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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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      TWO EPIGRAPHS FOR HORSEPLAYERS

      
      … He had had an unusually bad day at the flats and now, as he left the track disconsolately, a small voice seemed to whisper
         to the horseplayer: go to the trots, go to the trots. He was most astounded because nothing like this had ever happened to him before but he resolved to follow the advice and
         see what would happen. Arriving at Yonkers, he purchased a program and took a position by the rail, waiting confidently for
         the voice to address him again. Three minutes before first-race post it did. Bet number five, the voice counselled and without hesitation, the punter bought five ten dollar win tickets on that horse. He then watched
         with delight as number five paced home an easy winner, paying $52.80.
      

      
      … It continued that way all evening, the voice waiting until near post to whisper its selections, the horse-player following
         them in parley until, just before the ninth, he had over seventy-five thousand dollars which, in response to instructions,
         he sent in on number three. Driven down to 1–2 by this enormous bet, three broke at the start and trailed the field throughout,
         losing by ten or fifteen lengths.
      

      
      Stunned, shattered, the horseplayer collapsed over the rail, waiting for the voice to explain itself. At long last it did.
         Son of a bitch, the voice said in wee small tones, son of a bitch.

      
      by permission of Howard Rowe

      
      ‘Clocker Lawton we have sinned. Clocker Powell we have failed utterly, we are washed in the colors of our inequity. Oh New York Turf Letter, Top Turf, we have gone astray; plunged into a sea of darkness; we have lost our way. We have forgotten the lessons of the Fathers:
         no fillies against colts; no maidens in straight claimers; no workout line, no bet. We have been greedy. We have chased longshots.
         We have failed to learn the awful lessons of the tote. Verily we say unto you that we have lost our way, we are utterly cast aside, our bones are made to run out like sealing wax. Faith of our Fathers, Word of the Prophets, we are lost
         and cannot be found. In the dread machinery of the tote we faint from sickness, pray for your blessings. Oh may your mercy
         find us again and may we never stray from thy teachings, thy sacred Word until restored again to the freshness of our youth,
         we play and gambol like lambs on the fields of desire.’
      

      
      The Loser’s Litany

   



      
      
      FIRST PROLOGUE

      
      In the year 1978 (433 Galactic) the attention of the Bureau fell to the planet Earth which, Headquarters decided, had reached
         a point where it furnished a clear and present danger to the cause of Galactic Unity. With some regret, tempered by a long
         and hard-bought sense of bureaucratic anomie, a plan was put into operation to rid the sector of the menace by sowing the
         seeds of disunity within.
      

      



      
      
      SECOND PROLOGUE

      
      Calamity. Or cataclysm. The implications of entropy seem to dominate the universe, all drive and desire to the contrary. Vanity,
         vanity, and so forth. Of course it is hard to be precise about this; not as precise, in any event, as one would like to be.
         Perhaps the basic problem is that I am simpleminded; I give myself credit for potential which never existed. I cannot be blamed
         for this; it is a natural error. My position in the Bureau, after all this time, would certainly hint toward that explanation.
      

      
      On the other hand, I would still like to believe that I have been the victim of inequities, terrible inequities – politics
         and maneuvering, cunning and deceit, manipulation and torment – and that in the long run, all this will come clear. I am still
         young, relatively speaking. My career in its richness lies ahead of me. There will be other opportunities, assignments more
         worth taking seriously than this, demanding my best.
      

      
      Assignments. Beyond calamity, assignments. A one to one ratio of devastation and manipulation which would be depressing if
         I did not feel that fighting the battle against entropy was the Good Fight. We must conquer malevolence, mindless breakdown,
         social fragmentation, By using them on the point of origin. Blight. The obliteration of destiny. Every living being, every
         social unit has a moral right to. Its own extension and so on. Granted this and granted that. Taking into account. As you
         can see, I am quoting verbatim but with certain gaps and inaccuracies. Fortunately, rote memory is not necessary in this job.
         We may refer to procedure when it is needed.
      

      
      ‘The next one is a tough one,’ Hemmings said. (His name is not Hemmings and he did not really say this, but I am looking for
         equivalents in pursuit of communication. I do not want to make jargon of these notes. What good would it do to describe what
         Hemmings looks like or the method by which he communicates? The important thing is to achieve a dry universality, a point
         of common approach. Perhaps I should point out as well that I have no idea as to why I have decided to embark upon this diary. Agents are supposed to leave no written testaments to their mission, even when it is highly unlikely – as in this case
         – that our symbols will ever be discovered and interpreted. I could get into serious trouble at Headquarters were they to
         ever discover that I have decided to record. On the other hand, who cares about Headquarters at this time? The situation has
         become progressively mindless and deteriorative. Those bastards couldn’t possibly understand what is going on here. One must
         learn to Follow the Right.)
      

      
      ‘These people are dangerous and insane,’ Hemmings said. ‘The polarities, the constants, the projections, and so on, all of
         this would indicate that within a very short amount of time, even by our standards, they will pose a real menace. We have
         to stop this, of course. Onward! We must protect our interests and so on. Unity!’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ I said deferentially. (Deference is one of my assets: I owe much of my reputation in the Bureau to my ability
         to be deferential without obsequity. Obsequious without deference. It is all a question of semantics.) ‘I’ve already done
         some reading in the case folder. Dangerous people. They appear to have a real streak of malevolence accompanying their dangerous
         technology. That makes them doubly fearful.’
      

      
      ‘Well, not the malevolence itself,’ Hemmings said. ‘Malevolence isn’t quite a constant, you know. You’d have to virtually
         admit a construct of diabolism to make that work and, as far as we understand, they fail now to accept diabolism. Instead,
         they’ve settled for a weak causality. Explication of all acts through consequence and so on. Actually, and this is rather
         frightening, they tend to consider themselves basically good. Perhaps it’s the pantheistic instinct once again; you tend to
         find it in these limited cultures.’
      

      
      (We tend to talk in sophistries at the Bureau perhaps more than is truly good for us. Perhaps this has to do with the rather
         simple and dreadful nature of our work as well as its mechanical overtone. More will be said of this later, I think, if I
         get around to it.)
      

      
      ‘You want me to break down the institutions, of course,’ I said. ‘Get into the core and concentrate on the devastating urges
         which lie at the center of their behavior.’ (We also try to get into the center of issues without dissembling. There are so
         many cases, so many caseworkers, so few supervisors that we must cultivate efficiency. In a way, I am very proud of the Bureau.
         It struggles against difficult odds and does a fine job.)
      

      
      
      ‘More or less,’ Hemmings said. ‘There’s a rather special overcast to this assignment, however. As far as I can see, we’ll
         have to get into this rather unconventionally. Attempting to buckle them through the rational devices won’t work; they’re
         too technocratic, and their mores – or those which they think are the mores – are totally insane. So we have to approach them
         from the edges, concentrate on mysticism, spirituality, the occult, the irrational. That’s the only way to topple them. You
         go in through the approved institutions and they’ll eat you up alive. They’re more insane now than we could possibly make
         them.’
      

      
      ‘That means a subpopulation.’

      
      ‘Exactly. As it so happens, they have a very convenient subpopulation which is exactly suited for this kind of work. That
         makes things much easier for us. Through this subpopulation, their energizing I should say and its manipulation, you can work
         in toward the center and bring the whole thing down very quickly. They’d be most vulnerable to this type of approach.’
      

      
      ‘A subpopulation involved with mysticism, the occult, and the irrational,’ I said. ‘I suppose that you want me to become immersed
         in their reform politics.’
      

      
      ‘Well, not exactly,’ Hemmings said. ‘The fact is that, as I told you, their most insane devices are considered to be supremely
         rational – by them. That wouldn’t work at all; you’d only make the structure appear more solid. No, we’ve carved out the proper
         element with which you’re to deal. We have it all written down on these charts and so on, a selected bias, research, collation,
         etc. All that you have to do is to go to work on them within the limited scope. Plan D, I suppose. Or perhaps Plan E. It’s
         all relative. You’ll have to use some judgment.’
      

      
      ‘Good enough,’ I said. ‘What is this subpopulation?’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t exactly know what their name is,’ Hemmings said, tilting back and casting a wistful arc of smoke toward the ceiling. (No arc, no smoke, no ceiling but
         I am still hustling equivalents: familiarity must be preserved in these wretched circumstances, goddamn it.) ‘But I can tell
         you what they call themselves and then go on from there.’
      

      
      ‘What is that?’

      
      ‘Horseplayers,’ Hemmings said. ‘The subpopulation calls itself horseplayers.’

      
      ‘Horseplayers?’

      
      ‘That’s the appellation used.’

      
      ‘Horseplayers. That means they –’

      
      
      ‘Play horses,’ Hemmings finished. ‘Of course, they don’t consider it exactly play.’

      
      This is the origin of the peculiar circumstance in which I now find myself. I have the feeling that my time here is distinctly
         limited; likewise these circumtances which are wretched, foul, dealing for the most part with a series of furnished rooms
         outfitted with stacks and stacks of desiccate racing newspapers or ‘tipsheets’ from which all power comes but which smell
         (I have the sense) terrible and cast an added gloom over the entire operation. For these reasons, I will try to cultivate
         a seemly brusqueness, an artistic conciseness, as I move toward the heart of the matter.
      

      
      Which yet, I do not understand.

      
      What is this doing to me?
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