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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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Prologue

It seemed like any other morning. Hell, it was like any other morning. Same heavy traffic outside the reservation; not ghouls out hoping to see death and destruction, just decent American citizens on the way to their jobs, with an idea they ought to be able to see something to look at outside a top secret NASA installation, on the day of the launch of Prometheus, man’s first permanent colonizing effort on another world—in this case Callisto, as hospitable a world as was available. Jasperton hadn’t been enthusiastic when NASA had decided to locate the Prometheus launch-site near their town—some rumors had circulated about the explosive potential of the ion drive and the energy sink. But they weren’t hostile; after all, it had meant two hundred new jobs—and we needed to be where we were instead of in the Arizona desert, for logistical reasons. All there was to look at was the strip of well-manicured grass between the road and the chain-link fence, and the crisp sign beside the gate. The worried-looking recruit pulling guard duty gave an awkward salute. My return was equally uninspired.

One exception was the cluster of newshawks just outside the gate under a cluster of TV cameras and lights. They waited until I was close to the gate and then closed in on me. I ran the window down; they had a right to know what was going to happen inside the closely-guarded site.

“Sir, you’re Commander Jackson,” a bland-faced fellow told me, peering in under the probing lenses.

“Gosh,” I replied. “You must have peeked at my nameplate.”

“No,” he corrected lazily. “We know your car, sir. We’ve been waiting for you. You’re the last of the crew to check in.”

“Backup crew,” it was my time to correct. “I’d have come sooner, but my orders say now.”

He nodded, getting into my corner. “Sure, sir,” he agreed this time. “Just how great is the danger of a megaton explosion when you light her off?”

“Nil,” I told him.

“But the ion drive, Commander,” he persisted. “According to this week’s Science News, there’s the potential to blast a crater bigger than Tycho. They say nobody knows the potential for disaster of this new drive.”

“It’s a regulation plasma particle accelerator,” I told him. “All the reaction energy will be contained and dissipated by the energy sink.” I started to move on, but he hung on and got red in the face.

“They say more energy than a hundred major lightning bolts,” he gasped out.

I stopped the car and shook my head. He gave me a grateful look.

“That lightning can be tamed by a simple lightning rod,” I reminded him. “The sink reduces the voltage, then dissipates it harmlessly into the bedrock.”

“Why is a young man like yourself, a family man, willing to volunteer for a one-way mission like this?”

“The relief mission will be six months behind us. In six months we’ll have the station operating and the relief crew can take over, and we’ll come back.”

“It seems strange, Commander,” he persisted, “that all but one of both the primary and back-up crew members have small children. Couldn’t they have found men without families for this risky mission?”

“Easily, but the computer that planned the mission wasn’t concerned with humanitarian considerations; from the data the shrinks plugged into it, it computed that men with families would be most highly motivated to make a success of the mission and return home.”

“Is there really much chance of that, sir?” he pressed me.

I nodded. “We’re not suicidal. Our technology is the finest.”

“But, Commander,” he objected again, “a particle accelerator requires miles of travel; the smallest one in existence is a ring three miles in circumference!”

“We’re using a spiral,” I explained to him, “and we oscillate the particles, like AC. We got it down to half a mile that way; it’s enough. The aft third of the vessel is devoted to the coil; the crew quarters are the center third; the fore section is filled with supplies—all we could possibly use, even if the relief is delayed and we’re marooned for a couple of years.”

“But Callisto is right here in the Solar System,” he kept at his job. “Why is it necessary to use the metastasis—or easy sleep, as most people call it?”

“Nine years is too long for four men locked up in a coop,” I told him. “The psychologists say in that time, we’d have forgotten what we were doing out there. Sounds nutty, but it’s what we’re up against. Nine years is the optimum orbit. It’s not good, and no doubt better ways will be developed in the future, but for now, it’s the best we can do: a nine-year passage, and a crew in stasis. It’s not ideal from the human viewpoint, but the computer that worked it out didn’t consider that.”

“But—” he started. I was tired of the subject.

“We have the power to take the first real step to the stars, in our time,” I told him. “We have to give it our best shot.” I drove on, and he let it go at that. But his probing questions had upset me more than I was prepared to admit. Still, as I told him, I’d be home in time for dinner tomorrow, no worse for wear. We’d calculated the likelihood that any of the reserve crew would be called on in the final hours at .000 something.

“But, Commander,” he was back objecting again, “Callisto is nothing but bare rock and ice and poison gas. How—”

“Our first move will be to make a few relatively minor adjustments to the drive to convert it to a ground-power unit,” I told him. “With plenty of juice, we can extract oxygen from the rocks, burn hydrogen to make water, and synthesize material for the dome. It’s made of a clear resin. We’ll lay it out on a foundation, then inflate it. And there’s no limit to how big we can make it as time goes by.” I didn’t tell him the rest: about how Callisto would become a new home for humanity, or about the super secret cargo of human and animal zygotes. Hell, I wasn’t supposed to know about that. Maybe it was a crazy hope to make Callisto viable with a single mission, but right now NASA—and humanity—needed crazy hopes.

“Yes, very clever, I’m sure, sir,” the newsman managed. “But as for yourself: Why is it you’re to undergo the process of metastasis, I believe it’s called? You’ll be unconscious and immobilized for perhaps weeks, I understand. Why, when once the ship is away there’ll be no need—”

“We’re on stand-by, in case of any difficulty with the prime crew before lift-off. The process is not without its dangers, though it’s been extensively tested. Jake Meyers did a full year with no problems. Still, problems could develop—we’re walking a hairline between life and death, and rather than ship a corpse to Callisto, and then be short-handed, it’s better to be in a position to make a substitution, right up to the last moment.”

“You’re going in there, not knowing if you’ll awaken in another world … or if you’ll awaken at all,” he said between breaths. “That’s remarkable, Commander.”

“Any military man is expected to be ready to do his job at the risk of his life if need be, at any time. Anyway, I expect to be out and home for dinner tomorrow at the latest. It’s not so bad, so please don’t dramatize it in your story and scare my wife to death.”

“Still,” he persisted, “there aren’t many who’d volunteer for such an ordeal.”

“There are eight of us,” I reminded him. “That’s a crew and a full back-up—all we need right now. And we happen to believe in the mission.”

He gasped something more but I drove on. This time he let me go.

There was no activity on the ramp today. I pulled in beside MacGregor’s worn-out brown Mercedes and went inside the Ops hut; some hut: twenty-two inches of pre-stressed composite over the service-tunnelhead. I went past Admin, skipped the lift, and took the long echoing walk down to the Pre-stage area. I heard voices down there, sounding a little louder than usual, but it was just old Bob’s vid getting itself all worked up over the latest over-reaction: seems some hot-head had threatened to cut off aid to some lousy little pest-hole in the Middle East if they didn’t stop murdering our diplomats. I felt a brief nostalgia for the good old days of round-the-clock thousand-plane strategic bombing.

Bob wasn’t around; I went on along to Mac’s office and stuck my nose around the jamb first, just in case he felt like shooting at something. I’d rather lose a nose than the whole head. No reaction. I went on in and said, “‘Don’t you fellows ever bother to knock?’” to save him the trouble.

But my sardonic wit was wasted: this time, the office was empty. That was OK, I didn’t really want to look at Mac’s sour face. I went along, past Cargo and Technical to Pre-Prep and harnessed up. The boys seemed a little jittery: Frank got my wires crossed and my right arm servo started jumping like a ten-day drunk. We got that fixed and he took his usual last look at me. His face looked tight and he kept poking his tongue out on his upper lip, as if to check if it was still there.

“What’s biting you, MABE?” I asked him. That’s “Middle-Aged Blue Eyes”—he hates looking like Sinatra used to, he says, even if he was named for him.

“Who, me?” he said, predictably. “I don’t guess I’m taking it any harder than anybody else.”

“Taking what?” I wanted to know. “The pay raise hasn’t been shot down, has it?”

His face went as stiff as yesterday’s pizza. “Under the circumstances, that’s in pretty poor taste, Whiz, I think,” he said, and looked at somebody else as if for confirmation.

“Gosh,” I said, “I done up and insulted this here duchess, talking about money before breakfast. What circumstances?”

Now he looked at me again with a curious expression, as if I had a rarely-seen disease.

“You actually don’t know, do you?” he asked me.

I shook my head. “Don’t know what?” I came back on cue. “I’ve learned in life there’s a number of things I don’t know; which one did you have in mind?”

“Where’ve you been, Whiz?” he demanded.

“Fishing,” I told him. “Timmy’s birthday. I promised him last year we’d go and camp out. Great weekend.”

“Didn’t Ginny tell you?” he persisted. I told him I was getting tired of the game.

“Air Force One went down Friday, near Anchorage,” he told me in a wooden voice. “The President and Veep were aboard, and General Margrave. A Russian fighter out of Postov was sighted.”

I felt the hackles standing up on the back of my neck. Really.

“Counter-strike?” I asked.

“Not yet,” he admitted, as Mac came in. Nobody had anything else to say about it. I started to say something smart, but had sense enough to keep my mouth shut. Still, whatever gaiety the morning had had for me was gone.

We went on, past the vault-like service access doors into the final pre-staging section, the inner sanctum.

Final was a cramped little compartment adjacent to the personnel on-ramp to Prometheus herself, almost filled by the four stand-by cans. The other guys, Banner, Mallon, and Johnny, were already tucked in. I felt a little self-conscious about being the last man in. Of course, that meant I’d be the last man out, but I didn’t care about that. I felt a throb of excitement, as it really hit me my next look at the sky might be from a dome on Callisto.

I barely felt the hyposprays that were feeding me the final catalysts that would activate all the stuff I’d been ingesting daily for the past six months. But of course I’d been this far before; it was only the possibility of waking up on a dead moon nine years from now that was different—a remote possibility. Nothing was going to go wrong with Day and his crew. Day and the others had been in their CEC’s (that’s Controlled-Environment Capsule) for seventy-two hours already and were set for another ten years, minimum. We reserve guys didn’t know how long we’d be in this time, actually; maybe the full course, if there was unexpected trouble—unlikely. Our cans had been tested intensively for over five years. After we took off, it might be a week or two before they’d get around to cycling us out for the champagne launch party. At least that was what I’d told Ginny. I’d been in the can before, for as much as ten days; nothing to it; just a nice snooze on full pay and allowances.

“The mission is still go, of course?” was my next query. Surely we wouldn’t fail now?

“Damn right,” Mac supplied, having come up behind me. “Ten seconds behind schedule. Let’s get you buttoned up here, Commander.” He was doing his gruff efficiency number, like he always does when he’s shook up, like when Ben fried in his can. That was the wrong thing for me to be thinking about while climbing into my own can and stretching out to wait for the base to be screwed down.

They took the usual readings, and closed me in. The damn coffin wasn’t any cozier than usual, and the thought came to me that it was awful quiet in there. I felt as if I’d been maneuvered into a very costly and complicated trap, but what the hell: the pay raise was going through. This time next week I’d be making as much as a Manhattan garbage man.

I put all that out of my mind and tried to relax by the numbers. The can was as comfortable as the best brains in the business could make it. I caught just a whiff of the minty stuff and …

OEBPS/images/9781473215450.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





