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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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PROLOGUE

In the August night, three aliens come to Kvass and sit to converse with him. He is not sure whether it is a dream or merely his drunkenness that makes the experience seem hallucinatory. “Listen, Kvass,” the leader and apparent spokesman of the three aliens say, “the whole fate of your planet hangs in the balance now and you are charged with the task of saving it. Only you can rescue Earth from a fate more terrible than any of you could conceive. You’d better listen in.”

“Come off it,” Kvass says shakily, but with his customary ebullience. “I’ve been writing this stuff all my life. I don’t believe a word of it when I’m writing it and I don’t believe it when I’m away. It’s just a question of making money. I could have gone to the sex novels but I have a certain integrity and besides the market there is too uncertain. And Westerns and mysteries are finished in paperback original. Pulp, it’s all the same to me. I never even liked the stuff, I just read it when I was young and found that I could do it too.”

“You’d better attend closely,” the alien says with a certain grim intensity which rides over Kvass’s protestations. Perhaps he is deaf. “What we are going to do is to infiltrate one of us, an alien, into the coming world science fiction convention at the Hotel Northport in New York City. This observer, this alien, this one of us will be present at all the goings-on of the convention and his path will cross yours many times. In fact, it will cross constantly. You will have to deduce who the alien is. If you cannot, we will conclude that your race is so stupid and without mental alertness that you are undeserving of an independent fate in the galaxy and we will move in on you. On the other hand, if you are able to deduce the identity of the alien, we will decide that you are a pretty tough and gritty little people after all and we will be afraid to mess around. So you see, the whole outcome rests with you. We have enough cosmic detonators to destroy your planet ten times over very quick so don’t think that this is an empty threat.”

“That’s no test,” Kvass says, deciding to play along with them for the time. If a group of aliens comes into your room in the strange hours of the night and talks to you about large issues seriously, it makes sense to deal with them on their own terms. It is this attitude which more than once has saved him from a writer’s block even more deadly than the one which has seized him for the last several weeks. “You don’t look like any human beings I’ve seen recently. In fact, you look pretty horrid. I’ll just find the one that looks strange and turn him in to the authorities, right?”

“Oh, it won’t be that easy, Kvass,” the alien says with a rasp, shaking its tentacles so that small, bell-like protrusions squeal and ring in the spaces of his furnished apartment “You don’t really think we’re that naïve now, do you? I mean, you’re dealing with a pretty shrewd, developed intelligence here. Masters of the galaxy, and so on. We have the ability to assume human size and shape and we will simply replace someone at the convention with one of our own who, having already sucked out his mind and history, will be able to, uh, pass for him. You’ll have to deduce it by cleverness, Kvass old friend.”

“You mean, you’re going to abduct someone?”

“Someone you know very well, Kvass,” the alien says with a chilling giggle, “someone as much a part of your life at the convention as the very hair on your head. This one we shall call the Other and when you think you have found him, you will simply say unmask! He will unmask, revealing his natural form and color and vanish with a shriek of exposure, thereby ending our plot. On the other hand,” the alien says casually, “on the other hand, if you ask the wrong person to unmask, and that person turns out to be human we, who will be observing all of these events from afar, will chuckle at your stupidity and commence at once the destruction of your planet. Not that this should make you nervous.”

“How can I believe you?” Kvass says, reaching to the corner table and his pipe. He puts it cautiously within his mouth which still seems to work. “How do I know this isn’t all a practical joke or a horrid scheme? Maybe you’ll destroy the Earth anyway. Maybe I’m imagining this. Maybe you’re some people I know in disguise.”

“This could be,” the alien says judiciously, “but then again, you might as well take us seriously. After all, we’d be taking excessive means for a practical joke and then again we wouldn’t go through this whole proposal simply to destroy you outright, would we? We’d just pull the trigger. No, a test is a test. It’s perfectly fair. We try to be fair and reasonable about these matters.”

“But why?” Kvass says, “why of all places would you take a world science fiction convention? Of all the unreasonable ideas—”

The alien produces a massive shrug. The two others shrug as well although with not nearly as much élan. “You know, Kvass,” it says, “win a little, lose a little. It struck us as having a certain irony. Anyway, why not a world science fiction convention? It seems appropriate.”

The three vanish. They leave Kvass quite alone except for his pipe, which seems to paint an unpleasant heat along his chin. Perhaps it is not tobacco but exit fire.

After a while, he stands and moves back to the bed, passing his typewriter on the way. The typewriter contains a sheet of paper with one paragraph. This paragraph has been there for several weeks and Kvass has been able to think of no particular way to improve it or to move beyond its simple substance. He shakes his head, collapses on the cold sheets, takes out his pipe and closes his eyes, telling himself that he will think of it no more.

No more. It is all part of the insane game he is playing with speculation and, in any event, the block has got to subside sooner or later; shortly after the convention (which is only a few weeks away) at the worst and after that things will be looking much better. He will put the whole thing out of his mind.

But of course, he does not quite. Not really. And not for a long time.

Kvass finds himself, in the month of August, thinking about the matter quite a bit and regarding the dim, polluted sunsets of the west side of New York with unnatural tears sometimes blocking the usual keenness of his vision.

OEBPS/images/9780575102248.jpg
GATHER IN THE
HALL OF THE

PLANETS

THE JOHN W. CAMPBELL
AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





