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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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The annunciator on the hotel room door chimed.

“Who’s there?” asked Lige.

There was no answer. Lige did not move. He had been buying native art too long on these backward, newly settled worlds to open his hotel room door without knowing who wanted in. Also, he was pushing eighty now; and he was willing to miss an occasional deal rather than take risks.

“Who’s there?” he repeated. “Speak into the annunciator—the black circle on the door.”

“Mister,” said a voice from the door, “I’m Cary Longan. I wrote you about some carvings a friend of mind did….”

It was the right name. Lige put a twenty-second hold on the hotel security button by his phone and pressed it down. In twenty seconds he could find out enough to decide whether to flick it back up or let it sound.

“Open,” he told the door. It slid aside and let in a typical New Worlds backwoodsman. The dress varied, as usual from planet to planet, but the smell was always similar. Wood-smoke, sweat, assorted native odors. This woodie was young, young and stringy.

“Mister, I’m Cary Longan,” the woodie said, as the door slid shut behind him. “I was to remind you your full name was Lige Bros Waters, you said in the letter.”

Lige reached out and flicked the security button off hold.

“Come on in,” he said. “Have a seat.”

Cary Longan looked uneasily about the hotel room. It was a room that had cost Lige less than half an interworld unit a day. Its carpeting was woven of native fibers, the walls were coated with a single color, and there was no such thing as a float chair in sight. The furniture sat heavily on thick legs, and was built of wood and fabric.

But the woodsman glanced about as if in a palace. He had recently shaved and carefully washed. But under the bony jawline, his thin neck was shadowed with uncleansed grime. In his leather and woolen clothes he looked half-starved and feral, a smoke-and dirt-stained whipcord of a man imprisoned by unfamiliar barriers to land and sky. In his hands he carried a homemade wooden box about ten inches on a side.

“That’s all right,” Lige said. “Come on, sit down. I pay for the room—people who come to see me can do anything I invite them to, here.”

Cary came forward. He perched on the seat edge of a heavy, fabric armchair facing the bed on which Lige was sitting and passed the box into Lige’s hands. Its weight was surprising. Lige almost dropped it. “They’re in there,” Cary said.

“The carvings your friend made?” Lige fumbled with the box, discovered that the top slid aside, and opened it. Within were a number of reddish-brown rocks, very heavy for their size. Lige took them out one by one and lined them up—there were six of them—on the bedspread.

He picked them up and turned them over, examining each again. He looked at Cary.

“What is this? A joke?” he said.

Cary was leaning forward from the waist, painfully tense in his waiting. But when Lige spoke, the tension dissolved in puzzlement.

“Mister?”

“These—” Lige jabbed a forefinger toward them. “These are carvings?”

“Sure, mister,” said Cary. “The ones I wrote you about. Charlie made them.”

“He did?” Lige stared hard at Cary, but Cary still looked only puzzled. “Did you see him carve them?”

“Some,” said Cary. “Some he did when I wasn’t there.”

“Carvings of what?”

“Of… ?”

“When you carve something,” Lige said, patiently, “you make a shape like something you’re looking at, something you know. These carvings are made to look like certain particular things, aren’t they?”

“Things? Oh, sure, mister.” Cary lit up. He reached out and easily picked up the closest of the rocks, holding it lightly between thumb and middle finger. Lige had needed to cup it in his hand to lift it comfortably. “See, this here’s a fool hen sitting on its nesting hole.”

“And this….” He put down the first rock and picked up the one next to it. “That’s a bitch swamp rat ready to have little ones… and this’s a poison thorn bush mudded up for winter. This is a—well, it’s a sort of a house Charlie lives in, himself….”

He went on through the row, identifying each one. Lige stared at him a moment, then picked up the rock Cary had put down last and turned it over in his hands, looking at it from all angles. Cary waited, patiently but tensely; but when Lige exchanged the rock in his hand for one of the others, Cary got up suddenly and paced softly over to the room’s one window, to stand looking out.

Lige put down the last piece of rock he had picked up and glanced over at the back of this man who had brought it, and the others, to him. Cary still stood, looking out. Beyond him Lige could see, through the transparent glass, a view of the park across the street, where voting booths were being set up, and beyond, the downtown buildings in Arcadia’s Capital City. In every direction were the walls and tops of eternally new-looking, poured-concrete structures with glass pane windows. Except for the primitive nonvideo windows, it looked hardly different than any city on any other planet, except for those on the oldest and richest worlds. Bright scrolls of advertising signs filled the spaces among and above the buildings with color.

A HAPPY NEW MORTGAGE TO ARCADIA—THE FUTURE IN ONE GRAND STEP: EHEU AND KILLEY, CONTRACTORS/BANKERS, said one of the signs, JOIN THE RANKS OF INDUSTRIAL WORLDS: VOTE TO REMORTGAGE ARCADIA, cried another. TRADE THE WILDERNESS FOR PARKING LOTS, shouted a third.

Lige sighed inwardly. The promise of the signs was no less than would be delivered—although few of the native Arcadians would realize the full meaning of that delivery. All these new colonial worlds were alike—ready to sell their souls to industrialize in the hopes that they would become like Earth itself, or Alpha Centauri Four. Actually, the best they would ever achieve would be a cheap imitation of the richness of those older planets with their unbeatable head start. And the price would be deadly. If the man by the window could manage to stay alive until he was the age of Lige, he would live to see this Arcadia of his with the greater part of its natural resources plundered or destroyed, its atmosphere polluted, its native vegetation and wildlife killed off—all as the price of becoming, at best, a third-class industrial world.

For a moment the finger of temptation touched Lige. He was getting old, and he had never made that lucky find, that rare discovery those in his line of work always dreamed of stumbling upon, someday. It might be there was some truth to what the woodie said. It might be that the million-in-one chance was fact; that somewhere upcountry, and soon to be lost forever on a world determined to go industrial, was a talent such as the field of art had not seen before—a talent that could make its own name, and Lige’s as well, if Lige could discover it. But to hope for it was a foolish gamble…. Lige made up his mind. He spoke.

“Mister Longan.”

Cary turned swiftly.

“Mister….” His voice slowed at the expression on the other man’s face. “Something not right?”

“I’m sorry,” Lige said. “I can’t buy these things.”

Cary stared.

“But they’re carvings,” he said, “and you buy carvings, mister! The ad said so. Your letter said so—your letter I got right here….”

He began to fumble inside his leather jacket.

“Sorry, no,” said Lige. “Never mind the letter. I know what I said. But I don’t just buy anything that’s been carved. I buy art. Do you understand?”

Cary stopped searching under his jacket and let his hand fall helplessly to his side.

“Art….” he echoed.

“That’s right. And these aren’t art,” Lige said. “I’m sorry. But if anyone told you they were, he was playing a trick on you, or your friend—what’s his name? Charlie….”

“Charlie. Well, that’s what I call him. But, mister—”

“There’s no art here,” said Lige, firmly. “I buy art pieces to sell them to other people. Other people wouldn’t buy these… pieces of yours and Charlie’s. Maybe you can see them as representations of something; but I can’t and my buyers wouldn’t. They’d see them just as rocks—rocks that had been carved, maybe, but not into anything recognizable.”

“Mister, I told you what they were—each one.”

“I’m sorry. Maybe it’s because I don’t know the originals they were carved to look like—the fool hen, or whatever,” said Lige. “But neither would the people who buy from me. Try to understand, Mister Longan. For me to buy it, your friend would have to make a carving of something I could recognize as a carving.”

Cary’s face lit.

“Like a man?” he said. “How about a carving like a man?”

“Yes,” said Lige. “That’s a very good example. Now, if Charlie had carved something in the shape of a man—”

“He did! He carved me, mister, long gun and all. Full size. It even looks like me. You’ll buy that?”

Lige sighed, aloud this time.

“Well,” he said. “I’ll look at it. Bring it in.”

Cary looked anxious.

“Can’t hardly do that. It’s pretty heavy, being full size. Maybe you’d come look at it. It’s just a couple hours’ fly inland.”

Lige shook his head with a touch of relief.

“I’m sorry,” he said. He got to his feet and started putting the stones back into their box. “I’m leaving this afternoon for a couple of stops on the other habitated world in this solar system of yours.”

The look on the woodsman’s face made him add, rashly:

“I’ll be back in ten days to pick up handicraft on your Voting Day from the people coming in. If you could have it here then, I could look at it.”

“How much?” The words trembled on Cary’s lips, “What price might you pay for something like that?”

“Impossible to tell.” Lige hefted the heavy box and passed it into Cary’s uneager grasp. He spoke briskly. “It could be anything. Two cents, or two thousand interworld units. We buy outright or sell for you on consignment, expenses plus a forty percent commission. Now, I’ve got to get at my packing—”

“One thing, mister,” said Cary, resisting the slight pressure with which Lige urged him and his box toward the door, “I had to borrow money for an outfit to bring these here carvings to you. I was counting on selling them to have money for… I mean, I got to pay back, and it takes money besides to hire an airboat to fly back in and fly out with that big carving. If you could lend me just a little cash….”

“Sorry,” said Lige. He spoke over Cary’s shoulder to the hotel room door. “Open. Forgive me, Mister Longan. I really have to pack. I can’t lend you anything. It’s not my money; it’s the money of the company backing me. I have to account for it. Now, if you don’t mind….”

Cary let himself be pushed out. The door closed in his face. Numbly he went down in the elevator and past the people in the street-level register area. It was not until he found himself on the sidewalk outside that his mind began to work again. He went down the street to look for a public phone booth.

When he found one, he searched in his pocket for a smudged list of numbers and dialed the first one.

“Harry?” he said, when the party answered. “Cary Longan here, Harry. Listen, I need an airboat to fly upcountry and back, just one day. Going to make two thousand big units, Harry. Only thing is—”

“Hold it. Wait a minute,” said the voice at the other end. “Are you talking about credit? Because if you are, Longan, forget it. You get a boat for cash—that’s it.”

“But listen, Harry—”

The phone went dead as the connection was broken from the other end of the line.

Cary dialed the second number.

Fifteen minutes later, his wide shoulders bent with defeat, Cary abandoned the phone booth. Still carrying the box, he walked on, aimlessly. After a while it began to register on him that he was out of the hotel area and into a section of small shops carrying farm goods and equally small bars—in the back section of the City. He passed one bar as the door opened and a man in a neatly pressed, slightly stained, white suit lurched out.

Cary cat-stepped lightly aside to avoid being blundered into and went on. A few steps later, however, his pace slowed. He stopped and went back to the bar entrance. For a moment he hesitated there, shifting the box from one arm to the other. Then, he went in.

Within, it was dimly lit, dark after the day-bright street. There was a bar all down one side with a long row of dispensers behind it, lit from below. The rest of the room was full of tables: slick, darkly gleaming tables. Cary, who had hesitated a second just inside the door, breathed out a little in relief and went forward to find a gap between empty seats, halfway down the bar.

The bartender, a heavy man, came along the other side of the bar to meet him.

“You aren’t too high-priced here, mister?” Cary asked.

“No, we’re not too high-priced, cousin,” said the bartender, sourly, looking at him. “You found what you’re looking for, unless you want to buy some packages of booze and take them back out in the scrub.”

“What I was hoping for—” Cary put the box carefully on the bar, “was a length of weed.”

“No weed. We don’t like the customers spitting green all over the floor in here. You got money?” The bartender’s voice sharpened.

“Money? Sure, mister,” said Cary. “I just felt like a chew, is all. Give me a double—your cheapest booze and a beer.”

The bartender turned away to fill the order. When he brought the glass and shot glass back, he thumped them on the bar in front of Cary, who had been fingering cautiously through a pouch he held in one hand.

“Fifteen cents, interworld—that’s two dollars, local. Right, mister?” He fished out a single bill and dropped it on the bar. “I give you a five.”

“Script!” said the bartender disgustedly, looking at it. But he picked it up, turned to feed it into the slot below the dispenser from which he had drawn the booze, then turned back to slide three one-dollar script bills at Cary. Cary picked them up cautiously and tucked them away before tossing down the booze and beginning to nurse the beer.

“Mister…” he began, but the bartender was already off down the bar serving another customer.

Cary drank, and ordered again. And drank and ordered some more. The jagged, painful edge of hurt inside him at not selling Charlie’s small carvings began to be blunted. A warm fog seemed to fill the room.

“Again, mister,” he said to the bartender.

As the other brought the drinks back, Cary patted the box before him on the bar. “You see this, mister? Guess what’s in there. Carvings, that’s what. Want to see one—”

“Forget it, cousin,” said the bartender, taking the five Cary dropped on the bar before him. “You showed them to me twice already.”

He turned and spoke down the bar. “Rocks. Carved, he says, by some damn animal—one of those swamp otters, upcountry. That’s all I got to do, is look at rocks!” He turned away, shoved the bill into the slot below the dispenser, and started off down the bar.

The warm fog cleared, suddenly.

“Mister,” said Cary. The bartender went on. “Mister!”

The second time he said it, his voice was loud enough to quiet the hum of other voices in the now clearly seen bar.

“What’s the matter with you?” the bartender said, turning and coming back up the bar to him. “We don’t like shouting in here—”

His voice broke off in a gasp. His heavy body was jerked suddenly, halfway across the bar by one thin, hard hand clutching his jacket. Another thin, hard hand materialized only inches before his face, holding a dark brown, six-inch thorn.

“My change,” whispered Cary. “You were going to cheat me, mister.”

“Don’t—don’t scratch me with that!” The bartender yammered slightly, his jaw unhinged by fear of the poison thorn. “I got your change. I just forgot, that’s all—that’s all.”

His hand came forward and dropped three one-dollar script bills on the bar. Cary let him go, gathered in the bills with his free hand, and backed to the door. All at once he was alone, outside on the sidewalk.

He looked about him, surprised. Night had fallen while he had been inside; but the artificial lighting made the street as bright as ever. No one was in sight.

He pinned the thorn back under the collar on his jacket and let out his tightly held breath with a sigh, relaxing. With a surge, the amount he had drunk took hold of him again. The fog did not move back in; but the whole street and its facing buildings seemed to take a sudden wild sweep halfway around him, then steadied again.

“Yeaaaahooo!” he yelled suddenly, tossing the box in the air and catching it.

Clutching his box, he reeled off down the street into a blur of gleaming concrete and more brilliantly gleaming signs.
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