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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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We have no ideology. We have no theology. We dance.

—perhaps-apocryphal remark of a Shinto priest





PROLOGUE

The Introduction to Out and Back Again:
The Autobiography of Fiona Bitler

I am a citizen of Atlanta. In addition, I am a human being with even more compelling allegiances. After almost a third of a century in voluntary exile, I have been back in Atlanta only three New Calendar “seasonal” months. Even so, I continue to view my personal history as a comment on and a reflection of the latterday history of this city. Although half my life has been spent under the unlidded skies of New Free Europe, I am Atlanta’s child.

Unconsulted and, I imagine, loudly indignant at our removal from a dirt farm near Toombsboro, Georgia, I came into the city in 2001 with my parents, Amos and Candis Foe, during the Third Evacuation Lottery, sixty-eight years ago. This was three years before the vast honeycombing of our dome-in-progress was at last made rentless overhead. I was six months old. My infancy, childhood, adolescence, and young womanhood all belong to this city. Atlanta’s institutions, my parents, and I worked sometimes together, sometimes at cross-purposes, to forge my personality and character (with which I am resignedly rather than smugly satisfied), and my one remaining ambition is, before I die, to Make My City a Better Place.

Often, like one who has contrived to keep himself off a battlefield, I have twinges of conscience. It hurts me that my thirty-two-year sabbatical with Emory Nettlinger in the Bavarian and Scandinavian Polities of New Free Europe has permitted me to escape the worst of Atlanta’s religious, political, and social persecutions. For it was in the Autumn of 2034, five years after Carlo Bitler’s assassination, that I smuggled the genius child of my husband’s murderer out of the city, reached Savannah, and took him aboard a steam vessel whimsically christened the Phoenix to the port of Bremerhaven, on the cloudy North Sea. From thence we journeyed to Salzburg, two years later to Vienna, three years after that to Munich, and finally to Scandipol, where Nils Caspersson’s Light-Probe Institute soon became the focal point of Emory’s life and work. It was in Scandipol, too, that I began to understand the cruel and estranging nature of my exile.

But in 2035, here in Atlanta, Carlo’s assassination together with the civil disturbances resulting from it goaded the Urban Council and the Conclave of Ward Representatives into a flurry of secret joint sessions. During these meetings the Council/Conclave drew up, ratified, and took steps to implement that body of legislation known ever since as the “Retrenchment Edicts.”

Herein were proscribed, upon penalty of imprisonment or loss of suffrage, the right of assembly; the possession and use of any variety of private duplicating machine; the funding of community concerts, street dances, under-strata festivals and flea markets, and “Chautauqua” evenings on the Level 4 Mall; the distribution of materials deemed by the First Councilor as obscene, irreligious, anticlerical, or seditious; and the right of the individual to worship, or not, as he pleased. Although the Edicts granted legal status and toleration to both the New Nation of Islam and the Federated Urban Society for Krishna Consciousness (or FUSKCONites), Ortho-Urbanism became the city’s “official faith.” The days following the enactment of these repressive laws, in fact, have constituted a shameful Dark Age by Decree.

Having for three decades absented ourselves from the soul-destroying effects of this Dark Age, Emory and I have at last returned to the city. We have brought with us the emissaries of an as-yet-unrevealed new order, ambassadors of a harrowing but surely brilliantly unifying Light. With the rest of you, I, Fiona Bitler, await the revelation at hand.

In the meantime, several people have urged me to write the story of my life. An autobiography. A narrative, they seem to feel, in which I cannot help but star—even though, in recognition of talents larger than as well as fundamentally different in their thrust from my own, I have chosen to live out my life in the luminary presence of two great men: Carlo Bitler and Emory Nettlinger. One has been dead nearly forty years; the other is a quarter of a century younger than I. Still, the essence of who I am sings between the lives of these two men like a current alternating with a blinding fidelity of purpose and motion between two poles.

My existence, I hasten to explain, is a thing apart from Carlo and Emory, but it is bounded, and therefore partially defined, by their lives. If I am to be the protagonist of a book entitled after my name, then someone else will have to write that book. This one will principally depict me as a midwife of others’ talents; and that, I think, is altogether in keeping with the outward-directed aims of both my travels and my resolves.

Perhaps I should add here that neither First Councilor Lesser nor the High Bishop Asbury Holman are among those who have urged me to undertake this project. They would infinitely prefer my silence. And until last Wednesday, the 18th Day of Winter, 2068, I would have been content to oblige them. On that day, however, something happened to puncture my complacency and to install me at this console urgently keying out the most intimate details of my sixty-eight years. What happened? An insignificant thing, seemingly: I had a visit from a matronly Tower-dweller named Melanie Noble, whom I very nearly did not allow to come up to my suite.

I was afraid that an unexpected glimpse of one of our emissaries might prove a disastrous shock to her. I was afraid that she was one of those sad, deranged people who reassure themselves as to their personal worth by importuning the famous or the mighty, of whom I am at best a low-magnitude specimen. In truth, I was afraid of being manipulated and bored.

But the woman persisted, sending up her name three times, and finally I consented to see her. Carrying a bound sheaf of papers, she entered dowdy and abashed. Now and again, as she sat across from me in Emory’s chair, she plucked nervously at the frayed netting of the apron she wore over her black quasi-sarong: an apron not for service but for show. I noticed that she wore cosmetics expertly, with a hint of controlled hysteria for the passing of her middle age. She looked to be about ten years younger than I, but fleshier and not quite so tall.

Nevertheless, something engaging in the woman’s face, a youthful cast in her eyes, struck me as familiar—and then I recalled that her last name was the same as that of a young woman, a mere girl, who had come nearly two years ago as the third and least-experienced member of a “resources-reclamation” team to my cousin Jonah Trap’s plantation outside Toombsboro. The girl’s name was Clio Noble, and her team’s ostensible mission had been to fetch Emory and me back into the city for our skills. But, only recently arrived from Scandipol, we were not yet ready to come, and it surprised us to learn that the Human Development Commission already had intelligence of our presence in the old Georgia countryside.

Clio Noble argued persuasively, but naively, that the authorities would welcome us home, an assumption we couldn’t afford to share, and we successfully deflected the r.r. team’s purpose only by a traumatic midnight confrontation in the stairwell and foyer of my cousin’s trice-restored antebellum house. As I looked at the woman across from me, an older and less animated Clio, all these events flickered wildly in my mind.

“Are you Clio Noble’s mother?” I asked her.

Startled, she nodded an assent. Our small talk had not prepared her for so direct a question or so accurate a surmise. Then, somehow, I understood that Melanie Noble’s daughter was dead. The woman plucked at the netting of her apron; her subtle, robin-egg-blue eyeliner stayed pencil sharp against a bright welling of tears. I waited.

“Toward the end of Autumn Clio disappeared from her cubicle on Level 9,” she said finally. “After she came back from the Open the Summer before last, she resigned her job as a resources-reclamation specialist and the Public Housing Authority put her on Level 9 for failing to fulfill the requirements of her training. Clio called it the ‘Last Circle.’ I tried to get her to come live with Sanders and me in the Towers, but she wouldn’t have it. Said she hadn’t got out from under one obligation just so she could take on one she’d had before.”

“Is she alive, do you think?”

“I don’t think so. People get down that far, Mz Bitler, and they just disappear. You never find them again.” She blinked away the moisture in her eyes, and I began to feel that Clio’s mother could not decide which was the greater tragedy: her daughter’s embarrassing consignment to the “Last Circle” or her ominous disappearance. “Like that other team member who came back with her,” Melanie Noble hurried on, conscious of my gaze. “You know, that Indian fella.” Here she opened the folder in her lap and turned to a page inside its front cover. “Alexander Guest, that’s who I mean. He quit, too, after coming back from the mission, and Clio says in here,” tapping the folder, “that she never saw him again. He just disappeared, you see, the same way Clio has. I think, Mz Bitler—I think the city’s responsible, it’s all their fault.”

Melanie Noble had a crooked sort of courage. Her accusation was brave. Probably it was also just. For the first time in her life she had been moved to cry foul of an authority she had always deferred to, if not selfishly supported for the arbitrary favors it bestowed. And with a folder containing her daughter’s account of our meeting near Toombsboro two Summers ago, she had come to me hoping that my heart would be filled with the same hunger for vengeance as her own. For, believing Clio dead, Melanie Noble was more bent on reinflicting her shame and hurt elsewhere than on determining beyond doubt the fate of her daughter. Only a direct assault on her own family had the power to stir her social conscience.

I said nothing. I was thinking of Alexander Guest, the full-blooded Cherokee Indian who had come out to Jonah’s plantation with Clio and Newlyn Yates, the r.r. team’s leader.

On that almost mythical summer night of fireflies and muted thunder, two of Emory’s “friends”—whom we had brought to Georgia via Scandipol and the Amity Moon Base—approached the house from the servants’ cottage in back. Their inhuman visages and their dreamlike, mechanical strides unfortunately attracted the attention of Guest, who had chosen to sleep not in the house with his comrades but beneath the oak trees on the wide front lawn. Catching sight of our emissaries, Guest followed them right up to the door and raised such a terrifying alarm of whoops and incoherent warnings that soon the entire household had gathered panic-stricken but curious on the stairs or in the classroom next to the foyer.

“We can’t take them into the Urban Nucleus!” Guest was shouting at Clio and Yates, his immediate superior, above him on the stairs—as our alien visitors slipped from the hall into the parlor and the rest of us moved sluggishly to restore a sense of order and logic to the bewilderingly sundered night. Finally I led the big man back onto the lawn and told him that now he could surely see why Emory and I were as yet unready to return to Atlanta. The city had to have advance knowledge of our coming and time to adjust to the significance of that knowledge. “I won’t help you,” Guest whispered at me beneath the Master’s Oak. “You can’t expect me to help you. I’m dead against bringin’ ’em in, Mz Bitler.” Above the lawn, fireflies winked cryptically and thunder boomed like dying rockets in a distant sky.…

“That fella who led the team—Yates, Newlyn Yates—he disappeared, too,” Melanie Noble said, interrupting my thoughts. “But he never came back to the city at all. He defected, Clio wrote. What happened to him, Mz Bitler? Where is he now?”

“Somewhere in the Scandinavian Polity, I suppose. Emory saw to it that he was granted political asylum.”

“Well, he was the smart one of the three, then. At least he controlled his disappearance, didn’t he?” Mz Noble made it clear that she intended to leave Clio’s journal at the Regency with me; she hoped it would provide us—her and me, partners in revenge—with the necessary ammunition to fell those responsible for her daughter’s disgraceful banishment and death. Their defeat, she openly acknowledged, would be a vindication not only of Clio but of herself and her husband Sanders. Finally she stood and patted her lips self-consciously with the back of her hand.

“Please remember as you’re reading my daughter’s journal, Mz Bitler, that Clio was still little more than a girl when she wrote it. She says some sharp things about her father and me in here, and she confesses a loveless bit of bodyburning with that fella Yates when they were given the same room at your cousin’s house—but I haven’t changed a word of it, I haven’t tried to make her look any better than she did herself. Anyway, when you get through, you’ll know what a good person Clio really was at heart, in spite of all the changes she suffered these last few seasons. See if I’m not right, Mz Bitler.”

On this little challenge Melanie Noble’s visit ended, and, later, I found that she was absolutely right. Her daughter—as the girl had so naturally revealed herself at the Phoenix Plantation—was an appealing combination of candor and naiveté. Reading her account of her resources-reclamation team’s final mission, I experienced a strong sense of identity with Clio Noble and saw in her attitudes and stances a reflection of myself at twenty-one.

Thursday, the following day, I called upon officials in the Biomonitor Agency, the Missing Persons Bureau, the Journal/Constitution newstapes, and UrNu Waste Conversion to help me learn what might have happened to the girl. Dead, the word came back from a man in Waste Conversion (as I had somehow known it would): dead and disposed of a good five weeks ago, having “O.D.’d” on a solution consisting of one part thiopental sodium and two parts contaminated commercial Tetra Nabinol.

“Did this happen in her own cubicle?” I asked my informant over the telecom unit.

“No,” he said. “She was found at two o’clock in the morning in a transit-tunnel. She was slumped against a wall. She’d just drawn a great big, off-center cross up on it behind her. The bad T-Nab, a lip-ice cylinder, and a used vein-tape were still on her person.”

“Why weren’t her parents notified of her death, then?”

“It took us a while to find out who she was. Fingerprints and cell slides had to be matched up. Nobody asked about her for at least a week, that was another thing.”

“And when they did ask?”

“Somebody decided it was kinder to say she’d disappeared. That’s what we usually say when they O.D. or suicide. It’s policy, near about. We tell ’em the truth if their relatives persist, but this girl’s parents didn’t stay at us. They knew she hadn’t just disappeared. They all do.”

Where the exhortations of Emory and a few well-meaning friends have all failed, this incident, not yet a week old, has succeeded in laying on my brow and back the burden of autobiography. Was my first husband shot down that the disenfranchised might more easily fall victim to despair? Did Emory and I exile ourselves from the Dome out of cowardice rather than the conviction that our work in New Free Europe would be universally liberating?

I have to answer both these questions in the negative, but I must do so in such a way that my voice crying “No!” is heard from Scandipol to Toombsboro to the twenty-five nuclei of the Urban Federation. Transcribing my life and interpreting it, then, will be a labor not merely of self-justification but of faith—for I am sure that under the Retrenchment Edicts a book like mine will find it difficult, if not impossible, to secure the imprimatur of First Councilor Lesser. Only by faith—a faith as uncompromising as Clio Noble’s before the undercity broke her—will I be able to persevere in this work and bring it to completion.

Perhaps, by then, the emissaries who live down the hall from Emory and me will have chosen to disclose their purpose. The last words in Clio’s journal, alluding directly to our visitors from 61 Cygni, go like this: “Are we now, all of us, living in Bethlehem? And, if so, in whose tax books must we enroll ourselves?” These are questions that haunt me, too.

But with a startling diversity of social programs in Atlanta’s recent past (I think of the Glissador Corps, whose members were caught in a Level 9 assembly hall and gassed to death during their putative “revolt” in 2063, and of the geriatric septigamoklans begun by Dr. Leland Tanner and unwisely abandoned twenty-one years ago), I still believe that the New Jerusalem is realizable here and now. In this, my experience and my reason indict me as a Pollyanna, but my faith, hard pressed, will not concede the day.

If it’s my portion to be damned, may God see fit to damn me as an unregenerate visionary.

—Winter the 25th, 2068
Regency Hyatt House
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