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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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1

“What’s your weight, these days, Chris?”

Sir George Benson, the famous British rocket scientist, had been talking for about five minutes to his young friend Christopher Godfrey before he asked the question.

Chris—with his Cambridge science degree barely a week old—and Sir George had been firm friends for many years. The young man had been delighted that the scientist, who had been away at an important international conference, had taken this opportunity, so soon after his return, to come along with his congratulations. They hadn’t seen each other for several months, and Chris was anxious to have a long talk with his friend.

But behind “Uncle” George’s genuine pleasure Chris fancied he could detect a good deal of nervous tension. Benson had seemed, if anything, a little over-hearty in his congratulations. Then out of the blue had come this inquiry about his weight.

“I was just about ten stones when I was last weighed,” Chris answered. “Why do you ask?”

It was some time before the scientist replied. He stood up and took a turn or two about the room, occasionally banging the fist of one hand into the palm of the other. Finally he stopped in front of his young friend and looked at him squarely in the eyes.

“Do you feel like making another trip to the Moon?”

For a moment Chris wondered if he had heard his friend correctly. Another trip to the Moon? Only two years before, Chris had actually made the fantastic journey, and had set foot upon that desolate, empty world. Had he been the first human to do so? He would never know, for at about the same time a young Russian, Serge Smyslov, had been sent on the same errand by the Soviet Union. Which of these two young men had been the first to land had been the subject of endless controversy, since, though in recent months the two parties had agreed to call it a draw.

Memories of his previous adventure came crowding in. He recalled the mysterious activity he’d been sent to investigate—activity by something from outer space which had resulted in Earth being bombarded with harmful radiation. This had only been stopped by the despatch of atomic rockets which had blasted certain strange structures on the lunar surface from which the radiation was coming. Chris’s previous voyage had been an attempt to discover more about the cause of the radiation, and, with the help of the Russian, he had succeeded in bringing back to Earth a fragment of one of the mysterious domes from which it had come.

All this flashed through Chris’s mind in a very brief instant, together with certain incidents between Serge and himself which he preferred to forget. Now Uncle George was asking him if he’d like to face the perils of another journey into the unknown, another venture to Earth’s satellite where, perhaps, the sinister space-beings still lurked.

“Why are you asking me?” he inquired. “What’s in the wind now?”

In replying the scientist chose his words carefully.

“I’ll tell you as much as I can,” he began, “but you must understand there’s still lots to be settled. Much is still in the planning stage, though the broad outlines have been laid down already.

“The next expedition to the Moon is to be a joint East-West venture. As you know, both our side and the Russians have recognized the plain common sense of working together. Co-operation is now, thank God, one hundred per cent sincere, and all the effort put into the arms rivalry in the past is being used today to combat a common foe. We’re going to have another look for the builders of those domes.

“Briefly, Chris, what we hope to do now is to put a small expedition on the Moon. It will establish a base and try to discover all it can about who, or what, was responsible for that terrible radiation. The expedition will remain on the Moon as long as it can, only returning when it has accomplished its task, or when its leader decides to call it off. By that means we think we can—indeed we must—find out more about our enemy.”

“How many people are going, and who are they?” Chris asked. He was avidly interested in what Benson had been saying.

“Not more than three or four. That’s all we can ferry across and support yet. There’ll probably be a Briton, an American and a Russian. You could be the Briton.”

Chris’s heart was beating rapidly. An expedition to the Moon! A lunar base! The unknown enemy to discover! And Uncle George was asking him to go! Risks? Yes, of course there’d be risks. But what matter. He’d undertaken many before, and he’d do it again. He remembered the story of a racing driver who’d taken fantastic risks on some of the world’s most dangerous racing circuits. He’d survived, only to be run over and killed by a farm cart in a quiet country lane. There were risks in everything one did—in crossing a road, in eating food even, in operations, in thunderstorms, in almost every sport. Another story he remembered was about an eccentric old lady who had such a mortal fear of the risks of everyday life, that she spent her time lying in a bed of cotton wool, only to be stifled by it one night in her sleep. Hang the risks. Of course he’d go!

“Who are the others to go with me?” Chris asked. “You’ll go? Good. I never doubted you would,” smiled Sir George, perhaps a little sadly. He was very fond of his young friend.

“Well, your companions haven’t been finally selected yet,” the scientist went on, “but I think the odds are on your friend Smyslov and that young American, Kant.”

“Serge and Morrey!” Chris exclaimed in delight. “That’ll be great, just great. I do hope they’re picked. I’m sure we should team up well together.”

“You and Serge didn’t do too well last time, did you?” Benson grinned. “Sorry, Chris. I was only pulling your leg. We know now that the friction between you was caused by close confinement and weightlessness. We’ve been doing a lot of work on that problem recently.”

“And you think it will be all right this time?”

“I hope so. You see the possibility of trouble is considerably lessened by the presence of a third person. With four, five, or six people it would be reduced progressively.”

“So for space travel ‘the more, the merrier’?”

“That’s about the size of it,” Benson smiled.

“Is there any chance of someone else coming too?” Chris asked eagerly.

“I don’t really know. You see, it’s all a matter of weight. That’s why I asked what yours is now. It’s very doubtful whether we could squeeze another person in with you. Then again, every additional member of the expedition means a considerable increase in the freight load. Food, oxygen, equipment and so on,” Sir George explained.

“Can’t you tell me more about what’s planned?” the younger man demanded.

“I’d rather wait till a few more things have been tied up,” declared the scientist. “The great thing is—you’ll go. So now we can get ahead with our part of the plans.”

“Who’s going to run the show this time? Sir Leo Frayling?”

“ ’Fraid so,” Sir George answered with a rueful smile. “He’s the best man for the job, you know, Chris.”

The young man grimaced. That Frayling was the most suitable person to direct this vast undertaking there could be no doubt, but the cold, inhuman brain of this great scientist made him disliked by everyone with whom he had to work. Chris had suffered before from the bitingly sarcastic tongue of this strange man, but he was forced to admire his brilliant mind and administrative skill.

“Oh well,” Chris sighed, “as long as he pulls the job off, I suppose we can bear the rest.”

“We’ll have to,” Uncle George nodded.

A couple of days after this portentous interview, Sir George Benson again visited his young friend. Chris had been waiting impatiently for this second call. Now that he had definitely committed himself to this fantastic undertaking, he was impatient for activity. The hours since the scientist had left had crawled by like snails. He had been able to think of nothing but the venture ahead and his mind was full of dreams and speculations about this new effort of Mankind to probe the universe around.

Benson had hardly seated himself in Chris’s bed-sitting-room before the young man was firing eager questions at the scientist.

“Steady, Chris,” laughed Uncle George. “Give me time to get my breath. I’ll tell you all about things just as soon as you give me a chance.”

“Sorry,” Chris apologized, “but I’m all worked up over this job.”

“All right, but just calm down for a few minutes while I give you the latest information I have. The first item, I know, will please you very much. Your companions will definitely be Serge Smyslov and Morrey Kant.”

Chris beamed with pleasure at this good news. He had been a close friend of the other two ever since his last adventure into space had introduced them. Yet Kant, the American, and Smyslov, the Russian, had never met each other, and it was Chris who had formed the link between. Now these three young men were to go and face the unknown together, and there was no one whom Chris would have preferred more.

“So they know all about it too?” he asked. “They know I’m going?”

“Yes, they know just what you do and we’re planning to bring the three of you together within the next seven days so that you can start your training.”

“Has the date been fixed yet?”

“Not exactly. It’s now the end of August, and about the middle of November is the most likely choice. That’ll give you two and a half months to get into shape. There’ll be a great deal to do in the time, new equipment to test, new procedures to be worked out, and—above all—you’ve got to get to know each other perfectly.

“Oh, we don’t think there’ll be any trouble between you,” Benson went on hastily, “but we’ve got to be absolutely sure. Psychological preparation is going to be just as important in space travel as is physical preparation. You’ve got to be a very close team.”

“Where are we going to do our training,” Chris asked.

“Farnborough, most of it, though both the Yanks and the Russians want you to have a taste of something they’ve cooked up for you. Anyway, your basic training will be the same as before. This time, though, you’ll all be together until you act and think as one. Your friends will be coming to London in about five days’ time, September 2nd I think it is, and you can stay here till then to clear up all your things.” “Five days!” Chris exclaimed in dismay. “Why, I’ve hardly managed to stagger through the last two since this was fixed. I’ve had all my bags and things packed for over thirty-six hours. Can’t I go back with you?”

“ ’Fraid not,” the scientist sighed. “I’m right up to my neck in it, and I don’t know where I’ll be from one day to the next. Tell you what, though. How about spending a few days with old Whiskers. He’d be delighted to see you, I’m sure.”

Chris’s face lit up. Second only to Sir George, Wing Commander Greatrex—that boisterous R.A.F. officer with the famous moustache—was his best friend. Yes, he’d love to go and see old Whiskers again, pay his respects to Mrs. Greatrex, and play with the Wing Commander’s two growing sons.

“Yes, I’ll do that, Uncle George. I’d go off my head staying here alone for five days.”

“Steady on, young fellow,” Benson said with mock severity. “You’ll have to control yourself much better than that if you’re going on that Moon trip.”

“Sorry, Uncle George, but everything round here seems so tame, now that I know what lies ahead.”

“Then get off to old Whiskers. And give my love to Sylvia too. I must be getting along now, but I’ll arrange for you to be picked up at the Greatrex home early on the second.” The two shook hands affectionately; Chris watched his friend call a taxi and drive off round the end of the road. Now that Sir George had gone he could not bear to hang about a moment longer. Within ten minutes he was on his way and a couple of hours later he was talking excitedly to the Wing Commander and his wife. Whiskers listened enviously to Chris’s enthusiastic account of the new adventure he was to undertake, and the young man sensed—rightly—that his friend would give much to be taking part. After all, why not? Whiskers was a sound man, very knowledgeable, and with the courage of a lion. Surely he could be of some help in the tremendous work that lay ahead! He’d have to put in a word or two with Uncle George and see if something couldn’t be arranged. Sylvia, too, knew exactly what her husband was thinking, for she was well aware that he barely tolerated the “office” job he had in the Air Force. Well, if he wanted to break loose again and join up with another of the space adventures, then let him. After all, it was really through one of these escapades that she’d met this great over grown boy.

Chris kept his resolve to himself, for he didn’t want to raise his friend’s hopes until he’d sounded Uncle George. It would be too cruel to tell him about it and then for Sir Leo Frayling to veto it. Better try and get it fixed up first and tell Whiskers afterwards. He had no doubt about what the Wing Commander’s reaction would be.

Sylvia Greatrex had been delighted when Chris had dropped in upon them. As he knew, there was always a spare bed waiting, so the young man had no qualms about upsetting the family routine. He’d played with the two little boys, talked endlessly with his friends, and now he’d come up to the bedroom he’d used many times before. Before undressing he sat down and wrote a long letter to Sir George Benson, using all the arguments he could think of in favour of Whiskers being seconded to assist with the new venture. He knew that the scientist would have to pass on his letter to his Chief. It was with, perhaps, a touch of genius that Chris phrased the end of his letter so that it conveyed the impression he might be unwilling to undertake the adventure himself unless he had the moral support of the Wing Commander. He posted it secretly the next morning.

Three days later, on September 1st to be exact, a telegram arrived at the Greatrex home as Chris was having breakfast with the family. The Wing Commander was relieved of his normal duties for the next three months, was to join Sir Leo Frayling’s staff, and was to proceed to Farnborough with Godfrey the next day!

No Indian brave could have bettered the blood-curdling whoops of delight that rose from the throat of the flushed and happy Whiskers as he read his orders. Sylvia gave a resigned little smile at the antics of her husband, and then Chris felt himself growing red under her knowing stare.
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