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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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Peter Quinn stared at the spherical chart tank, at the spiderweb of glowing filaments spun between the bright points of light that were the stars. At least, he thought, the storm is over. Or it’s not where we are. Or we aren’t where it is. His mind shuddered away from the memory of what the chart had looked like when the magnetic storm had hit the ship. He had once read a description of such an appearance—a bowl of luminous spaghetti. He had hoped when he read the description that he would never be subjected to first-hand experience of such a storm. The writer of the book had been lucky; his ship had managed to return to a colonised sector of the Galaxy. Quinn hoped that the people aboard Lode Maiden would be as lucky. He looked at the utterly strange configuration of stars in the chart tank and then out of the big viewports. The real stars were just as strange as their tiny representations in the transparent sphere, strange and sparse.

“Wotcher cock!”

Quinn turned his head at the cheery greeting. He saw that Saunders had come into the control room. The Third Officer, always untidy, was even more so than usual. His cap was missing. His stockings, even in free fall, had contrived to drape themselves around his ankles. His shirt was unbuttoned and one of his epaulettes was coming adrift from its moorings. His shorts were spattered with oil.

“What’s cooking, Bill?”

“Diesel oil—only it’s not cooking yet. Far too many people in the engine-room, Pete. The Old Man and the Chief are going at it hammer and tongs; each of them is convinced that he knows the only way to start a diesel jenny. The Mate and the Second Engineer keep on throwing in their two-bits’ worth. The Fourth Mate and the junior engineers are doing all the fetching and carrying, and the cadets are just standing around with their big, ugly mouths wide open. I was just in the way, so I came along to Control for a little peace and quiet.” He eased himself into one of the other chairs, snapped shut the buckle of the seat belt. “Ah, that’s better. Why should the illusion of sitting down be so restful?” Then, “How’s she going, Pete?”

“She ain’t. We’re stuck, nor breath nor motion. As idle as a painted ship upon a painted ocean …”

“Whoever painted this ocean,” complained Saunders, looking out of the viewports, “had far too much black paint at his disposal. That storm must have slung us damn’ nearly out of the Galaxy …” He pulled a cigarette from the crumpled pack in the breast pocket of his shirt, puffed it into ignition. “May as well enjoy two spits and a draw while we can. Once they start the diesels Nosmo King will reign supreme. Oh, by the way, the Old Man told me to take over from you. He wants a responsible officer—and I didn’t like the way that he said responsible—to circulate among the passengers and make reassuring noises. Not that you’ll be much good. You’ll just find a dark corner where you can hold hands with the fair Leonora …”

“You’ve a low mind, Bill,” Quinn told him.

“Realistic, Pete. Realistic—as befits a Founding Father of one of our far-flung Lost Colonies. Looks like we shall all have to start hunting around for Founding Mothers …”

Quinn unsnapped his belt and got to his feet—a little unsteadily as the fluctuating residual field of the ship made the contact of the magnetic soles of his shoes with the deck uncertain—and made his way to the …

The ladder?

No. Companionway, I think … After all, she is a passengership, so I’d better throw in a few fancy trimmings …

… companionway giving access to …

“What was that, dear?”

“For the third time, George, do you want your lunch?”

… body of the vessel. He …

“George!”

“Yes?”

“Please stop pounding that blasted machine and listen to me. Do you want your lunch?”

“Yes. I suppose so.”

… feared that …

Her hand descended on his, hampering their movement on the keyboard. He looked up unwillingly from his typewriter, tearing his attention away from the story, reluctantly focusing it on the here and now. He thought—and was rather shocked by the thought—that Jane was very nice in small doses, but that it was not so good having her in his hair all the time. He thought, I sometimes wish that I were back at sea …

She said, “I sometimes almost wish that you were back at sea, George. At least, I had your company then, when you were home. Not like now. And there were no worries then about paying the bills.”

He said, “It’s hardly my fault that the American pulp magazine market has died on us. There used to be thirty-odd magazines in the field; now there are only eight …”

“Then why don’t you write something that will sell elsewhere? A novel …”

“Damn it all, I’m trying to write a novel.”

“Trying’s not good enough.”

Whitley pushed back the chair from his work table, looked at Jane almost with distaste. The trouble with her was that she was too efficient, too capable. (And if she were not that way, he thought, I should be back at sea.) She had an exaggerated respect for success—and for one to fail in one field meant that one began to fail, as far as she was concerned, in all fields.

He followed her through to the kitchen. He sat at the table, looked without much appetite at the loaf of French bread, the butter, the cheese, the salad. He looked with more interest at the bottle of beer—but stopped Jane when she was about to fill his glass.

“What’s come over you?” she asked.

“You forget. I’m seeing Doc Ferris this afternoon.”

“Oh, yes. I remember now. You could come out to the beach with me, or you could carry on with your stupid novel, but you’re playing at guinea pigs instead. I hope you enjoy it.”

“The experience,” said Whitley, “should be good for me. As a writer. It’s all material. And the doc wants to try the muck on somebody who’s capable of writing an account of it afterwards.”

She said, “I’m not sure that I approve of this messing around with drugs. You might become an addict,” she added, “Not that it would much matter.”

“It’s not habit forming,” said Whitley coldly.
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Whitley relaxed in the easy chair in Ferris’ study, looked at his host through the smokescreen that both men were generating—Whitley from his pipe, the doctor from a cigarette. It was good to be able to relax. He and Ferris had been shipmates when the doctor had worked his passage out to Australia as a shilling a month surgeon in the ship of which Whitley was Chief Officer. There is a relationship between shipmates that seldom obtains between friends ashore.

He asked, “How’s trade, Doc?”

“Good, as always. Too good. At times I regret ever having left general practice.”

“That’s what you say. If I had my time again I’d go in for medicine and specialise in psychiatry. It’s a gentleman’s life. You never have to get your hands dirty.” He warmed to his theme. “And there’s never any shortage of customers. You know, if medical science ever produced a safe and sure aphrodisiac all you buggers would be hard put to it to make a living.”

“That was unkind, George.”

“But too, too true.”

“And how’s your trade?”

“Lousy. Haven’t seen a cheque for months. It’s got so bad that I’m seriously thinking of going back to sea. Luckily I didn’t slam the door behind me too hard when I left the United Steam Shipping Company.”

“ ‘I must go down to the sea again,’ ” quoted Ferris.

“ ‘To the lonely sea and the sky,

“ ‘And all I ask is a tall ship

“ ‘And a star to steer her by …’ ”

“Balls,” said Whitley. “I don’t like ships. I didn’t like big ships, and I liked these converted washtubs with sewing machines for engines running round the Australian coast still less. If I go back to sea it’ll be just for one thing—the money. Although, as a matter of fact, Jane and I are getting in each other’s hair a little these days …”

“I’ll be getting you as a customer yet.”

“Not bloody likely.”

“Working on anything now, George?”

“Yeah. A novel. The magazine market is dead, and it’s the paperbacked novels that have helped to kill it. So—if you can’t lick ’em, join ’em.”

“What sort of novel?”

“Science fiction. Space opera of sorts.”

“In other words—the usual Whitley costume sea story. You really do like ships, although you’ll never admit it. But what’s it about?”

“Well, I’ve cooked up a new interstellar drive—the Ehrenhaft Drive, I call it …”

“The name rings a faint bell.”

“So it should. You may recall that there was quite a flap during the war—a Doctor Ehrenhaft, an Austrian refugee scientist in the States, reckoned that he’d proved the existence of a magnetic current, as opposed to a magnetic field. Well, if you have a magnetic current, you must have magnetic particles …”

“Go on.”

“Well, my Ehrenhaft generators generate a magnetic current. The ship in which they are fitted becomes, to all intents and purposes, a huge magnetic particle herself, of desired polarity. She whiffles along the lines of magnetic force, from planetary system to planetary system, at umpteen times the speed of light. Of course the drive has its drawbacks …”

“There wouldn’t be any story if it didn’t. What are they?”

“To begin with, the gaussjammers (as I call them) can land in and take off only from regions with plenty of vertical force—on or around the magnetic poles, that is. Then there are magnetic storms in the vicinities of certain suns. If the ship is caught in one she is thrown away to hell and gone off trajectory and, just to improve matters, her pile is drained of power …”

“What’s the pile for?”

“To supply the heat to boil the water to produce the steam to drive the turbines that keep the Ehrenhaft jennies spinning—and also the jennies that produce electric current for the ship’s auxiliary machinery.”

“So, without a pile they’re well and truly buggered.”

“Not quite. The ships are fitted with emergency diesels. They’re lost in space, as like as not, and the biochemist is making diesel fuel out of the hydrocarbons that should be feeding the ship’s people, but they can carry on, after a fashion, proceeding from star to star, hoping to find a planet capable of supporting our kind of life, and if they do, they start a Lost Colony. And if they don’t …”

“I see. What a horrid mind you have, George. I’m not sure that we should carry on with the experiment.”

“It’d be a pity not to. I’ve been rather looking forward to it. But you might put me in the picture. I’ve been reading about the stuff in Time, but I’ve never seen any really authoritative reports.”

“Have you read Huxley’s The Doors of Perception?”

“No.”

“You should. He goes into it all quite deeply. And he plays around with ideas that should be right up your alley. For example—I know I’m putting it crudely—the mind is part of the Cosmic All, but the brain acts as a reducing valve, allowing only such impressions as will be of use to the owner of the brain in his daily life to filter through. Lysergic acid by-passes the reducing valve …”

“H’m. And the Cosmic All, as you call it, can be said to be a four-dimensional entity … And then, of course, there was old Dunne, and his world lines, and his serial universe … And through one’s ancestors one’s world line extends into the remote past, and through one’s descendants it extends into the remote future. If any.”

“I never did believe in Bridey Murphy,” said the doctor.

“Frankly, neither did I. All the same, the idea’s fascinating …”

“Too fascinating. Now, if you’ll get on the couch …”

“Jet propelled?”

“No.” Ferris pushed up the left sleeve of Whitley’s sports shirt, dabbed the exposed skin with a wad of cotton wool soaked in alcohol. He inserted the needle of his syringe into an ampoule of colourless fluid, drew the liquid up into the instrument. He said, “Intramuscular injection …”

“So I see,” said Whitley. He felt the very slightest of stinging sensations as the sharp needle pierced his skin.

“It will be about fifteen minutes before you start feeling effects,” said Ferris.

“Bring on the pink elephants,” quipped Whitley. “Or the dancing girls.”
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“How do you feel?” asked Ferris.

“Faint nausea,” replied Whitley. “Otherwise, okay. Nary a pink elephant in sight.”

“Colours?”

“Normal.”

“Perspective?”

“Likewise.”

“Hearing?”

“I can still hear the traffic in the road outside, but it’s somehow muffled …”

“Do you mind if I leave you to it?” asked the doctor. “Pam said that if I were staying at home this afternoon, I might as well mow the lawn. Yell if you want me.”

“Why should I? What passes between a man and his Subconscious is Top Secret, To Be Destroyed By Fire Before Reading.”

“If that’s the way you feel about it, George …”

“Don’t worry, Doc, I’ll write it all up, as promised. Just so long as you call me Mr. X when you pass the MS on to one of your learned journals.”

“I’ll do that little thing for you. And I’ll be dropping in to see you at intervals.”

Whitley stared at the ceiling, at the white ceiling. The white ceiling? But there was a greenish tinge to it, and a stir of movement. Like fog it was, like smoke, dense, almost solid, with tendrils drifting downwards, reaching for the couch upon which he was stretched.

Corny, thought Whitley. Corny. If this is the best that my subconscious can do in the way of Menaces From Outer Space, I don’t think much of it. B Grade Hollywood …

He transferred his attention to the walls. They, too, had assumed the appearance of smoke, but it was like smoke behind glass. He looked at the armchair upon which he had been sitting. Its outlines were unsteady, wavering. The cushion on the back of it was stirring, pulsating, as though it were a bag containing some small and not very active animal. And the fabric covering both cushion and chair had acquired a depth of colour, a richness, that was weirdly beautiful.

Remarkable, sneered Whitley, what a shortage of sugar in the blood supply to the brain can do …

He looked at the ceiling again. The writhing mists were still there. There were hints of colour—but no more than hints. There were suggestions of shapes. Dragons? Human forms? Whitley could not be sure. He wanted to see something, felt that if he did not do so he would be, somehow, swindled.

From the corner of his eye he saw somebody sitting in the chair. Jane? He turned his head. The chair was empty. But the impression persisted—the impression of a slim, auburn-haired woman, white-clad in shorts and shirt …

But Jane hasn’t got any white shorts, he thought. Or white shirts. And that shirt was a uniform shirt, with epaulettes of some kind on the shoulders …

He thought, Remarkable what a shortage of sugar in the blood supply to the brain can do.

He thought, All the same, I wish that Jane were here. I feel so very close to her. I feel …

His eyes were shut and he was no longer thinking, no longer trying to think, but feeling. He was somehow shocked by the intensity of it all, tried to fight it. It was like being overwhelmed by a great, warm wave—and that wave was … Life. The life of all men and all women, of all men and all women. Now, of all men and all women of past ages, of all men and all women of times to be. Plainly he saw the symbol—the great cliff, flesh coloured, yet in no way obscene, the great cliff, up-reared against a stormy sea, standing proudly against a black, starry sky, the cliff that he knew was the flesh and blood and bone of the race, the cliff that was Mankind, enduring forever.

Outside the open window there was the mechanical complaint of the doctor’s petrol-driven motor mower as its owner kicked it into life. With the rhythmic thudding the vision of the cliff faded, and …
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With the rhythmic thudding of the diesels came a lessening of tension in the saloon. Somebody was doing something. Somebody had done something. The situation was under control. Whitley looked at the pale faces of the assembled passengers, felt that they were waiting for him to make an announcement. He was aware of the girl at his side—the slim, long-legged, auburn-haired woman in the simple, white shirt and shorts uniform, with the black epaulettes upon each of which a single, narrow band of gold braid gleamed on its scarlet ground. He asked himself bewilderedly, But what the hell is Jane doing in this rig?

She hissed, “Say something. Say something.”

“But what?” he asked.

“Tell them that the situation is under control.”

He cleared his throat. He said firmly, “The situation is under control.” His voice sounded wrong. It was too deep.

“But where are we?” a persistent little man was asking. “Where are we?”

A strange memory drifted through Whitley’s mind. It was a mental picture of a transparent sphere, a sphere of darkness in which a luminous spiderweb had been spun between the bright points of light that were the stars, the alien stars. Was he remembering his visualisation of such an instrument—or was this remembering?

“Where are we?” demanded the little man again.

“Stall them off!” whispered Jane.

But it was not Jane’s voice. He turned to look at the girl. She was not Jane—although she exhibited what he had always thought of as the essential quality of Janeness.

“Tell them something,” she almost snarled.

“But what?”

Memories—his own memories of what he had been writing? Or . .?—drifted back. He said firmly, “Now that the diesels are in operation there will be no smoking.” (What was that joke of Saunders’ about King Nosmo?) He said, “Passengers are requested to avoid physical exertion as far as possible.”

“But where are we?” almost screamed the little man.

Where are we? Whitley asked himself. Where am I? Who am I?

He remembered a room—somewhere? somewhen?—a room with a ceiling of writhing, greenish mist, with walls that were like dense, streaming smoke behind glass, with furniture that had an amœboid life of its own. And in this room there was somebody called Whitley—or was it Quinn? There was Quinn—or Whitley?—and he was stretched out on a couch in the room, staring at the uneasy mists that were the ceiling, and there was Whitley—or Quinn?—and he was …

WHERE?

The pale faces of the passengers were formless blurs as Whitley focused his attention on the notice board that was affixed to one of the pillars of the circular compartment. There would be, there must be something on the board that would give him information, even if it were no more than the times of meals or the names of the contestants in the Deck Golf Tournament. There would be the name of the ship … Lode Maiden, thought Whitley. Even so, he started to walk towards the board, was surprised at the apparent stickiness of the deck. He looked down, saw his bare, tanned knees between his shorts and his stockings, his white shoes. He saw the deck—a smooth, pleasantly patterned plastic, a resilient covering to the steel beneath it. It was clean, well polished—and yet that stickiness persisted. Stupidly, like a man in a dream, Whitley tried to lift both feet at once and, incredibly he succeeded—and remembered too late that the “stickiness” had been the magnetic attraction between his shoes and the underlying surface.

He fell.

He fell slowly upwards.

But there was no up, and there was no down. There was neither right nor left, port nor starboard. There was only the little, man-made world whirling about him—the pale faces, the functional furniture, the gleaming metal pillars, the plane and the curved surfaces faced with smooth, shining plastic.

There was no up, and there was no down, and all details about him were blurred by the tears that flooded his eyes; all outside impressions faded with the onset of the choking nausea. He was dimly aware that somebody was floating there with him in the sickening emptiness, that a firm hand was on his arm, that a voice—unfamiliar? familiar?—was whispering urgently, “Peter, what’s wrong? Peter, answer me!”

He drew strength and comfort from her nearness. He heard somebody—himself?—reply, “I … I don’t know, Leo …”

“I know,” she snapped
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