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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


‘DON’T GET INTO TROUBLE!’


KRILLIE ran up to him as Kemlo stepped off the escalator leading from the technical-grade classroom.


‘My diary is leading all of them so far!’ he cried excitedly.


Kemlo grinned at his small eager-eyed friend and cuffed him playfully on the ear.


‘You and your diary!’ he said. ‘I wonder everyone in your class isn’t tired of hearing about it.’


‘Why should they be?’ said Krillie. ‘Everyone’s entered the competition for the best diary, only some of them don’t seem to be taking so much interest now.’


‘It often happens like that. All the boys get enthusiastic over some new idea, but when it means they’ve got to work at it they start losing interest.’


‘It isn’t work,’ Krillie protested. ‘How can you call it work when all you do is write down the things that are happening to you and describing how you live and all the things you see—like the astral rays and how we ride out in space scooters and bump about on the spume-waves from rocket ships? There’s so much to talk about,’ he sighed gustily. ‘My teacher says I talk too much. Do you think I talk too much, Kemlo?’


‘You chatter a lot,’ said Kemlo, smiling, ‘but a diary is only like talking on paper.’


‘We don’t use paper,’ said Krillie scornfully. ‘We use plastic silk. That’s something else the Earth-boys don’t know about.’


‘I know, but we still call it paper, so that we know we’re talking about writing material. Anyway, how much longer is this diary going to last before the competition ends?’


‘Oh, a long time yet,’ Krillie replied in a rather mournful tone. ‘You see, our teacher says it’s government-sponsed.’


‘Sponsed?’ Kemlo queried.


‘Yes—sponsed by the government.’


‘You mean, “sponsored”.’


‘I might, but I don’t know what it means,’ Krillie admitted frankly.


‘It means that the Earth-government, which is also the government for this and all the other Satellite Belts, wants to help Earth-boys to understand more about how we live up here in the sky,’ Kemlo explained. ‘When they sponsor anything, it means they are very interested in everything we do and want to make sure that the Earth-boys understand it all.’ They began to walk along the ramp leading to the space scooter workshops. Krillie trotted beside Kemlo, who, being much taller, took longer strides, still puzzled a little by this sponsoring of something he imagined to be a purely personal idea.


‘You see, Krillie,’ Kemlo continued, ‘we were born up here on the Satellite Belt, but if we went down to Earth in one of the space ships we should have to wear special clothing, else we might die, and we should look funny to the Earth-boys.’


‘You mean, as our parents have to wear space clothing to visit us on the Belt from their own section?’


‘That’s so. The Earth-boys are quite used to seeing rocket ships come and go, and some even travel in them, but they never stay up here for long. At least, not long enough to understand exactly how we live. Even if they did, they couldn’t live as you and I do, because we just live naturally without space helmets or anything. So the government thinks if they get all the boys on the Satellite Belt to write a diary explaining everything they do, day by day, the Earth-boys will understand how different our life is.’


‘Do they have Scouts?’ Krillie asked.


‘Scouts?’ Kemlo repeated, for a moment unable to follow Krillie’s change of subject. ‘Oh, yes, of course they have Scouts.’


‘But not Space Scouts like us?’


‘Well, we’re much the same, only we live in the sky and we have different ways of training and learning things. I don’t suppose any Scouts on Earth have space scooters.’


‘I don’t expect any of them are such a good captain of Space Scouts as you are,’ said Krillie. ‘I’m glad I’m in your troop, Kemlo. Now that school’s over, are we going to take the scooters out and do formation flying and have lots of fun?’


‘Yes, we’ll do some,’ Kemlo promised. ‘I’m just going down to see Sam in the workshops. He promised to have all our scooters properly tuned for when we needed them.’


‘Oh, look who’s coming!’ said Krillie suddenly.


They had reached a cross-way where three connecting passages joined, and coming toward them was a girl. She was taller than Krillie and very like him in facial appearance, but not as tall as Kemlo. She was smiling and her voice was happy as she greeted them.


‘It’s Krinsetta,’ said Krillie glumly. ‘What do you want?’


‘These brothers!’ said Krinsetta. ‘They’re very rude, aren’t they, Kemlo?’


‘Krillie didn’t mean to be rude,’ said Kemlo.


‘Not much!’ said Krillie defiantly. ‘I don’t like girls and I didn’t ask to have a sister.’


‘Have you finished school too?’ Kemlo asked.


‘We finished yesterday,’ Krinsetta replied. ‘I called you over the audovisor a few moments ago and your teacher said you were on your way to the scooter shops, so I took the mono-rail and got off to try and catch you before you reached there.’


‘You could have called us over the speaker-system,’ said Krillie. ‘You don’t have to follow us around.’


Krillie was always behaving in this way with his sister, and to an onlooker his manner would appear very churlish. But the reason was that Krillie had had some experience of Krinsetta and knew how she liked to join with him and Kemlo and their other friends whenever possible. Grudgingly he would admit that she played their games almost as well as some of the boys, but she was still his sister, and he resented what he termed her interference.


‘What did you want us for, Krinsetta?’ Kemlo asked.


‘We have to meet our parents very soon,’ she said, and ruffled Krillie’s hair. Her brother drew away angrily and straightened his thick mop of hair. ‘You’re not going to like it, Krillie,’ she warned him jocularly.


‘What am I not going to like?’


‘You’ll see!’ she replied smugly.


‘Girls!’ Krillie exclaimed disgustedly. ‘Always thinking they’ve got secrets. Well, we’ve got secrets too, haven’t we, Kemlo? Secrets too big for girls to share.’


‘If our parents want to see us, we’d better be getting along,’ said Kemlo, ignoring this last plea for co-operation from his friend. He knew how Krillie felt about girls, and realised that his friend was slightly jealous. Not jealous in a bad sense, but enough to change him from the happy excitable Krillie into a rather snappy individual. Kemlo could understand Krillie’s point of view, because a few years ago he too had felt like that. Even now, he did not particularly like the company of girls, but in the higher grades of school, such as the technical grade, boys often worked alongside girls on the various problems which they mutually shared.


Life on the Satellite Belt was very different from life on Earth. Although the space outside the Belt was limitless, the living environment could be cramped unless all people living there, including the children, made an effort to get on together. Their parents, having been born on Earth and brought to the Satellite Belt at an early age, still had to wear space clothing which, although not separating them for long from their children, did draw a fine barrier at some times. But more important than this was the parents’ attitude toward the children, because they wanted to teach them the ways of Earth-boys but, at the same time, have them live happily in this ‘Earth’ moored in the sky twelve hundred miles from the real Earth.


After the early years, children born on the Satellite Belt seldom thought of Earth-terms, and having never known the feel of solid ground, the gravity pull or the rush of winds and rain, were perfectly happy in the surroundings in which they had been reared.


Perhaps the children of Kemlo’s generation were more self-sufficient than Earth-children. In their living quarters they had a smaller world, yet outside in the sky there lay the infinite distances of space. They were children of the space worlds and, knowing no other, had found their own interests and excitements which to their Earth-born parents sometimes seemed strange. The children who were born and lived on Satellite Belt K had names beginning with the letter K, and so it was with all the other Satellite Belts. Perhaps to Earth-boys these names would sound peculiar, but to Kemlo and his friends they were quite ordinary.


There were other Satellite Belts moored in the sky close to the charted space lanes along which roared the flame-spouting monsters on their way to the greater planets. Each Belt had its own task, its own purpose, which mainly was to control the high air within a certain radius from itself. It sent out the controlling waves to keep the giant space and rocket ships on their true courses. It charted the skies around itself and sent back reports to Earth. Fundamentally it was self-supporting, for the power generated within the hub was self-consuming and self-generating; thus once the hub of the great wheel which formed the Satellite Belt had begun to spin it could never be stopped.


Except for the section where those children born on the Belt lived, all other sections were air-conditioned, so that parents who wished to visit their children, or to venture outside the Belt, had to wear space clothing. The great water tanks, first filled upon the construction of the Belt, were kept full of pure water by rays which drew moisture from the upper air, passed it through condensers and purifiers as steam, then filtered it into the tanks, making the purest of water available to everyone. All waste and rubbish was chemically destroyed and the residue fed into the urania furnaces which supplied heating, light and refrigeration, also rays of various kinds. All these wonders were accepted as everyday things by Kemlo and his friends.


They now had reached the parents’ meeting-room and soon were joined by their respective mothers and fathers. The parents wore a very light, transparent, seamless plastic overall, so finely made that it was difficult to see whether they wore a space suit or not. It moulded easily to their heads and shoulders and, being of such fine material, allowed their features and skin the same appearance as if they wore no covering. Only the small flat oxygen flasks suspended from their shoulders gave evidence that they needed and were using space protection.


Kemlo’s father was one of the senior engineers on the Belt, and Krillie’s father was a technician. They were calm easy-moving men, typical of their kind, who had been chosen and trained for this highly intricate work where there was no room for the excitable or temperamental man. They supplied the brains and skill which kept these Satellite Worlds existing in space with all the ease of an Earth-dwelling. They had great pride in their work and a more than ordinary pride in their children, and it was a never-ceasing wonder to them that here, in the vastness of space, their children could move as freely as they themselves had moved back on their own Mother-earth.


Kemlo, being older than either Krillie or his sister, showed more the difference from Earth-children of the children of the new worlds. His shoulders were very wide, his chest deep, and he moved slowly and gracefully. He had never known the true effect of gravity pull, although, as did all the children of the Belt, he went through exercises in the gravity room in order that his muscles and balance could be well maintained.


They talked for a while, laughing and joking and discussing their lessons and some of their plans for the holiday period just beginning. It was Kemlo’s father who first voiced the real reason for the parents’ visit.


‘This is so important that we had to discuss it with the Elders,’ he said. Immediately Kemlo, Krillie and Krinsetta were quiet, because there was something momentous in the way Kemlo’s father was speaking. His reference to the Elders meant that it must be an important subject. The Elders were the leaders of all who lived on the Satellite Belt. They made all the decisions and were responsible for every living person and thing existing on the Belt.


‘The Elders agree,’ Kemlo’s father went on, ‘that there should be no danger, and it would start something that has long been our ambition.’ He grinned at Kemlo and Krillie as he added: ‘I don’t think it will seem so important to you boys as it does to us grown-ups.’


‘What is it, Dad?’ Kemlo asked eagerly.


‘We have decided that it would be a very good plan, now that you are a skilled operator in the small space craft you use, if you set out on a visit to your relations.’


‘Our relations?’ Krillie yelped. ‘But I’ve got lots of relations here.’


‘We know you have, son,’ said his father, ‘but there are other Satellite Belts. You know that, don’t you?’


‘Of course I do.’


‘And there are people living on those Belts. Some of them are our relations. That means they’re your relations too.’


‘Oh!’ Krillie said, and was silent.


‘It’s a fine idea, Dad,’ said Kemlo. ‘How many of us can go?’


‘Well, it’s not really decided, but the Elders don’t think there should be more than a small number. They have suggested that you go because you are captain of the Space Scouts and are more used to the spaceways. They have suggested that you visit Satellite Belt S. My sister, who is of course your aunt, lives on that Belt. She has three children, and already we have been in communication with them, and they are very eager to see you. I don’t think they are quite so advanced as K Belt.’


‘In what way, Dad?’


‘I don’t think they have Space Scouts yet, nor a sufficient number of space scooters, though the older boys use something like them. We were the first Belt to be moored in the sky and, of course, we have more experience. The Elders feel it would be a good use for your holiday: it would be interesting for you and, in its way, it would make history.’


‘History!’ Krillie groaned. ‘We’ve just finished school. A fellow gets awfully tired of history.’


‘Be quiet, Krillie,’ said Krinsetta sharply. ‘It’s more than just learning history—it’s doing it.’


‘How long do you think this should take, Dad?’ Kemlo asked.


‘We haven’t any real reason for making a time limit,’ said his father with a shrug. ‘The important thing is, that you have a safe journey to Satellite S, that you meet your relations and exchange ideas and views with boys of your own age, then you return. It need only take a short while; but if you’re happy there, you can stay as long as you like during the period of the holidays. You’ll be in touch with us by audovisor. Well, what do you think? Would you like to go?’


‘I certainly would!’ Kemlo replied enthusiastically.


‘You have one of the new space scooters holding three or four seats, haven’t you, Kemlo?’


‘Yes, Dad, I’ve had it a little while now. It’s bigger than the ones I was used to, but I’ve mastered everything on it.’


‘We suggest you take two companions and use that for your journey.’


‘Only two?’


‘I think that’s all,’ said his father. ‘We’ll leave you to decide whom you take; but, of course, their parents must be told.’


‘I don’t think I need much time to find companions,’ said Kemlo with a grin. ‘How about Krillie and his sister?’


‘Oh—her as well?’ Krillie protested.


‘Now stop it, Krillie!’ said his mother sharply. ‘If Kemlo says you take Krinsetta, then you take her. And don’t you dare get into trouble!’


‘Yes,’ said Kemlo’s father with a chuckle. ‘We’ll go into details later, Kemlo, but that is important: don’t get into trouble!’




Chapter 2


AN EXCITING TRIAL


WHEN the news spread through the children’s section of the Satellite Belt that Kemlo and Krillie, also Krinsetta, were going to visit another Belt there were one or two grumbles.


No-one denied Kemlo’s right to undertake the first flight, which anyway was a social visit, because he was the leader among the boys of his own age and therefore senior to any younger ones. Also, being a captain of Space Scouts it was natural for him to be chosen. However, after some argument, it was decided that Krillie at least had a right to go with his friend Kemlo. They had been together on a previous occasion and survived a most terrifying ordeal and an uncanny experience about which no-one really knew the details. Both boys were bound to secrecy by the Elders, but everyone knew that they had experienced something so remarkable that even Krillie was respected for his share in it.


Unknown to the other people on the Belt, this had been the occasion when Kemlo and Krillie were by accident spun through an astral storm and landed upon what was known as the Crazy Planet. Memory of this adventure, together with the fact that a lot of the boys, on reflection, thought there were certain dangers in the journey, soon silenced any complaints. Being boys, perhaps it was significant that they did not bother much about Krinsetta’s accompanying her brother and Kemlo.


So, after many details of a technical nature had been discussed, Kemlo found himself with Sam, the technician who had charge of the space scooters used by the scouts, ready to take the chosen machine for a trial run.


‘There are those who’d say this was a crazy idea, Kemlo,’ said Sam, his weather-beaten face grinning from behind the plastic space suit. Sam had lived for years upon the Satellite Belt, but, of course, he had to wear space clothing whenever he worked outside the air-conditioned sections. He was a blunt and sometimes gruffly spoken man, an expert technician, particularly in regard to the small but highly efficient space scooters. Sam had worked on these machines right from the blue-print of the first design, and if he said a scooter was tuned properly, then there were no doubts about it. He and Kemlo had many a discussion, and often Kemlo helped him dismantle and reassemble the scooters.


‘But you don’t?’ Kemlo grinned back at him.


‘Not in a T.S. model,’ said Sam, pointing to where the burnished hull of a four-seater space scooter rested upon its launching ramp.


Many different names had been tried out for these small machines, but nearly everyone agreed, as they were designed merely to scoot about the sky, mostly in the vicinity of a Satellite Belt, that the name scooter should remain. The T.S. model had only recently arrived and was designed for a pilot and three passengers, similar to the larger-bodied space taxis which were jettisoned from the space ships and carried supplies to the Satellite Belts. But the space taxis also had a large storage compartment for goods, whereas the primary function of the T.S. scooter was to carry the pilot and passengers in adequate comfort for considerable cruising distances.


Like all bulky goods delivered from Earth, the T.S. model had been brought up in pieces and assembled by Sam and his mechanics. The smaller two-seater scooters were like long bullets, scarlet or silver, powered by pellets of urania, and contained a minimum number of technical instruments. The T.S. model was scarlet in colour, and some six feet longer and three feet wider than the ordinary space scooter. It had a curving bow with sensitised antennae which made it possible to receive and trap wavelengths and directional beams from a far greater distance than the ordinary scooter. Its power unit was twice as effective, yet consumed little more fuel. It had a small storage compartment for light luggage, and the pressurised cabin was more comfortable and slightly stronger in design.


It was all these points in Sam’s mind which led to his confidence.


‘It had to happen sooner or later,’ he said as they walked across to the ramp. ‘You’re making history, young Kemlo—you and your friends. I reckon we made it too in our young days, but we did our adventuring when we came up here.’


‘I don’t see that there should be so much interest over it,’ said Kemlo seriously. ‘After all, the space taxis and smaller ships pass quite easily between the Satellites.’


‘That’s so,’ Sam agreed; ‘but you’ve got to account for their design and the fact that they are built in the Earth controlled-missile shops. This will be the first time a machine that’s been assembled on the Belt will be flown by anybody younger than a ranking technician or mechanic.’ He waved a gesticulating hand as he added hurriedly: ‘Not that you’re not qualified, Kemlo, and, as you say, we maintain pretty good contact with the other Belts. But to hand over the job of making the first trip on what you might call a social visit is certainly history. In you get,’ he said gruffly as he slid back the canopy. ‘All this talk don’t mean nothing to you. You’re young and bright and full of life. It’s when you start getting old that you think youth ain’t got a chance to do anything on its own. I’m not that old yet, but it sounds like it, doesn’t it?’ He chuckled.
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