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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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“Pluto, as you know, is the last of our solar planets to be explored,” Sir Billy Gillanders was saying to the three astronauts. “It is the most distant planet, as far as we know, in our solar system. Its average distance from the Sun is no less than three and two-thirds thousand million miles—just about twice as far as Uranus, four times as far as Saturn, and eight times as distant as Jupiter.”

“Gosh!” exclaimed Tony Hale, the mechanic. “It must be jolly cold.”

“Why do you say ‘as far as we know’?” asked Morrison Kant, the leader of the little group.

“To answer Tony first,” Sir Billy smiled, “I can tell you it is cold, very cold. We estimate the surface temperature as about minus four hundred degrees Fahrenheit, and that makes it the coldest planet of the lot. Now as to Morrey’s question. As you know, Pluto was discovered way back in 1930. Its presence had been suspected for several years, because accurate measurements of the orbits of Uranus and Neptune had revealed slight irregularities. These could only have been caused by the attraction of a still more distant planet. Pluto was finally located in January 1930, by an astronomer named Tombaugh. Recently astronomers working at Lunar City have observed a tiny deviation in the orbit of Pluto itself.”

Lunar City, the fast-growing settlement on the Moon, was familiar to each of the astronauts. All three had been there many times. Indeed, they had helped with the first permanent structures, even before the observatory had been established.

The observatory at Lunar City had originally been the main reason for men’s making their homes on Earth’s satellite. With perfect viewing conditions and without the clouding effect which is produced by even the clearest atmosphere, it had been able to do things no terrestrial observatory could attempt. Its great telescopes, far larger than could be constructed under earthly gravity, peered into the farthest reaches of the Universe. Its radio telescopes were infinitely more sensitive than the most refined instrument that had to suffer the filtering effect of Earth’s atmosphere.

Working under these ideal conditions the men at the Lunar observatory had measured the minute perturbation in Pluto’s orbit, and had predicted that yet another solar planet lay beyond. As to its size they could say nothing. Not even the most powerful optical telescope had been able to locate this mysterious object.

“One of your main objectives,” Sir Billy went on, “will be to discover Planet X, as some people are now calling it. You might even get an opportunity to take a close look.”

“That’s if it’s there,” Tony said.

“Oh, it’s there all right,” Sir Billy assured them, “or at least something is there. The mathematicians can almost pinpoint the spot, but the optical observers are foxed. They maintain that it must be incredibly small. Certainly it can be only a fraction of the size of our Moon.”

Sir William H. R. G. Gillanders was the Director of the United Nations Exploration Agency—U.N.E.X.A. for short—which was the organization responsible for the exploration of the Universe. Over the years U.N.E.X.A. had built up a team of intrepid young men and women who were willing to venture anywhere in the solar system. Because all nations now worked together in space research, the teams were usually international in character.

The one to which the Director was now talking certainly was. Morrey Kant, the leader, was a tall broad American with crew-cut hair. Tony Hale, the mechanic, was a cheerful, freckled Cockney, while Serge Smyslov, the slight, dark Russian, completed the trio.

These were the three young men who had been chosen for U.N.E.X.A.’s next venture into the unknown, a journey out to Pluto and perhaps beyond. But the proposed expedition was not only intended to discover more about the Sun’s most distant planet and to try to find out if there really was a Planet X; it was also to try out an entirely new method of propulsion.

Originally spaceships had been powered by chemical motors. Various combinations of fuels and oxidants had been tried, but eventually liquid hydrogen and liquid oxygen had been generally accepted. Then had come atomic motors, in which caesium had been converted into ions to obtain thrust. Unfortunately, though an atomic motor could function over very long periods, its thrust was weak, being in the order of [image: image] G.*

No atomic motor had ever been sufficiently powerful to lift a spaceship either from the Earth’s surface or from the Moon’s. Thus a chemical motor was still required for liftoff and to reach escape velocity. Then the atomic motor took over, and because of its long operational period, it was able to build up high speeds in spite of its weak thrust.

Now a new type of atomic motor had been developed that could not only lift the spaceship off the Earth, but could also build up high velocities in a fraction of the time taken by the old type. In effect the new type of propulsion was a small, controlled and continuous atomic explosion, so that “lift-off” would not be too uncomfortable for the astronauts.

Because of the possible dangers from the use of atomic fuel, these launchings had to take place on an isolated island in the Indian Ocean. This island, called Gan, had formerly been a staging post operated by the British Royal Air Force. There were a few small surrounding islands from which the inhabitants had been evacuated, and which were now occupied solely by the launch teams. These islands, called the Maldive Archipelago, had been completely taken over by U.N.E.X.A., and many of its personnel had been transferred there from Cape Kennedy. The actual control room for the launching was on a little island about four miles from Gan, which was far enough away to protect it from the small amount of “fall-out” generated by the new-style atomic motors.

In a few weeks’ time, when the briefing and training were complete, Morrey, Serge and Tony would be flown out to the launch station to await the final count-down. Meanwhile there was much that they had to learn about their objective.

“How long will the trip last?” Serge inquired. “A year?”

“Good gracious, no,” the Director smiled. “As I said, the average distance of Pluto from the Sun is three and two-thirds thousand million miles. Yet, because its orbit is the most eccentric of all the Sun’s family, at times it is actually nearer than Neptune. The flight path your ship will take will be over four thousand million miles long, because it is a curved one. That should take you about two weeks.”

“What!” exploded the three astronauts together. Was the Director serious? They would have expected the journey to take at least six months.

“I thought that would surprise you,” Sir Billy laughed. “This new method of propulsion, though it won’t help much to break out of the solar system, will at least bring all our own planets very much nearer.”

“But two weeks!” exclaimed Tony. “Why, we shan’t need hypothermia.”

“Oh, but you will,” Sir Billy explained. “It will be necessary to put you all to sleep even before take-off. The forces on your bodies would cause you to lose consciousness, anyway.”

Hypothermia, a process first used in surgery, consisted of lowering the body temperature till all signs of life had virtually disappeared. A tiny instrument inserted under the skin, and connected to a nerve, ensured that the heart remained alive, and by slowly raising the body temperature the astronaut could be restored to consciousness without being aware of any lapse of time.

The team began to discuss what the Director had told them. Their ship, it seemed, should be able to travel the four-thousand-million-mile curved path to Pluto in the incredible time of two weeks! Serge did some rapid calculations.

“Why, that will mean an average velocity of nearly twelve million miles an hour,” he spluttered.

“Just about,” agreed Sir Billy calmly. “We have already sent a capsule round the sun and back in under a day. Of course, we have still a long way to go before we approach the speed of light. Some day, perhaps, we’ll do even that.”

“So what is our flight programme?” Morrey asked.

“You’ll enter your ship, be put to sleep, and be aroused about two weeks later as you approach Pluto. There you will go into orbit and make what discoveries you can. After completing your task you will break orbit, undergo hypothermia, and wake up here on Earth.”

“Then we shall be hardly more than cargo,” Tony protested.

“Not at all,” the Director assured him. “You will have plenty to do when you are in orbit round Pluto, though I’ll grant you that your outward and return journeys will be controlled entirely by us. Remember we’ve never tried this new propulsion with humans before, so—and I must warn you of this—there will be a considerable element of danger. Then when you are in orbit around Pluto there will be a very full programme for you, including a search for Planet X. If you find it, you may have to visit your discovery to have a closer look.”

“Oh we’re not grumbling,” Morrey assured him hastily. “But the whole programme will be so strange compared with anything we’ve done before. I only wish Chris could be with us.”

He was referring to Chris Godfrey, Sir Billy’s young deputy, who had recently been promoted from being a leading astronaut. Chris’s friends suspected that the new Deputy Director regarded his elevation with mixed feelings. It was an honour, of course, to have such a responsible position, but it meant that he would no longer be able to lead space expeditions like this one.

“By the way, where is Chris?” Tony asked.

“He’s out at Gan supervising the final assembly of your ship,” Sir Billy told them. “I expect him home for a spell of leave at the end of this week.”

OEBPS/images/9781473229907.jpg





OEBPS/images/img1.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





