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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.
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INTRODUCTION

Childhood’s End is Arthur C Clarke’s most perfect novel. Not, perhaps, his most perfect tale – some of his short stories, pre-eminently ‘The Nine Billion Names of God’, may have a greater claim on that accolade. And not his best known work: 2001: A Space Odyssey is surely that. But it is his most expertly and compellingly handled piece of long fiction; a masterclass in Golden Age pacing, mystery and sense of wonder.

It starts compellingly: are the alien ‘overlords’ really the benign tyrants they appear? Can the new quasi-Utopian society so deftly sketched by Clarke really be as beneficent as it seems? Why do humans never get to see the overlord aliens? What are their motivations? Having set out these questions, Clarke paces out his answers brilliantly, such that each revelation only intensifies our commitment to the central mystery of the novel: which is, of course, why have these aliens come? So we learn fairly early in the book that the ‘overlords’ happen physically to resemble the devils of religious iconography, and that thus they could not reveal themselves to humanity until society was purged of immaturity and hysteria – although the full implications of this diabolic appearance is kept for one superb pay-off amongst many at the book’s end. The main question carries us along and through the novel until it moves through a parabolic narrative ramping-up into one of the most celebrated transcendent conclusions in science fiction. This book is almost the paradigmatic SF example of the wonder of transcendence, the going-beyond the physical with its attendant fizzing wonder-thrill SF fans crave, and which aesthetic theorists call the sublime.

Clarke himself came, by the 1970s, to consider the book too dated in some of its earlier sections, and rewrote the opening (the new section of prose makes a slightly awkward fit). He needn’t have worried. The glory of this novel is not in the plausibility of its future-extrapolation. It is in the way all its neatly fitted-together elements bear down upon its superb conclusion. That ending is about the future (that central aspect of science fiction); and more particularly about a mindblowing, unimaginable future. But Clarke does something very canny with this future-imagining. He takes the feel-good cliché about children being the future and unpacks it, pushes it to its logical, deeply unsettling conclusion.

It is, in that sense, very much a novel of its time. The aftermath of the Second World War, presumably for reasons connected with the horrors of that conflict, was a fertile territory for adult books about the estranging, uncanny aspect of children. In William Golding’s Lord of the Flies (1954), children are revealed to be repositories not of innocence but of savagery; or more specifically innocence is shown actually to be a form of barbarism. The work of John Wyndham returns repeatedly to the representation of uncanny, unsettling children: most famously in The Midwich Cuckoos (1957; filmed as Village of the Damned). That Wyndham, like Clarke himself, was childless raises intriguing questions. It is almost as if it takes a writer unencumbered by the day-to-day emotional entanglement involved in actually raising kids to articulate a clearer perspective on what childhood means – and to fictionalize what the end of that childhood entails. Clarke’s novel answers this question brilliantly, unflinchingly: what lies at the end of childhood is death … not the child’s, but ours. This novel renders as scientific fable one of the core truths about our human generations, something about which parents are aware, although a truth uncomfortable enough for many of them to suppress. Because the point of kids is that they outlive you: the point in a strictly genetic, but also in a basic, human sense: how unbearable to have your children die before you do! But in this simple fact is the reservoir of ontological angst. Parents may know what I am talking about: the moment, playing joyfully with your toddler, when you are struck out of the blue with the realization that this child will be alive, and laughing and drinking wine in the sunshine, when you yourself are cold and dead in the ground. That this is in the nature of things, and is moreover a consummation devoutly to be wished, doesn’t make it any less unsettling. That is what kids are: a means of making parents redundant, life passing from one dead-end generation to another full of possibility. This is what Clarke’s conceit in Childhood’s End captures so well: not that kids are actively hostile or aggressive to adulthood (as in Lord of the Flies, or The Midwich Cuckoos), because, actually, they very rarely are. The threat posed by children is intrinsic to what they are, not contingent on what they do. Clarke’s instinctive understanding of this informs the whole novel. It is why the book’s conclusion drags its tendrils of dread and wonder across the tender membranes of the imagination so memorably. All adult humanity joins the overlords in their dead-end mode of existence, whilst the children ascend to inconceivable existences.

Adam Roberts


PART I
EARTH AND THE OVERLORDS


1

Before she flew to the launch site, Helena Lyakhov always went through the same ritual. She was not the only cosmonaut who did so, though few ever talked about it.

It was already dark when she left the Administration Building and walked past the pine trees, until she came to the famous statue. The sky was crystal clear, and a brilliant full moon had just risen. Automatically, Helena’s eyes focused on the Mare Imbrium, and her mind went back to the weeks of training at Armstrong Base – now better known as Little Mars.

‘You died before I was born, Yuri – back in the days of the Cold War, while our country was still under the shadow of Stalin. What would you have thought, if you heard all the foreign accents in Star Village today? I think you would have been very happy …

‘I know you would have been happy, if you could have watched us now; you would have been an old man, but you might still have been alive. What a tragedy that you – the very first to enter space – never lived to see men walk on the Moon! But you too must have dreamed of Mars …

‘And now we are ready to go there, and open the New Age of which Konstantin Tsiolkovsky dreamed, a hundred years ago. When we meet again, I will have much to tell you.’

She was already halfway back to her office when a busload of belated tourists came to a sudden halt. The doors opened, and the passengers poured out, cameras at the ready. There was nothing that the Deputy Commander of the Mars Expedition could do but summon up her public smile.

Then, before a single photograph could be taken, everyone started shouting and pointing at the Moon. Helena turned just in time to see it disappear behind the gigantic shadow sliding across the sky; and for the first time in her life, she felt the fear of God.

Mission Commander Mohan Kaleer stood on the rim of the crater, looking out across the sea of frozen lava to the far rim of the caldera. It was hard to grasp the scale of the scene, or to imagine the powers that had raged here as the tides of molten rock ebbed and flowed, creating the ramparts and terraces spread out before him. Yet everything he saw could be lost inside the stupendous volcano he must face less than a year from now; Kilauea was merely a scale-model of Olympus Mons, and all their training might leave them hopelessly unprepared for the reality.

He remembered how, on Inauguration Day, 2001, the President of the United States had echoed Kennedy’s forty-year-old promise ‘We must go to the Moon!’ by proclaiming that this would be the ‘Century of the Solar System.’ Before 2100 dawned, he had confidently predicted, men would have visited all the major bodies orbiting the Sun – and would be living permanently on at least one of them.

The rays of the just-risen Sun were catching the wisps of steam emerging from cracks in the lava, and Dr Kaleer was reminded of the morning mists that gathered in the Labyrinth of Night. Yes, it was easy to believe that he was already on Mars, with his colleagues from half a dozen countries. This time, no one nation would – or indeed could – go it alone.

He was returning to the helicopter when some premonition, some movement glimpsed out of the corner of his eye, made him stop. Puzzled, he glanced back into the crater; it was some little time before he thought of looking at the sky.

Then Mohan Kaleer realized, as did Helena Lyakhov at this same moment, that history as men had known it had come to an end. The glittering monsters sailing beyond the clouds, more miles above his head than he dared to guess, made the little cluster of spacecraft up there at Lagrange seem as primitive as log canoes. For a moment that seemed to last forever, Mohan watched, as all the world was watching, while the great ships descended in their overwhelming majesty.

He felt no regrets as the work of a lifetime was swept away. He had labored to take man to the stars, and now the stars – the aloof, indifferent stars – had come to him.

This was the moment when history held its breath, and the present sheared asunder from the past as an iceberg splits from its parent cliffs, and goes sailing out to sea in lonely pride. All that the past ages had achieved was as nothing now; only one thought echoed and re-echoed through Mohan’s brain:

The human race was no longer alone.
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