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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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All the events set in the past happened
 at the times and places stated; all those
 set in the future are possible.
 And one is certain.
 Sooner or later, we will meet Kali.
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ENCOUNTER ONE

Oregon, 1972

It was the size of a small house, weighed nine thousand tons, and was moving at fifty thousand kilometres an hour. As it passed over the Grand Teton National Park, one alert tourist photographed the incandescent fireball and its long vapour trail. In less than two minutes, it had sliced through the Earth’s atmosphere and returned to space.

The slightest change of orbit, during the billions of years it had been circling the sun, and it could have descended upon any of the world’s great cities – with an explosive force five times more powerful than the bomb that destroyed Hiroshima.

The date was 10 August 1972.
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Out of Africa

Robert Singh enjoyed these walks through the forest with his little son, Toby. It was, of course, a tamed and gentle forest, guaranteed to be free of dangerous animals, but it made an exciting contrast to their last environment in the Arizona desert. Above all, it was good to be so close to the ocean, for which all spacers had a deep-seated empathy. Even here, in this clearing more than a kilometre inland, he could hear faintly the roar of the monsoon-driven surf against the outer reef.

‘What’s that, Daddy?’ asked the four-year-old, pointing to a small, hairy face, fringed with white whiskers, peering at them through a screen of leaves.

‘Er … some kind of monkey. Why don’t you ask the Brain?’

‘I did. It won’t answer.’

Another problem, thought Singh. There were times when he pined for the simple life of his ancestors on the dusty plains of India, though he knew perfectly well that he would have been able to tolerate it only for milliseconds.

‘Try again, Toby. Sometimes you speak too quickly – House Central doesn’t always recognize your voice. And did you remember to send an image? It can’t tell you what you’re looking at, unless it can see it as well.’

‘Whoops! I forgot.’

Singh called for his son’s private channel just in time to catch Central’s reply.

‘It’s a white colobus, family Cercopithecidae—’

‘Thanks, Brain. Can I play with it?’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ Singh interjected hastily. ‘It could bite. And it probably has fleas. Your robotoys are much nicer.’

‘Not as nice as Tigrette.’

‘Though not so much trouble – even now she’s house-trained, thank goodness. Anyway, it’s time to go home.’ And to see what progress, he added to himself, Freyda is making in her problems with Central …

Ever since the Skylift Service had set the house down here in Africa, there had been a succession of glitches. The latest, and potentially most serious, was with the food-recycling system. Although it was guaranteed to be fail-safe, so that the risk of actual poisoning was astronomically small, there had been a curious metallic taste to the filet mignon last night. Freyda had suggested wryly that they might have to revert to a life of pre-electronic hunter-gatherers, cooking their food over wood fires. Her sense of humour was sometimes a little bizarre: the very idea of eating natural meat hacked from dead animals was, of course, utterly revolting …

‘Can’t we go down to the beach?’

Toby, who had spent most of his life surrounded by sand, was fascinated by the sea: he could not quite believe that it was possible for so much water to exist in one place. As soon as the North-East Monsoon had slackened, his father looked forward to taking him out to the reef and showing him the wonders that were now hidden by the angry waves.

‘Let’s see what Mother has to say.’

‘Mother says it’s time for you both to come home. Have you two men forgotten we’ve visitors coming this afternoon? And, Toby, your room is a mess. Time you cleaned it up – not left it to Dorcas.’

‘But I programmed her—’

‘No arguments. Home, both of you!’

Toby’s mouth started to pucker in an all-too-familiar response. But there were times when discipline took precedence over love; Singh cradled Toby in his arms, and started to walk back to the house with his gently wriggling bundle. Toby was too heavy to carry very far, but his struggles quickly subsided and his father was soon glad enough to let him proceed under his own power.

The home shared by Robert Singh, Freyda Carroll, their son, Toby, his beloved minitiger and assorted robots would have seemed surprisingly small to a visitor from an earlier century – a cottage rather than a house. But in this case, appearances were extremely deceptive, for most of the rooms were multifunctional and could be transformed at a word of command. Furniture would metamorphose, walls and ceilings would vanish, to be replaced by vistas of land or sky – or even space, convincing enough to deceive anyone except an astronaut.

The complex of central dome and four hemicylindrical wings was not, Singh had to admit, very pleasing to the eye, and it looked distinctly out of place in this jungle clearing. But it fitted perfectly the description ‘a machine for living in’; and Singh had spent virtually all his adult life in such machines, often in zero gravity. He would not feel really comfortable in any other environment.

The front door folded upwards, and a golden blur erupted towards them. Arms outstretched, Toby rushed forward to greet Tigrette.

But they never met, for this reality was thirty years ago and half a billion kilometres away.
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