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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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CHAPTER 1

THE Right Honorable Joshua Guy, Ambassador Plenipotentiary to Dilbia, was smoking tobacco in a pipe, an old-fashioned and villainous habit for such a conservative and respected gentleman. The fumes from the pipe made John Tardy cough and strangle. Or perhaps it was the fumes combined with what the Rt. Hon. Josh Guy had just said.

“Sir?” wheezed John Tardy.

“Sorry,” said the dapper little diplomat. “Thought you heard me the first time.” He knocked his devil of a pipe out in a hand-carved bowl of some native Dilbian wood, where the coal continued to smoulder and stink only slightly less objectionably than it had before. “What I said was that, naturally, as soon as we knew you were safely drafted for the job, we let out word to the Dilbians that you were deeply attached to the girl. In love with her, in fact.”

John gulped air. Both men were talking Dilbian to exercise the command of the language John had had hypnoed into him on his way here from the Belt stars, and the Dilbian nickname for the missing Earthian girl sociologist came from his lips automatically,

“With this Greasy Face?”

“Miss Ty Lamorc,” corrected Joshua, smoothly slipping into Basic and then out again. “Greasy Face to Dilbians, of course. But you mustn’t pay too much attention to the apparent value of these Dilbian nicknames. The two old Dilbian gentlemen you’re about to meet—Daddy Shaking Knees, Mayor of Humrog, here, by the way, and Two Answers—aren’t at all the sort they might sound like from name alone. Daddy Shaking Knees got his name from holding up one end of a timber one day in an emergency. After about forty-five minutes someone noticed his knees starting to tremble a bit. And Two Answers is not a liar, as you might expect, but a wily sort who can come up with more than one solution to a problem.”

“I see,” said John.

“Miss Lamorc is quite a fine young women. I would not at all be ashamed to have her for a daughter, myself. Lots of character.”

“Oh, I’m sure she has,” said John, hastily. “I’m not objecting to the situation here. I don’t want you to think that. After all, the draft is necessary in emergency situations, particularly in areas where we’re in close competition with the Hemnoids. But I don’t understand what this has to do with my decathlon record? I thought I’d put all that sports business behind me after the last Olympics. As you know, I’m actually a fully qualified biochemist, and …”

“Names,” said Joshua, “have their chief value around here as an index to what the Dilbians think of you. I, myself, now, am referred to as Little Bite; and you will undoubtedly be christened yourself with a Dilbian nickname, shortly.”

“Me?” said John, startled. He thought of his own red hair which surmounted an athletically stocky body. He had always hated to be called Red.

“It should not be too humiliating, provided you are careful not to make yourself ridiculous. Heinie, now—”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I beg yours,” said Josh, starting to refill his pipe. “I should have used his full name of Heiner Schlaff.” He puffed fresh clouds of smoke into the air of the small, neat office with the log walls. “He lost his head first time he stepped out alone on the street. A Dilbian from one of the back-mountain clans who’d never seen a human before, picked him up. Heinie lost his head completely. After all, he was never able to poke his nose outdoors without some Dilbian picking him up to hear him yell for help. The Squeaking Squirt, they named him; very bad public relations for us humans. Particularly when Gulark-ay, the Hemnoid in charge of their embassy locally here, gets an advantageous handle hung on him like The Beer-Guts Bouncer. There he goes now, by the way.”

Joshua pointed out the office window that fronted on the main street of Humrog. Coming down its cobblestones, John saw, a sort of enormous robed, Buddha-like parody of a human being. The Hemnoid was a good eight feet in height, enormously boned, and while not as tall as the Dilbians themselves, fantastically padded with heavy-gravity muscles. The Hemnoids, John remembered, came from an original world with one-fourth again the gravity of Earth. Since Dilbia’s gravity was about a sixth less than Earth’s, that gave humanity’s chief and closest competitors quite an advantage in this particular instance.

“He may stop—no, he’s going past,” said Joshua. “What was I saying? Oh, yes. Keep your head in all situations. I assume someone who’s won the decathlon in the All-Systems Olympics can do that.”

“Well, yes,” said John. “Of course, in biochemistry, now—”

“You will find the Dilbians primitive, touchy, and insular.”

“I will?”

“Oh, yes. Definitely. Primitive. Touchy. And very much indifferent to anything outside their own mountains and forests; although we’ve been in touch with them for thirty years and the Hemnoids have for nearly twenty.”

“I see. Well, I’ll watch out for that,” said John. “It struck me they wouldn’t know much about chemistry, to say nothing of bio-chemistry—”

“On the other hand,” Joshua brushed the neat ends of his small grey mustache with a thoughtful forefinger, “you mustn’t fall into the error of thinking that just because they look like a passel of Kodiak bears who’ve decided to stand on their hind legs at all time and slim down a bit, that they’re bearlike completely in nature.”

“I’ll watch that, too,” said John.

“There are intelligent individuals among them. Highly intelligent. There’s one,” said Joshua, indicating a three-dimensional on his desk, the transparent cube of which showed the scaled-down frozen images of three Dilbians, the middle one of the trio—at whom Joshua was pointing—being a good head taller than either of his companions. Since John’s hypno training had informed him that the average male adult Dilbian would scale upwards of nine feet, this made the one Joshua was pointing at a monster indeed. “He’s shrewd. Independent and open-minded. Experienced and wise, to say nothing of being influential with his fellow Dilbians. Is this pipe bothering you, my boy?”

“No. No,” said John, coughing discreetly. “Not at all.”

“Have to put it out shortly when we meet Daddy Shaking Knees and Two Answers. Dilbians are quite sensitive about human odors, even mild ones like tobacco. To get back to what I was saying: We must influence Dilbians like that chap or the Hemnoids are going to get the inside track on this planet. And the Dilbian system, as I’m sure your hypno training didn’t omit to inform you, is absolutely necessary as a supply and reequipment stage for further expansion on any large scale beyond the Belt Stars. If the Hemnoids beat us out here, they’ve got the thin end of a wedge started that could eventually chop our heads off. Which they would be only too glad to do, you know.”

John sighed. It was the sign of a very human, young, recent graduate in bio-chemistry who would have liked nothing better than to live and let live.

“You’d think there’d be room enough in the universe for both of us.”

“Apparently not, in the Hemnoid lexicon. You must read up on their psychology sometime. Fascinating. They’re actually less like us than the Dilbians are, in spite of their greater physical resemblance.”

“I understand they can be pretty dangerous.”

“They’ve an instinctive streak of cruelty. Do you know what they used to do to the elderly among their own people until just the last hundred years or so of their history—”

Beep, signaled the annunciator on Joshua’s desk.

“Ah, that’ll be Shaking Knees and Two Answers, in the outer office now,” said the diplomat. “We’ll go on in.” He knocked out his pipe and laid it, regretfully, in the carved wooden bowl among the ashes.

“But what’s it all about?” said John desperately. “I just got off the spaceship four hours ago. You’ve been feeding me lunch, and talking about background; but you haven’t told me what it’s all about!”

“Why, what’s what all about?” asked Joshua, pausing halfway to the door to the outer office.

“Well—everything!” burst out John. “Why was I drafted? I was all set to transship to McBanen’s Planet to join my government exploration outfit, and this girl from the local embassy on Vega Seven where I was, came up and pulled my passport and said I was drafted to here. Nobody explained anything.”

“Dear me! They didn’t? And you just came along to Dilbia here by courier ship, without asking—”

“Well, I’m as good a citizen as anyone else,” said John, defensively. “I mean I may not like the draft, but I realize the necessity for it. They said you needed me. I came. But I’d just like to know what it’s all about before I start getting into the job.”

“Of course, of course!” said Joshua. “Well, it’s really nothing. Miss Lamorc, this young sociologist girl, the one I was talking about, got kidnapped, that’s all. By a Dilbian. We want you to go bring her back. Old Shaking Knees in the next room is the father of Boy Is She Built. And it was the fact that the Streamside Terror wanted Boy is She Built that caused all this ruckus which ended up with the Terror kidnaping Miss Lamorc. You’ll see,” said Joshua, starting off toward the door again, “it’s all very simple. It’ll all straighten out for you once you get into it.”

“But I don’t see—” insisted John, doggedly, following him.

“What?” Joshua hesitated with his hand on the door latch.

“What all this has to do with my work. Why do you want a biochemist to bring back some woman who’s been kidnapped?”

“But we don’t particularly want a bio-chemist,” said Joshua. “What we want is a rough, tough laddie with excellent physical reflexes of the kind that would take top honors in a decathlon competition. It isn’t your brains we want, Mr. Tardy, it’s your brawn.” He opened the door. “You’ll find it’s all very simple once you get the hang of it. Come along, my dear boy. After you.”
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