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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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I

WHAT THE ELDERS SAID: Here I live. Twenty up, twenty down, me in the middle with the Group. Twenty up, broken gray and movement to the distance, twenty down to the landing, farther out the arena. Gray up, landing down, me forever in the middle. The middle is the best. The sky is dirty and the landing hard.

In session with the Elders for the first time, the question of my future is raised. My future is a greedy secret locked into the brain, buzzing like a machine; it is a secret which I cannot yet share, not even with myself, but it buzzes to me in a language which I will someday understand.

“I am still considering,” I say to the Elders. “I may continue with my studies. On the other hand, I may go into the outer lands and search. It all depends. It depends on how I feel. Sometimes I feel one way and sometimes the other. When the day of choice comes I know that I will make a sound decision.”

The Elders nod. They like to hear this. They like to feel that you are maturing nicely and not taking your position lightly. I wish to impress them and to earn their goodwill, for if one thing is sure to me it is this: I do not want to displease them in any fashion. If I displeased them they might go probing for the secret which buzzes in the brain, that secret I am not ready, not just yet, to tell even myself. So I sit quietly in an approved posture, crossing my legs. This shows dignity and strength.

“I will see,” I say. “I will see what happens at the time of choice. Then I will know.”

“Good,” an Elder says. They all look very much like one another and take turns conducting the investigations, but for some reason all of them must be present, as if they were a board and I were being examined. Not consulted, as they claim. It occurs to me for the first time that the reason for this may be that the Elders do not trust one another to be alone with me. This is a new thought, and I know that it will be very much with me in the future. “That is a good attitude, Dal. Do you have anything to report about the Group?”

“No,” I say. I say it too quickly, and with a sting in my heart realize that the Elder has recognized this. “Nothing,” I repeat, more slowly, emphasizing the words. “Everything is as it was. Or will be.”

The Elders at the long table murmur, look at one another. “Is something troubling you, Dal?” the questioner says. “Consultation is to help you. It is to help you deal with the problems which may be in your own mind and heart, and is not for our good but for yours.”

“I know that.”

“So tell us. Is something troubling you?”

“No,” I say.

“Is someone in the Group troubling you?”

“No one.”

I keep my hands at my sides now, my expression perfectly calm. They cannot know the thoughts which go on in your head. No matter what they can do to you, what their power or knowledge, your thoughts are private and your own, and they have developed no way in which to discover them. Knowing this I feel strength, looking up and past the Elder, past his tired old face and toward the opening through which the lights from the outer complex wink.

“Everything is fine,” I say carefully.

“Well, then, is someone else troubled? Can you report the disturbance of another? Do not be selfish, Dal. It is the Group which we must protect. If you can help someone—”

“No one is disturbed,” I say very calmly. “Everything is well. Everything is fine. The Group is happy and all norms are adjusted.”

As I say this I slide from my seat and stand before them. These are the rules of the consultations: when you stand you have ended the interview, and they cannot make you stay. They make these rules expecting that you will not remember them or you will follow them only for their convenience, but all rules work in two directions, and only one of them is for the Elders.

“Do you have anything more for me?” I say. “Is there anything you wish to ask?”

Astounded, they look at me. Their faces open into little lines and cracks which I have never before seen, and to look at them is power.

“Then I must leave,” I say. “I must leave right now.”

The buzzing of the brain begins once more and I feel the power rising for the first time, a power I have never before known. “I leave now,” I say and turn from there. I go away from them. I leave the center rapidly, very gracefully, all of the wires humming in suspension over my head. Power of the wires. I duck through their nest into the porcelain of the hallway. My body feels light, half suspended as I cut through the ozone and then into the lift.

I understand then that the Elders too are weak; they are as weak as I.

But if that is so, if neither of us has strength … then who is in control?
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