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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


to travel faster
than a speeding bullet
is not much help
if you and it
are heading straight
towards each other



“I’d be much happier,” grumbled the ambassador, “if I understood how these damned posters work.”

In a formal high-necked jacket and dark pants he, and his companion the first secretary who was almost identically clad, looked like intruders in the deep-dug concrete-lined redoubt concealed beneath the embassy. Everybody else present wore color-coded oversuits, even the man who, posing as a trade counselor, was responsible for gathering and forwarding local intelligence data.

Because nations are never friendly in the paranoid universe inhabited by spies, the latter would normally have been in command of any operation of this sort. But the current one was devoid of precedent. A specially-trained technician had been flown in under cover of forged documents and an improvised trade agreement. So far as this room at present was concerned he outranked everybody, although his oversuit was indistinguishable except by its tint from those worn by the lowly Marine guards standing bored beside the armored door.

It was not his first visit; he had set up an earlier, smaller installation when its parts—like the new one’s—were delivered by devious means. Not looking up from the dials, gauges and meters which were engaging his attention, he said now, “With respect, Mr. Ambassador, the fewer people who do understand it, the better for us all.”

“Yes. Yes, of course,” sighed the ambassador, and went on staring at the poster.

It was a nondescript-looking cabinet about the size of two telephone booths side by side, which occupied the center of the floor and reached nearly to the low, two-meter-twenty ceiling. Its front was a transparent door; its walls might at a glance have been taken for blocks of the kind of solid plastic used for mass-produced disposable articles a generation earlier, when there was still cheap oil.

In fact those drab brown walls were dense with microcircuitry. Every cubic millimeter of them, and the floor and roof as well, contained a maze of sensors and logic units, some mere molecules wide. It had taken nearly as long to grow them, under controlled conditions, as the nervous system of a moderately advanced mammal: a dog or a horse.

Yet it was already one of dozens such, and there were hundreds more in preparation, and into the bargain there was only a quantitative, not a qualitative difference between these circuits and the ones which, built into the embassy’s walls, had for the past decade ensured its immunity from bugging, eavesdropping and even sniping.

All of which advance in security did not prevent the ambassador from saying fretfully, “Even so, I keep wondering whether a bomb might arrive when you switch the thing on …”

The first secretary raised an eyebrow at the trade counsellor, and he favored her with a broad grin behind the ambassador’s back. The technician finished his checks and set aside his testing instruments.

Patiently he said, “There is literally no way that could happen. Not even if someone stole the programs from the dozen or fifteen different factories where the various parts are made. We have enough trouble matching two units that we’ve built ourselves. For someone trying to imitate one from scratch, it would be a nightmare.” He consulted a clock on the wall which was governed by a master-signal relayed via satellite from half the world away. It showed that more than a minute remained before the intended time of transfer.

“I have to take your word,” sighed the ambassador. “But you must forgive me for being on edge. After all, a live human is very different from a mere—well—package!”

“We never had any trouble with non-living consignments,” the first secretary countered.

“There was one group so badly garbled—” began the trade counselor; she cut him short.

“One group out of how many hundreds? Given that most of us can’t even make a phone-call home from this damnable country, diplomatic priority or no, I think you ought to count yourself fortunate in having so much cipher-traffic!”

The first secretary’s complaints about how her tour here was apt to ruin her marriage were public knowledge. The counselor said placatingly, “Oh, I’m alive to the fact that this is a wonderful invention. The small version has brought in more information faster and by a more secure route than ever before, and we have a head start with the technique over everyone else on the planet. Aren’t I right?”

The technician gave a wry smile.

“The Japanese have comparable computing capacity, remember, so in principle they might be on to it. If they were, how the hell could we find out? But myself, I do believe the States have a clear lead. What we have here is almost unique—an invention that has genuinely been kept secret even after it went into regular operation. And pretty soon it won’t just be information that we’re posting, but weaponry, H-bombs, armies!” He pointed at the clock. “Coming up to zero now,” he added. “Quiet, please!”

They all fell silent. They had seen objects arrive by poster before; they were prepared for the curious wash of pale violet light which would announce a delivery to the interior of the cabinet. But the ambassador was right. The transmission of a live human being was a new benchmark in this new technology, even though back home there had been plenty of tests on volunteers and no ill-effects had been detected.

The clock ticked away the last few seconds, and there was the violet flash, and there he was, known to them, recognizable: a man of thirty-five or so, about one meter eighty tall, slim, fair-haired, grey-eyed, wearing unremarkable dark clothes. Chained to his left wrist was a portfolio, while his right hand grasped a pistol at the ready.

The pistol was unexpected … but this was a first run, so in the excitement of the moment nobody thought to question its usefulness, accepting it as a forgivable precaution. What counted was that, if asked to swear to his identity, they would all have declared him to be the person they were awaiting: George E. Gunther, who had preceded the present trade counselor as head of intelligence at this embassy before being recalled to participate in the poster application program.

The name “poster” had been selected after much debate as adequately misleading, by analogy with “tanks” in the First World War and “tuballoy” in the Second.

Tension evaporated as the cabinet’s door slid open, accompanied by a metallic and electrical smell; the transfer had required a great deal of power at both ends. Right hand outstretched, the ambassador strode forward.

“George, it’s great to see you again! I guess there’s no point in asking if you had a good trip, because—”

He broke off. Gunther’s eyes had narrowed with suspicion and his gun was levelled at the ambassador’s navel.

“George!” cried the first secretary. “Is something wrong?”

“Countersign!” Gunther hissed through tight-drawn lips.

“What countersign?” the ambassador demanded. “Nobody warned us you were instructed to require one!”

“Then I have been intercepted!” Gunther cried, and without a heartbeat’s worth of hesitation turned his pistol on himself, while at the same time a thermite charge exploded in his portfolio, destroying the secret data it contained.

And incidentally wrecking the poster as efficiently as any saboteur’s bomb.
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