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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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One

“Two point eight seconds!”

Those four words brought a gasp of dismay from the score of men and women who heard them. For a moment there was a stunned silence as each listener tried to work out all that the announcement implied.

Taking advantage of the temporary lull before the storm of questions that he knew must follow Dr Pointon repeated and enlarged his statement.

“There is no doubt about it, ladies and gentlemen. Last week’s eclipse of the Sun was two point eight seconds earlier than it should have been,” he said, taking off his glasses and polishing them.

“I do not believe it,” growled a grey-haired man with a square jaw. “There is obviously a timing error.”

“I can assure you that there is not. There has been no error,” Dr Pointon insisted, settling his glasses back into their right position. “I am disappointed in you, Mr Voronoff. My reputation should be sufficiently well known for you to believe that I would not have called this International Symposium together without just cause. I can assure you that there has been no error in observation, for my figures have been confirmed by no fewer than six independent observers within the path of the eclipse.”

“But—but that is impossible to believe,” the Russian astronomer spluttered. “Why should the eclipse be early, and what does that mean?”

It was one of the four women present who answered. Kathy Benson was an American astronomer from the famous observatory at Mount Palomar. She had long dark hair, and was extremely good-looking.

“It means,” she said seriously, “that something must have disturbed the Moon in its orbit. I have done a few calculations since I received Dr Pointon’s message. The lunar orbit has contracted its radius by some hundred and fifty miles.”

All astronomers know that the Moon does not follow an exactly circular path round the Earth, and that its distance, therefore, varies a little. But this variation is regular and well known. It is taken into account when eclipses of the Sun or occultations of the stars (the occasions when the Moon passes in front of the stars and blots them out) are calculated. The reduction in the Moon’s distance mentioned by Miss Benson was something new. And anything new in astronomy is the subject of great interest and speculation.

“Is Mademoiselle Benson saying that the Moon has suddenly moved nearer to the Earth?” asked Emile Fouque from the Observatory of Paris.

“All that I am saying is that if the Moon has speeded up—which Dr Pointon’s observations imply—it must be because its orbit has contracted and it has moved in nearer to us.”

There was no need to explain to this distinguished company that the velocity of a satellite round its primary depends on its distance away. If a satellite—whether it be man-made or natural—is close to the body around which it is circling, it must move fast to avoid being drawn in by the attraction of its primary. If it moved too slowly its orbit would soon be contracted and destroyed. On the other hand too great a speed would likewise cause the orbit to be destroyed and the satellite would shoot off at a tangent.

The centrifugal force of the Moon and the gravity that draws it to Earth are finely balanced. That is why the behaviour of the Moon has always been known so accurately. Until now!

Fred Lodes, the Canadian representative at the gathering and also its youngest member, remembered how his father had explained this to him when he was a boy.

“If you take a stone, tie it to the end of a length of cord and swing it round your head,” Lodes senior had said, “the cord prevents the stone from flying away. If the cord breaks the stone will shoot off, or if you slow down your turns the stone will fall to the ground.”

So Lodes senior had given young Fred his first lesson in celestial mechanics, and since then he had pursued the subject with enthusiasm.

There was no need for him to do any calculations. If the eclipse had been early, even by so small a margin as two point eight seconds, it meant that the Moon had indeed speeded up. So—if the invisible cord which tied it to Earth had not been broken—our satellite must have moved closer to us.

“Have your figures been checked, Miss Benson?” asked Voronoff.

He was referring to the extremely accurate means of measuring the distance between Earth and Moon. A series of mirrors had been placed in certain spots on the lunar surface. Laser beams could be focused on them from Earth, and the time taken for the reflected light to return to Earth could be measured with an extraordinary degree of accuracy. It was claimed that the distance to the Moon could be measured to within less than a quarter of a mile.

“Not as far as I know,” Kathy answered, “but I have no doubt that Dr Pointon can arrange for it to be done.”

Dr Pointon nodded. Like the others he looked grave, for anything that disturbed the age-old order of things must be serious. If the Moon had, for some reason, moved closer to the Earth, then they must look for the cause. And—even more important—they must find out whether the process was continuing.

“I suggest we adjourn this symposium for, say, two weeks,” Dr Pointon said. “During that time we can all work in our various fields to try and discover just what is happening. There is no solar eclipse due in the next fortnight, but the occultations of stars can tell us whether or not the Moon has speeded up and is still doing so. At the same time I will arrange for a number of careful measurements of the distance to be made. Is that agreed?”

It was. The astronomers stood up and formed groups to discuss the implications of what they had learned. Kathy Benson and Fred Lodes found themselves the centre of a little knot of more senior colleagues. Though they were, by a considerable margin, the two youngest people in the room, their professional standing was such that older scientists treated them with respect.

“Just a moment!”

Dr Pointon had rapped the table to attract attention.

“Er—ladies and gentlemen,” he began with a slight cough of embarrassment, “the—er—implications of what we have been discussing, and what we are setting out to prove or disprove, are so serious that I suggest we all agree to keep the matter strictly confidential.”

There was a general murmur of agreement. A disturbance of the Moon’s orbit could have such cataclysmic results that it would be unsafe to let the general public know about it. Even those calm men and women of science were reluctant to admit to themselves what their reason told them was going to happen.

Fred and Kathy drifted out of the room together.

“How long do you give us?” she asked.

“I don’t know, Kathy. Let’s get some more observations before we start doing too many sums.”

The flight had lasted for more than an hour before Chris Godfrey noticed the girl in the seat on the other side of the gangway.

“Kathy! It’s Kathy Benson, isn’t it?”

She put down the magazine she was reading and smiled.

“I was wondering how long it would be before you noticed me. How are you, Chris?”

“Fine,” the young Deputy Director of the United Nations Exploration Agency replied. “And you? Still busy pursuing pulsars and peering into black holes?”

“Something like that. And what about you, Chris? Been on any good space flights lately?”

The astronaut grinned back at her. They had known each other for over five years, but it was more than nine months since they had last met.

“No. They tell me I’m too old. I’ve got to do my space exploration from the comfort of an armchair. Like you.”

“I wouldn’t exactly call an observation couch an armchair. It can be very uncomfortable after a few hours glued to the end of a telescope. Are you off to the Cape?”

“Eventually, yes, but I’ve some U.N.E.X.A. meetings to attend in New York before I fly south. What are you doing over in London? I thought you didn’t like the place.”

“Oh, Chris, you know that isn’t true. I love your city and its old buildings.”

“You seem worried, Kathy,” Chris said suddenly. “Anything the matter?”

His keen eyes had detected the look of strain on her face. She had hardly slept the previous night. Ever since Dr Pointon had adjourned the meeting she had thought of little but the ghastly consequences of her deductions. Even a friendly drink afterwards with Fred Lodes had failed to dispel her forebodings, for she guessed that Fred had arrived at the same conclusion. How good it would be if she could share her secret with her old friend Chris Godfrey.

But no, it wasn’t to be. Though she had no doubt that he would respect her confidence, it wasn’t fair to burden him with the knowledge—at least at this stage.

“There’s nothing the matter, Chris. I don’t think this shuttling backwards and forwards suits me. I never seem to catch up on my lost sleep. I can never even doze on a plane.”

“You’d never make a good spacewoman. We have to snatch a rest at any odd moment. And in some very peculiar positions, too. Now tell me. What have you been up to lately? What work are you on now?”

She wished he wouldn’t question her. She hated to deceive him, but she had no alternative.

“Oh, just routine stuff. We’re plotting some new radio sources in Andromeda. Nothing spectacular. How about you, Chris?”

“I’m at a bit of a loose end, I’m afraid. You know the U.N.E.X.A. budget has been sliced? Well, we’ve got to wait for a new allocation of funds before we can get on with our next project.”

“And what’s that?”

“Shouldn’t tell you really, but I know you’ll keep quiet about it. We’re going to put a crew down on to the surface of Venus.”

The girl gasped.

“You can’t do that! You know what conditions are like. No one could survive on the planet for ten seconds.”

“Oh, we know what conditions are like,” Chris answered seriously. “We have had a good few probes poking about on the surface. And I’ve been quite near to it myself, remember. We are confident we now have the means to land a crew.”

“You’re not going, are you, Chris?”

“Gosh! No. They say I’m to stay on the ground,” the astronaut grumbled. “Still—perhaps the Director will have changed his mind by the time we get the go-ahead. I shall certainly work on him.”

A stewardess came along the gangway carrying trays of lunch packs. Though she welcomed the chat with Chris, Kathy was a little relieved at this enforced break in their conversation. It was a strain having to avoid any reference to her real work and the vital task upon which she was now engaged. But at last the meal was finished, the empty trays were collected, and Chris again turned to Kathy.

“Oh, how are your friends?” she asked before he could say anything. “Do you see much of them these days?”

“Not as much as I’d like to, but I’m hoping to have a few hours with Morrey while I’m in New York.”

He was referring to Morrison Kant, the tall, crew-cut American, his oldest friend, with whom he had made so many exciting and dangerous space voyages. Morrey was on leave at that moment from a programme of visits to universities where he had to give space lectures to students. He didn’t like the job, but it was better than doing nothing until U.N.E.X.A. required his services for another venture out into the solar system.

“What about the other two? Tony and the Russian?”

“Tony and Serge? Oh, they’re all right. Both of them are in Lunar City at the moment. They should be back—”

“Lunar City?” Kathy interrupted. “What are they doing there?”

Lunar City was the huge base on the Moon where scores of men and women spent tours of duty doing a wide variety of jobs. She herself had had two months in the observatory there. Every astronaut had to spend some time on the Moon to keep accustomed to the strange conditions, and many scientists too, were expected to visit Lunar City some time during their careers.

“Oh, routine stuff, I expect,” Chris replied easily. “Are you likely to go there again?”

Kathy swallowed hard. It really was difficult to keep talking about the Moon without revealing what she knew. She thought of all the men and women in that strange artificial world of Lunar City, and wondered if any of them realized that the Moon had moved closer to Earth.

“Can Morrey and I meet you during the next few days?” Chris asked.

“Oh—er—I don’t know,” Kathy faltered. There was nothing that she would have liked better than to spend an evening with the two astronauts. But she would be absorbed in her work, checking observations and calculations ready for the resumed seminar. She doubted whether, with so much on her mind, she would be good company.

“Let me have the phone number of your hotel and I’ll call you if I possibly can,” she promised. With that Chris had to be content.

OEBPS/images/9781473229945.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





