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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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Foreword

Readers who have accompanied Rex Clinton on his previous travels into the awful realms of space should have by now at least a broad idea of the pattern of planets, nine large and some thousands of smaller ones called planetoids, which, with their central sun, is known to us as the Solar System. Earth, the fifth largest planet in size, is one of them. They will also know that this system, vast though it is by Earthly standards of measurement, is but a speck in the infinite ocean of celestial space which we call the Universe.

Before embarking with Rex and his companions on this, his fifth venture, now in an attempt to reach the fringe of the Galaxy, the reader must understand what is meant by the term Galaxy. It will not be easy to visualize for it involves figures on a scale so stupendous that the brain falters as it strives to grasp their literal meaning.

If you look up on a fine night you will see a pale stream of light right across the heavens. This is commonly called the Milky Way and it girdles the globe. Wherever you are you can see it. Actually, this belt of light is a swarm of stars, and it is the Galaxy of which our Sun forms a microscopic part. How many stars there are in our Galaxy is still not known, for the estimated number increases as new and larger telescopes are made; but the number is now reckoned to be in the order of a hundred thousand million. Think of it – if you can. Billions of worlds, some cold in death (as our Moon is dead) others (like our Sun) blazing with their own internal fires.

And that is not all. Ours is only one galaxy, one of millions. And that is not the end, for as more powerful telescopes are built and the eyes of astronomers penetrate even farther into the cosmic depths, more and more galaxies are brought into view. Within the range of the great 200-inch telescope on Mount Palomar, in the United States, are an estimated four hundred million galaxies. So there you have it. Billions of stars make a galaxy and there are billions of galaxies in the Universe.

Some of the brighter groups of stars, called constellations have long been known, and the names given to them in the distant past after the human and animal forms they were thought to represent, are still the same. The ancient Greeks steered their ships by the Great Bear, one of the easiest constellations to pick out. These constellations are always there, in one part of the sky or another according to where we happen to be. The spinning of the Earth on its axis is responsible for the nightly procession of the constellations across the heavens.

These things we know. The rest is largely conjecture, and here even the scientists and astronomers are divided in their opinions. Theories that are accepted today are discarded tomorrow. For example, for a time it was thought by some leading authorities that a highly civilized race of men on Mars was trying to prevent, by means of canals, the gradual drying up of their world. That is no longer generally accepted, although, let it be noted it has never been disproved – possibly because, as Rex could tell them, this surmise was very near the truth.

It was also within his knowledge to provide the answers to many other vexed questions. Indeed, Tiger had suggested to the Professor that it was time the results of their investigations were made public, and certain matters in dispute settled once and for all. But this the Professor refused to do, for what he claimed to be sound reasons.

Firstly, he asserted, he would not be believed, so to reveal the truth would merely invite ridicule. The sceptics would dismiss his photographs as fakes, although why they should take this attitude, insisting that of all the billions of worlds only one, their own, was capable of supporting intelligent life, was the greatest mystery of all.

Alternatively, said the Professor, even if he could convince people that he was telling the truth, he was afraid of what the impact on them would be when they saw their age-old beliefs and illusions shattered. Would they be any happier for knowing that, far from being alone in the Universe, there were more advanced civilizations on other planets, men who could blot them out of existence if they so decided? Men who had not only solved the mystery of the universal cosmic rays but had harnessed them to give their spaceships a velocity greater even than light, thus disproving the theory that interstellar flight could never be achieved because of the brief span of human life.

What, too, continued the Professor, would people say (and perhaps do) when they were told the story of Kraka, blown to pieces by an over-ambitious explosion set off by zealous atomic experts? All that remained of this once splendid world were the fragments now called planetoids.

The Professor’s views on atomic bomb explosions, were, Rex knew, simple and logical. Not only were they dangerous but a waste of public money. Either they would be needed or they would not be needed. If they were never needed then the money would have been better spent on constructive, not destructive, projects. If they were needed then it was likely that Earth would one day follow Kraka to oblivion. So nothing was to be gained either way. Aside from that, it was now known that people on other worlds were watching the explosions on Earth with alarm and apprehension. There was even talk of preventing them by force – a course advocated by Rolto, captain of the Minoan Remote Survey Fleet.

Would any good purpose be served by adding to the troubles of the already perplexed people of Earth by reminding them that the fragmentation of their world by collision with another was an ever-present possibility? Astronomers, of course, were aware of that, but the great mass of people had either forgotten it or chose to ignore it.

What would they say, Rex sometimes wondered, if they were told that but for the Professor’s intervention that might have already happened. It was not the first time the peril had loomed in the sky. In October 1937, a planetoid had, in astronomical terms, narrowly missed Earth. The same near-disaster must have happened often in the past. They might not always miss. The effect of meteors could be bad enough. The one that crashed into Siberia in June 1908 tore a hole in the ground as large as Lincolnshire and laid flat eight million trees. That was a meteor weighing only a few tons. Even a small planetoid would weigh millions of tons. It was a disturbing thought better forgotten.

The simple truth was that, wonderful though they were, the instruments so far available on Earth were not infallible. The spectroscope failed to find oxygen or water-vapour in the Martian atmosphere although both were present. The Professor, of course, having been there, could say in exactly what quantity. But still, the scientists on Earth had done much, and some of their calculations had been remarkably accurate. Such as, for instance: a rocket given a velocity of seven miles a second would leave the Earth for ever, and one travelling at twenty-seven miles a second would even leave the Solar System, gravity being insufficient to hold it. These velocities, startling though they may appear at first sight, were not to be compared with those achieved by the ships of the older worlds, in some of which Rex had travelled, and was soon to travel again.

W.E.J.
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