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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


ENCOUNTERING PARADISE.


It is above us, the big green planet called Paradise. We are now deep within its gravitational pull and are falling up into it. Falling steadily. Falling with controlled deceleration. I have been on many worlds and have made many landings, but I have never seen a world of such startling brilliance. Paradise glows, green as an apple. It is as if there were a light burning inside it


When I say ‘we’ I mean my Ship-that-Never-Sleeps and myself. We are a team, though I am the only one you would recognize as human.


The green light of Paradise fills my cabin. I am bathing in it.


Somewhere down there among that greenness is Crispin and I have come to look for him. For some time now, he has not replied to messages from our control centre on Proxima-over-Neptune, and the Space Council is worried. If something has happened to him… Well, I want to know. In one of his last messages, he said he’d found gold and needed more time before submitting a final response. Gold? Ha! Well I do not believe that. None of the other Explorers do, either. It does not sound like Crispin. He is up to something that he does not want to reveal. He’s buying time, is my guess. But for two months now, we have had no news. And believe me, that is bad news.


Crispin! How easily I can pull his face into my mind… with his untidy, tousled blond hair and quick blue eyes. Crispin… my friend… so often with a funny, puzzled expression on his face as though everything is a mystery to him. Crispin, my fellow Explorer, the one who is always asking me questions - usually ones I can’t answer – and who often seems so worried that I want to punch him. Sometimes, it is as if he can see things that the rest of us can’t and that makes him sad. I want to lift the sadness from him and occasionally I do… punch him I mean. And then, when he does laugh, I see the boy in him again. He knows I mean no harm.


He is actually only a year or so older than me, though age – as you will come to understand - does not mean much to us. Crispin just seems older and he is quite tall, too. We graduated from the Space Academy together and we completed our first three missions as a two person team, before going solo. That is why I know him so well. Oh, and I should mention that he likes dancing. True, but in an uncivilized way – leaping about, and sometimes he dances alone, which is a bit strange. It is as though there is something inside him that needs to be released. Are you getting the picture?


What else…? Let me just say that Crispin is always first to throw the dice, if you know what I mean. He takes risks too. Our work can be dangerous, and if I were ever in trouble, it is Crispin I would call on first because I trust him… and I think he trusts me too. In fact I know he does. In some ways we are closer than brother and sister. We are… I don’t think there is a word yet for what we are. If there is, then I don’t know it. Anyway… I don’t want to say any more about Crispin, for the moment.


Ten days have passed since I woke from my deep sleep. Yes, we still measure out time in days of 24 hours. Each day I have watched Paradise grow larger. I have watched impatiently as the details of its surface become clearer. Magnifying the image, I can see two large continents and myriads of islands, all separated by a green ocean. In the shallows close to the shore where the waved break, the sea becomes a pale lemon yellow. The two continents are patterned with lakes which reflect the sky, and rivers which tumble like threads of lace. I see mountains too, white with snow. But nowhere can I see the bright glow of cities at night or the straight lines which tell of fields and roads and plantations. If they were there we would see them. So far as I can tell, Paradise is a world without what we think of as civilization… though that does not mean that it is not inhabited. Far from it. That there is life down there is obvious. It is an active world, a dynamic world, an evolving world. And if Crispin is still alive, we – my ship and I – we will find him. That is certain. But you know, when you land on a new planet, you never know quite what to expect. Training can only prepare you for so much. Beyond training there is always the unknown, waiting. Am I afraid sometimes? Of course I am, and that has saved me on more than one occasion. The day one is not afraid is the day one retires, or worse.


My name is Hetty, and I am an Explorer.


Like Crispin and all the other Explorers, I was born deep in space, on an artificial moon above the planet Saturn. I have lived all my life in space. If you ask me how old I am I have no idea – and that doesn’t bother me. I am not old in earth years, but I am old in other ways, I think. When I travel between worlds, I hibernate. I don’t really age, and I travel a lot. But don’t let age worry you, or my strangeness. For I am human… in all the ways that count, and if you met me in the street you would not find me remarkable, except perhaps for my eyes which are green and my hair which is very black, and I wear it loose when I can. People do not like it when I look at them. They say my eyes are like those of a cat, and so I look down or away or up into the sky for I do not seek confrontation, and people are easily scared. But when we are alone, with only fellow Explorers for company, then we stare into one another’s eyes until we are almost hypnotized. The truths they communicate are clearer than words.


And you, you who are reading these words, who are you?


Do you find that question strange?


Let me tell you who you are. You are young, but not too young. And you enjoy adventures and finding things out for yourself. You have strong feelings and a desire to do something good with your life – though what that is you may not yet know. And you are clever too, and you want to ask questions, and you want the truth, that above all.


And how do I know all this? I know this because you exist in my imagination and I write to you as someone I would know as a friend, someone I could talk to, someone I could trust with my life.


You see, that is how we prepare these Responses - for that is what you are reading now. These are the first few paragraphs of what will become my official Response to Paradise. And I am sorry if they seem a bit dreamy and disorganized at present, but that is me and I am still not fully awake. In the pages to come I will detail everything of importance as I seek for Crispin. I will write to you as though writing to a loving friend who cares for me. And you will be at my elbow; a constant friend whether I am laughing or crying, joyful or sad. Of course, I shall edit it before I send it to the Aunties and Uncles of the Space Council. But for the moment it helps for me to be… well, just me.


If you ask me what we do, we Explorers, well I can tell you exactly. We visit worlds that have never been visited by humans. There are so many. Most are arid, but life is the most tenacious force in the universe, and it appears in the strangest of places and in the strangest of forms. Life exists in abundance, and we seek it out, and we respond to it. If that sounds complex, believe me it isn’t, but you have to trust yourself and you must be patient.


When we make land-fall, we begin to explore, and as we explore, we compose a record of what we find and we call it a "Response”. There are many types of response. There is a Harmonic Response and an Aural Response and a Chemical Response and a Visual Response… well, the list goes on and most of them do not really concern you or I. They are undertaken by the Ship-that-Never-Sleeps and she has all the equipment she needs, and jabbers to herself and sometimes to me when she warns me of danger. But I can over-ride her. I am responsible for myself. I am the one in charge.


My Response is the key to all responses for it comes from the Intelligence of the Heart. That is a phrase I love. It captures everything and was taught to me by my first teacher, the late Dame Hilda, of Anchor Hold-over-Europa, may she rest in peace.


Usually I make recordings when I am "out there", standing on a new world, and this response that I am preparing now will be no different, except that I shall be looking for Crispin. But sometimes, as at present, I like to lie back and just let the light from the planet pour over me and through me. My mind wanders as I join with the world, and I can tell you this already – Paradise is very powerful. I can feel it reaching and touching something deep in me.


There is one rule in our work which we never break. We never take samples of the life we discover. We come quietly. We explore gently. We depart leaving little more than our footprints and a single radio beacon which orbits above the planet and broadcasts our name, the galactic standard date of our visit and the name we have given the Planet.


That is our special honour. To name the worlds we visit. It. was Crispin who named this world Paradise. And now he has vanished.


Sometimes I am asked why it is ‘young’ people, like me and Crispin and the others, who are sent out to explore new worlds. The answer is again simple. It is because we are tough in ways which those who are older – many of them, anyway - are weak. We are not afraid of mystery and strangeness: we understand them. Mystery and strangeness are what we find whenever we make planet-fall on a new world. Ha! Many would go crazy, if they encountered the strange creatures and situations we find. But we don’t. We adapt. We watch. We make recordings. We write our responses, and then we move on, quietly. The rest is up to the wise Uncles and Aunties of the Space Council. They decide whether they want to follow up on our visit and send a full discovery team.


I suppose at some point I will begin to coalesce – is that the word I mean? - and all my parts which now are deliciously free will start to come together and I will want other things, such as certainty and a settled horizon… I will grow ‘up’ as they say. And I will put away my space suit… and by then I will know what I want of the worlds and of my life… I shall be happy then, as I am happy now, but there will be this one difference: I will age normally. I will fall in love and will enjoy all the consequences of that – and the grief too. At present, the nature of my travel means that when and Exploration is complete and I return to my cell at Proxima over Neptune, the people I knew are rarely there. They are dead, and I will read the messages they have left for me and I must visit their graves where the ashes are stored.


Ha! There is an alert sounding. The Ship-that-Never-Sleeps and which devours all data is asking for my attention. Something new. Something of interest has been found.


This will be brief. The ship’s sensors have found Crispin’s ship… that is, they have picked up signals from the location beacon inside his ship. The only thing that makes me bite my lip is that the location beacon is designed to survive a crash, so I will not sit easy until I can see his ship for myself. But it is a start.


We’re still too high for me to see the ship of course, but somewhere down there will be our landing place. We are doing a manoeuvre called the Pentacle, sweeping back and forth, describing a pattern like the arms of a five-pointed star, which, as you know, you can draw without lifting your pen from the paper. It is a standard manoeuvre to alert any sentient life-form on the surface of the planet that is capable of seeing us, that we are coming, that we are intelligent and that we come in peace. It is an ancient symbol. And at the centre of the pentacle will be Crispin’s ship.


At present we are over the southern continent, skimming the atmosphere. Soon we will be leaving tracks in the sky. I can make out a lake in the shape of a crescent, a stretch of open country which might be grassland. There’s a big river which meanders… and surrounding everything is the darkness of what I take to be a great forest. The strange thing is that, as we sink lower, I can see a pattern in the trees. It is not a strong pattern. It is as though someone had brushed the tops of the trees, making them bend slightly in one direction, in a circle. It is like a giant frozen whirlpool or a nebula…. Or a web, maybe.


Ah… and now I have lost it. Perhaps it was just a trick of the light. My guess is that we will be landing somewhere in that forest… Now why would Crispin choose to land there?


The pentacle is complete and we’re moving into our landing trajectory. All is peaceful and the Ship-that-Never-Sleeps is whispering to me. My seat is snug and holds me as though I were floating on a warm sea.


Everything is on automatic.


Space has reorganized itself so that up is again up, and down is down, and we are descending in a gentle arc.


Beneath me Paradise unrolls like a conveyer belt.


We are now less than ten kilometers above the surface and falling steadily.


Eight kilometers.


Six kilometers.


The gravity sensors are active, guiding us. I can see hills near the lake and the forest. All seems very peaceful in the sunshine. Still no sign of cultivation. No drifting smoke. No roads. I wonder if any creature is down there, looking up at this moment, wondering who is coming to call.


Three kilometers.


The mid-ship controller is warning me to prepare for ‘gravity equalization’ - the moment when we abandon the ship’s artificial gravity and join with the planet. Sometimes it can be rough, especially if we are landing on a big world. Here it comes. Ah…


Paradise is easy. No cramped muscles or nose-bleeds. I was unconscious for a moment - nothing to worry about.


We are just one kilometer above Paradise. I can see the tops of trees and tangled bushes and shrubs. The ship’s holding a steady altitude, drifting sideways, deciding on the most stable place to land. We are above a clearing and…


It’s there! I can see it. Crispin’s ship! Below me!


Red and silver, Crispin’s colours.


We will land beside it.




Chapter 2.


LANDFALL ON PARADISE.


Just like that.


We’re down.


How unlike those old programmes we saw as part of our training, showing a space ship descending on a ball of fire and trailing smoke, charring the land for miles about. As I said, we are gentle. We knew - my Ship-that-Never Sleeps and I – that we would be landing on a secure base – soft soil on top, but with bedrock beneath. And we landed slowly, easing ourselves down like a patient into a chair. But do not let that image fool you. Had anything untoward happened we could have lifted swiftly – it has happened to me twice - and that is why I remain, as now, held still in my seat, waiting for the checks to be complete.


I adjust the scanner and am staring at Crispin’s ship. It is bright in the sunlight. A small beacon light is flashing above the access door, and that means that the ship is alive – if you see what I mean. But the door remains shut. No Crispin appears, cool as ever, and calling something like “Hi Hetty. Have you just dropped by for lunch?”


I have no doubt that my ship is ‘chatting’ with Crispin’s ship, swapping data. Soon it will be translated and I may then know what has happened.


To pass the time I study Paradise as revealed on my screens. This world turns slightly faster than Earth Normal and, as luck would have it, we have landed shortly after dawn. The vegetation moving in the breeze has the clear just-rinsed look I associate with morning and I can see a light mist rising from the soil. The trees cast long shadows across the clearing. The sky has that pure, unstained blue that one sees after rain… fanciful this… if I were on Earth, in France say or New Zealand or perhaps Peru, I would guess we were in for a hot day and a drowsy afternoon.


At last. Just when I was starting to daydream. I am receiving telemetry on the screen.


The computers are checking the atmosphere. Air breathable… Slightly lower in CO2 than EN – sorry, Earth Normal. Well, that I knew already. Crispin reported that when he first arrived. Nothing there I can’t adjust to. I tell you, the freedom to walk with your face un-masked, the wind on your face and your hair unbound is not to be missed, especially after the still and predictably scented air of the Ship-that-Never-Sleeps.


Relative humidity – 45%. I thought it would be higher


Gravity point nine eight earth normal. No worries there. Temperature 25.6 Celsius… Nice. No wonder he called it Paradise. And who would want stuffy clothes in a climate like this?
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