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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 ONE


There she was, with her wide eyes and that perpetually incredulous expression, waving goodbye and beaming at me. At last I was rid of her.


“It’s all been so quaint,” she said ecstatically. “So wonderful.”


She was eighty if she was a day, and there she was at the foot of the gangway leading up to the space ship airlock: a rich old woman, capable of making a trip that I should never be able to make. It made me mad just to look at her. For her it had been a wonderful holiday—so quaint—and now she was going home to Mars; and I was twenty-three, in good health, and I should never have the chance of travelling out into space. For her there was a choice of new and fascinating worlds. For me there was only this museum of a world, an artificial place, where everything was pickled, petrified, preserved …


The warning siren moaned from the control tower. She gave me a last wave and went up the gangway. I turned and walked away. I didn’t look back. As I was getting into the helicar I heard the successive thumping and coughing of the rockets, and then the acrid stench came drifting across: but I couldn’t bring myself to look up at the trail of flame that looped across the sky. It didn’t do any good to let your imagination follow that silver ship: if you were stuck here on Earth, it was best not to think too much about the unattainable wonders of the other planets.


The helicar responded to my touch. I was snatched away from the space-port, and in five minutes the car was dropping gently on to the main junction road ten miles from Heritage. It had taken me five minutes to do thirty miles. The next ten miles would take the larger part of half-an-hour.


They were wonderful things, those helicars. Wonderful and exasperating. There were times when you could believe that they were not mere machines: they had a stubbornness that was almost human. Fast and responsive within the force-field which activated them, they dropped with mulish obstinacy to the ground when you reached the confines of the limited field, and there was no way of driving them any farther. They worked within a set radius of the space-port, and after that you did things the hard way. Within that radius you were in the twenty-second century; beyond it, you were right back in the museum.


I got out, and the car, after a polite interval, rose jauntily into the air and started on its automatic return journey.


Then I walked down the lane and sat on a milestone to wait for the bus.


It was late. That was part of the olde-worlde charm, of course: trippers would have been disappointed if the buses had run on time. The trouble was that even when there were no trippers about and you merely wanted to get home, the buses were still erratic.


I sat and stared at the landscape. Inevitably my usual professional patter ran through my mind.


“The town on the hill over there is Heronchurch. You will note the dominating effect of the church, in which services are still held exactly as they were when the church was erected, way back in the nineteenth century. The cluster of buildings in the foreground is an authentic farm, and agriculture is still carried on in the fields surrounding it. You will note the old-fashioned combine harvester in the far corner of the field on the west. No, sir, I’m afraid terrestrial regulations don’t allow the use of synthetic tablets at all. Yes, that’s true. Quite so. The primitive charm would be quite lost if any compromise were permitted.”


Primitive charm …


The bus came. I got a seat, but it was beside a woman with a basket of fish on her knees. They stank—the fish, I mean.


We bumped on down the road and across the bridge. A boy was fishing. He looked genuinely interested in what he was doing, but he might just as well have been one of the spivs who hang about looking picturesque in the hope of coaxing money out of visitors. “Spivs,” I say: it is hard not to fall into the archaic vernacular whose use is so resolutely encouraged by the authorities.


“And on our left”—the words ran persistently through my mind—“we see Heritage Castle, dating from the fifteenth century. The historical associations of this whole district are as rich as any to be found within two hundred miles or more. From the nearby coast there has been the threat of innumerable invasions——”


“But not now, eh?” somebody would laugh. And all the rest would laugh, and I would have to smile and say: “Oh, no, I don’t think we want to keep things as authentic as that.” And someone was bound to say: “It’s fascinating, isn’t it?”


The bus stopped at the end of the row of weather-boarded houses. It stopped again outside The Ewe and Lamb, and I noticed that old Harrison was still sitting on the bench outside as though he thought someone might still come and buy him a drink and ask him if he was really and truly the oldest inhabitant. Then we went on down the hill, across the valley and over the bridge, and up the slope towards the ancient grey gate of Heritage.


The streamlined efficiency of the space-port seemed very remote. It was not only space that lay between that sort of world and this: not only a few miles of airway, highway and country lanes, but time as well. Here the centuries had been brought to a halt. Here the authorities had drawn a line and said that progress must cease. Occasionally the fiery trail of a ship arriving in the port would curve across the sky, but it was too distant to be credible. It might have been no more than the trail left by an old-fashioned aeroplane, droning its way about the lazy heavens. When you were in Heritage you were, as the travel brochures claimed, living in the past. You breathed the sense of history, you walked among the traditions on which man’s conquest of the universe had been founded.


And it was all very nice and interesting, no doubt, if you did the breathing and walking when you were on holiday. When you had to live here, it wasn’t quite the same.


I got off the bus and walked up the cobbled street to the half-timbered house in which I lived with my uncle.


He was reading the evening paper, and it seemed to me that when he glanced up and nodded there was an expression of relief on his face.


He said: “You’re a bit late, aren’t you?”


“Am I? It was the usual journey. But the bus was late.”


“Mm.” He crackled the newspaper and folded it clumsily. “Thought you might have stowed away or something, and gone the way of all these others.”


“It’s darned difficult to stow away,” I said.


“You’ve tried?” His gaze was sharp and querulous.


“No; but I know people who’ve had a shot. It’s impossible. The load checkers register the slightest variation in weight before they’ll even let the ship blast off.”


“And yet young men of your age—and some older ones, for that matter—keep disappearing.”


He sounded accusing, as though I were somehow at fault, or as though I might do something of the same sort if I weren’t closely watched.


I said: “I saw a paragraph in the paper the other day, but I didn’t look at it very carefully.”


He pushed the crumpled sheets at me, and I took them. My uncle was always finding something in the newspapers that struck him as worthy of note. Sometimes he would insist on reading passages aloud. At other times it was enough for me to skim through a news story. He was not yet senile, but he was getting just a bit doddery. The most trivial things interested him. A melodramatic headline would make him say: “Just look at this, now,” and some human interest story would make him wag his chin sympathetically. It was incredible to me that a man who had knocked about the universe as he had done could settle down so tranquilly in this backwater and get worked up over silly parochialisms.


“What do you make of it?” he demanded.


“A bit queer,” I said. I hadn’t actually read a word, but in a few seconds I managed to take in the general meaning of the story.


Apparently there had in the past eighteen months been a sharp rise in the number of unexplained disappearances, particularly among young men. There had not been a crime wave: people just disappeared and were not heard of again. Many of them had no relatives, and it was some time before their absence was remarked.


“Youngsters like yourself,” said my uncle speculatively, “who aren’t allowed to go out into space, but keep on trying—and succeeding, maybe.”


I said: “In that case, there’d be reports of a lot of dead bodies in the holds of space ships. Those of us who are pinned to Earth have been told that our metabolism isn’t right—that we’d curl up and die if we got out into space. That’s what the experts on the medical boards say. And the trouble is that all the evidence so far has proved them right. I don’t believe there’s been a sudden rush to commit suicide. I don’t even believe that everyone has suddenly decided to take a chance and try to prove the experts wrong. And anyway, you can’t stow away. And several hundred stowaways … it doesn’t make sense.”


“Well, then, where have they all gone?”


I tossed the paper on to the old oak table. “It’s a journalist’s stunt,” I said. “Anything to brighten things up. People are disappearing all the time—falling in the sea, or getting bored stiff and going off to explore Tibet. There have always been hundreds of unexplained disappearances every year.”


My uncle sighed. He was usually convinced by my rational interpretations of newspaper exaggerations, but on the whole he would have preferred not to be convinced: he liked to brood over such petty mysteries.


“Done a good day’s work?” he said at last.


“I’ve seen the last of that woman from Mars,” I said. “You might call getting rid of her a good day’s work.”


“I thought she looked quite a pleasant old dear,” he said. “She was peering in the windows when you were showing her up this street.”


“Yes.” I remembered that all right. “She was the perfect tourist. She had every phrase off just right—everything was too quaint, or perfectly fascinating, or gave her an awareness of the reality of history, or it was too authentic for words. She was a prime specimen.”


“I hope you weren’t rude to her.”


“I did my job,” I said bitterly. “She thought I was charming. She told me so. She said it was a pity that life on the other planets toughened men so: they tended to lose the finer touch. But in the next breath she was saying what a wonderful holiday she had last year on Venus, and how comfortable travelling is nowadays in these new liners. She described all the gadgets in her daughter’s kitchen, and the new visiscreens they use all over the solar system now—everywhere except here, on this ancient monument.”


The sun was slanting across the tiles of the old roofs. It struck light from the brass tray in the window, and my uncle blinked. He got up stiffly and looked down the cobbled street. In the evening a warm stillness settled on the town.


He said gently: “But all those things—all the gadgets and inventions, and all the new social systems and heaven knows what else that they’re developing on the planets—all of ’em began here. This is the place the human race started from. You shouldn’t sneer at it or want to abolish it.”


“I don’t want to abolish it,” I said. “If the Interplanetary Authority wants to preserve it as a monument for future generations, it’s all right with me. But I don’t want to be here myself. I don’t want to be the curator of a museum. I want to get out into space, on new worlds, where things are happening … growing …”


“It’s not so wonderful,” said my uncle, without any great conviction. “You can get just as bored out there, spending weeks cooped up in a tin can of a ship, working on planets where the atmosphere isn’t quite right, and getting the feeling that the whole set-up is raw and new—too new to be worth anything.”


I said: “But I’ve heard you telling some of these trippers hair-raising stories about the wonderful times you used to have on I.A. patrol work. You didn’t make it sound all that dull and depressing.”


He grinned sheepishly. “Maybe not. But when I retired I came back here, didn’t I? I came back.”


“I might come back myself when I retire,” I said, “but for me there’s nothing to retire from. I’m here already. You can’t get any further back than this.”


Somebody walked down the street outside. My uncle peered out: he had become like an old woman, living for his immediate curiosities.


A few minutes later he shuffled out of the room and I heard him wheezing on his way upstairs. There was silence. I tried to stop myself thinking about the great bustling cities out on Mars, and the trembling of a space ship as it soared through the atmosphere and out into the interplanetary vastnesses. Somehow the feeling of frustration had been getting worse lately. One day soon I might tell some wealthy tripper just what I thought of him, and then my job would be done for. Perhaps that wouldn’t be a bad thing. And yet, wasn’t it better to trundle gullible visitors from one place to another rather than to be the equivalent of a fairground attendant, driving an ancient railway engine or being hearty in a village pub?


I picked up the discarded newspaper and turned to the page of small ads. I’d often done this before, but without any real determination. Besides, it was so galling to read the details of careers that were available on the space transport lines, or in technical development groups sponsored by the Authority—available to any keen, resourceful, intelligent young man with suitable qualifications, “subject to Medical Department grading.” There was always that. If you didn’t get that grading, that all-clear, then you stayed here.


Young men with sense of adventure—the announcement caught my eye—required for unusual expedition. State technical or academic interests. Only courageous, enterprising men need apply.


The advertisement was followed by a box number. I studied the wording, but could extract no certain meaning. They could refer to almost anything. This might be an attempt to recruit members for some exploring party that was going up the Amazon, or up Everest, or—as I had said to my uncle earlier—into Tibet. The Authority encouraged these formal and quite unoriginal jaunts: it liked to maintain the illusion of a world that was, despite its rigidly maintained traditional structure, still vital and vigorous.


But I was feeling resentful. I was in a mood for revolt against my job and all that it stood for. I thought of hundreds more women like that old creature who had plagued me for the past week; and I sat down and wrote to the box number.




CHAPTER TWO


A great many things have happened and there have been a great many changes since I answered that advertisement. But I can still recall the sense of frustration that lay on me at that time—and, for that matter, on so many of my contemporaries.


At the beginning of the century the final confirmatory decrees had been passed by the Senior Assembly of the Interplanetary Authority to ensure that Terra, the Mother Earth from which men had reached out across the universe, should be regarded as an ancient monument. The Authority had for some considerable time taken every possible step to preserve the original character of the planet and not let it fall under the raw influences of the recently colonised worlds; but now their measures had all been embodied in one law. From now on Earth was to be a museum. Its towns and cities were to be preserved in a state as nearly approaching that of the twentieth century and earlier as was feasible. The twentieth century had been chosen because it marked the real beginning of rapid technological development. It was, in the eyes of historians and romantics, the time when the rot set in, and values that had been traditional for so many generations crumbled before the onslaught of science and social change. It was in that century that the first flight to the moon was made, followed swiftly by journeys to Mars and Venus. The character of Earth was still largely typical of the twentieth century: progress, in the true meaning of that word, took place on the new worlds rather than on the mother planet. You still found ancient castles and monuments on Earth; you could walk in cobbled streets and browse in old cathedrals, visit primitive communities in lands that were still off the beaten track, and even contract horrible diseases in jungles that had not been opened up.


“It is in the interests of future generations,” said one official proclamation made by a representative of the Culture Council, “that a living record should be kept of the basis of our civilisation. It is not enough that the essential features should be transferred to film and used only by scholars. The intention of the Authority is to ensure that the cultural and spiritual foundation of the interplanetary empire is not ruined by rash developments that can in a short space of time obliterate the heritage of the past.”


So there were no new buildings on Earth from then on. Old ones were renovated by skilled craftsmen, preserving the faces they had worn for centuries. Monocars were allowed only on stipulated main roads; and later, stringent restrictions were laid down in regard to the use of helicars. Space-ports were not allowed within a certain distance of historic towns. Tibetan lamas spun prayer wheels, men in white played cricket on village greens, people still went to the cinema and read newspapers that were actually printed on paper …


There were several major incidents in the early days of the regime. Men and women did not take kindly to the restrictions. With ambition so strictly confined within approved limits, and everyday comforts kept within the Authority’s scheme, many people felt that their natural desire for development and their opportunities of taking advantage of new inventions were being dictatorially suppressed. There were protests. There were strikes. At one stage there was a rebellion that very nearly resulted in a terrestrial war.


The answer given by the Authority to these dissatisfied murmurings and demonstrations was simple enough. If you didn’t like the limitations of Earth, you could leave. The universe was wide enough. All the civilised planets welcomed immigrants. There was scope for any ambitious man on the new worlds.


It was fair enough, on the face of it. If you didn’t like Earth, you could go and make the most of the undoubted opportunities that existed elsewhere. If you did like your home environment, you could stay in the assurance that it would never be changed: landmarks would not be swept away, buildings would not be pulled down, a familiar way of life would not be upset by the march of progress.
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