the Belt, which was spinning at a speed of about fifteen thousand miles an hour and so keeping within Earth’s orbit. In fact, the Belt circled the Earth once every two hours. But because this was space, where there was no gravity, no horizon, nothing at all to show whether an object was moving or not, it appeared that the Belt was standing still.


Suddenly the tiny ship was a hissing monster, streaking above them, curving in an arc toward Satellite Belt K.


‘There she goes!’ said Kemlo. ‘What a wonderful sight, Krillie!’


Krillie nodded. ‘They’ll be switching into our orbit soon. Let’s go and watch.’


‘They’ll be a little while before they close in,’ Kemlo assured his eager friend, ‘but we’ll go and watch.’


‘He adjusted the controls and sent the scooter skimming through space at over three thousand miles an hour.


The space scooters were not very fast; not as fast as the patrol ships which were attached to the Satellite Belts and travelled at a speed of up to eight thousand miles an hour. Each Belt also had a research ship, and these monsters could notch up to twelve thousand miles an hour. The term ‘miles an hour’ was an Earth one, and although Kemlo and Krillie had been taught to accept these as normal, such speeds were quite fantastic when judged by Earth comparisons.


One thing that Kemlo and Krillie never thought much about was gravity. Without gravity pull even the smallest-powered craft could fly at speeds which seemed colossal below the ozonic layer surrounding Earth. But providing the craft was pressurised and air-conditioned and the crew wore space suits, a small airplane capable of travelling six or seven hundred miles an hour above Earth’s surface could, if it reached space, fly comfortably at three or four thousand.


As the scooter came close to the Satellite Belt the two boys watched the great space passenger ship move into the same orbit; edging its sleek length into a position just above the hub in the centre of the Belt.


Kemlo ejected the scooter’s stabilisers, to which were attached strong magnets, and this allowed the craft to remain in a stationary position above the Belt without using any power.


The same idea of magnetic anchorage had been tried for the larger ships, but they had proved to be too heavy to be held by such methods—but with smaller and lighter craft it was an ideal way of what could be termed ‘parking’ above the Satellite Belts.


They had to wait before the control technicians gave the space ship’s captain permission to unseal the hull, but at last the exit chute ramp was lowered and a space taxi nosed its way out from the ship into the blue void and began to angle down toward the entry chute on top of the hub of the Belt.


Suddenly Kemlo exclaimed: ‘Something’s wrong! Look, Krillie!’


‘It’s rolling over!’ Krillie cried.


‘The gyroscopes aren’t working,’ said Kemlo. ‘It can’t get into the hub like that.’


He eased forward in the seat and with sure hands manipulated the controls, anxiously watching the space taxi.




Chapter 2


SPACE CRAFT RESCUE


SPACE taxis were slightly larger than the type of scooter Kemlo and the Space Scouts used. The crew men and technicians jokingly called them ‘bread baskets’. They were long cylindrical-shaped craft with a lattice-work structure above the hull, so that instead of being completely enclosed they had only a criss-cross pattern of uraniametal, with the open sections filled in by transparent twelve-ply perspex.


At the top of the structure was fitted a brace with a long metal ‘shoe’ attached to each end. The brace was on a pivot, and the space taxi was held in position within the space ship by having these shoes clamped to overhead rails. The rails contained a core of electronic magnet which held the taxi more tightly than any clamps of nuts and bolts.


When launching a space taxi the rails slid toward the exit chute, then the electronic current was released and the taxi took to space as a swimmer entered the sea from a diving raft.


Powered by its own motors the taxi flew to the entry chute in the hub of the Satellite Belt, where the shoes came into contact with rails similar to those in the ship. The taxi was then drawn into the hub and the passengers disembarked.


‘The space taxi’s difficulties had been observed by technicians in the hub control, who now were sending messages asking what was wrong.


Kemlo opened the circuit on his telecom and heard a technician say: ‘What is wrong, space taxi? You’re not flying level and you’re heading away from the hub. Send a message if you need help.’


But the only reply he received was a series of rather deafening squawks.


‘It sounds as if they’re in real trouble,’ said Kemlo. ‘Their transmitting beam’s jammed.’


‘The technician’s voice cut in, because Kemlo had forgotten for a moment that he was speaking directly in front of his microphone on an open circuit.


‘Who is in the space scooter out there? Identify yourself.’


‘This is Kemlo. I’m preparing to go to the help of the taxi.’


‘You’d better keep out of it, Kemlo,’ said the technician. ‘It looks as if their gyroscopes are out of control, and so are their instruments. I can’t reach them.’


‘I’ve got an idea I can help,’ said Kemlo. ‘Will you let me try, Control?’


‘I’m calling up the passenger ship,’ was the reply. ‘They’ll have to send out a repair crew. Don’t do anything until I contact you again. Keep your circuit open.’


‘All right,’ said Kemlo in a disappointed voice, ‘but I think I could help.’


There was no answer to this remark; instead, the technician’s voice was heard calling the passenger ship.


‘This is Control to passenger ship. Your space taxi is in trouble. Send out a repair crew right away.’


‘We can’t,’ said an angry voice from the ship. ‘The taxi left before it should have done owing to a failure on the electronic magnets. It’s probably demagnetised their instruments so that they can’t hear you. We’ve been listening. We’re working to remedy the fault, but we’re not quite ready yet.’


‘I’m sure I can help them,’ Kemlo cut in. ‘I’m going up to guide them in.’


He set the controls, glanced at Krillie and grinned as he said: ‘Sit back and hang on, Krillie!’


But Krillie wasn’t doing any hanging on—he was sitting on the edge of his seat grasping the hand-bar in front of him and watching eagerly through the canopy of the scooter.


‘Keep out of this, Kemlo!’ said the technician’s voice urgently. Then his voice faded and Kemlo could hear him speaking to somebody a little farther away from the microphone. Suddenly the audovisor screen glowed to light and the head and shoulders of his own father appeared.


‘This is duty captain of Control,’ he said. ‘What are you trying to do, Kemlo?’


‘Hello, Dad!’ said Kemlo in surprise. ‘I forgot that you were on control duty.’


‘Never mind that—what are you trying to do?’ his father repeated sharply.


‘I’m going to climb up underneath the hull of the taxi and nose into it, to turn it back toward the hub.’


His father frowned and was silent for a second or two. Then he said: ‘You might do it. If you get tipped out, you shouldn’t come to much harm, but if that taxi doesn’t get into the hub quickly the oxygen supply may not last long, and they are Earth-people inside it. All right, son—see what you can do.’


Aware that his father was watching his actions Kemlo concentrated upon manoeuvring his craft underneath the slowly turning taxi.


As they climbed very close to it the boys could see the frightened expressions on the faces of the space-suited passengers nearest to them. Although Kemlo’s father appeared to be watching him through the audovisor screen, it was obvious that he was watching from the control-room through one of the larger screens which showed what was happening outside the Belt.


The smooth red hull of Kemlo’s scooter crept slowly upward and nudged gently against the revolving space taxi. The scooter shuddered, causing Krillie to jerk forward in his seat and bump his nose on the handbar.


‘I told you to sit back and hang on,’ said Kemlo crossly. ‘Do as you’re told, Krillie!’


‘I want to see the fun,’ said Krillie. ‘Haven’t hurt my nose—much.’ He blinked away the tears.


Kemlo had no time to argue, for the bump had forced him to swing the scooter away and come in at a different angle, and again he slid under the hull of the space taxi. This time the hull of his own craft made contact at a better angle. Furiously he worked the controls, feeding more power into the lifting tubes and adjusting the stabilisers. Next he set his own gyroscope working to offset the faulty action of those in the taxi.


It took a great deal of power from the scooter and very fine judgment on Kemlo’s part to hold the taxi steady. He was now close enough to exchange hand signals with the pilot of the taxi, and although the man looked extremely worried he gave clear signals about the direction in which he needed to be guided.


‘That’s it, Kemlo,’ said his father’s voice encouragingly from the audovisor screen. ‘You steadied him. Now bring him into the hub. Watch your instruments in case you burn out the lifting tubes.’


Even Krillie was still as he gazed up at the space taxi’s bulk curving away above them. It had only to roll over the hull of the scooter and all this tremendous effort would be wasted.


More important was the fact that if there were much more delay in reaching the hub the occupants of the taxi might become seriously ill. It was unusual for a space taxi to develop a fault between the ship and the hub of the Belt—at least, a fault that would send it off-course for as long as this, and normally there was sufficient oxygen for the passengers’ space suits amply to cover the time it took to travel from the ship to the Belt.


They were closer to the hub now and Kemlo was tense with the effort of concentration. Slowly the space taxi was edged around and headed into the wide grille leading to the hub entry chute. The oval-shaped nose bumped against the grill and the taxi rocked alarmingly, then righted itself and slid into the open chute.
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