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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 One

‘Delvaney,’ said the voice from the walls, ‘Emergency in Time Level Six-Fourteen. You’re wanted on the Third Frame.’ And in the large, quiet, sun-blossoming office, Delvaney slept whilst again and again the voice, with pitch and tempo altering through a dozen inflections, called sombrely and unanxiously to him. Disturbed by the involuntary motion of a thin angular arm, an empty glass began to roll across the desk. Delvaney was dreaming.

It was a recurrent dream, familiar as whisky, piquant as a spring morning. The girl in it was tall, slim, bright brown, extraordinarily pliant and faceless. In the dream, he was able to investigate this problem of her facelessness. She had a problem, this beautiful girl, one of communication which was complicated by her own lack of identity. ‘Time,’ she had said, ‘if time could have a stop.’ Delvaney found himself out of sympathy with her philosophizing. She was the focus of his every erotic fancy at one time, and at another she would be a creature of mist and light, segmenting into a dozen reflections of herself and weaving them into a pattern. It was the patterns that disturbed him, that and the noise. ‘Quiet,’ he said, and he woke to find he was talking to the voice from the walls.

He reached the door as three youngish women burst through it. His secretary and her assistants.

‘The Plot Director says you’re to get over right away, Del,’ said the efficient assistant, the one who didn’t trouble to hide her awareness of his dishevelled state.

‘Come on, Del,’ said his secretary. ‘Try this.’ She mixed a drink. ‘It’s quick and it lasts for a few hours. That’s all you’ll need for this one.’

Del muttered several obscenities at the Plot Director. The second assistant said, ‘Delightful,’ and Del felt a stab of self-pity. They all needed him, but they knew he was on the way down. Even his secretary occasionally looked at him with distaste, whereas at one time she had worshipped him. He patted her on the backside and she answered, ‘I’ll wait for you tonight,’ as she always did, but he could see that the old eagerness was gone.

‘What is it?’ he said.

‘Six short-term trippers stuck in Third Six-Fourteen.’ He frowned. ‘Mid-Byzantine,’ she added. ‘There’s an Executive’s daughter mixed up in it.’

‘Damn all lousy short-stay trippers!’ Del shouted. He reached for the glass on the desk, but already the women were beginning the Emergency routine. They clipped the helmet-like Plot Informant on his head and punched buttons on the control panel that covered the wall behind his desk. He had a momentary glimpse of the woman of the dream as the drug began to take effect, but then it was gone.

‘It was the girl,’ explained his secretary, pushing him through the blue door marked ‘Emergency’. ‘All hell let loose. The Chief Programmer says there’ll have to be a complete rewrite for a couple of decades before the Plot gets back to normal.’

‘What girl?’

‘You’ll find out,’ said the second assistant. ‘Come back in one psychotic piece, dear,’ she said and, as the door slid into its place behind him, she added, ‘we need you.’

‘I hope he can still do it,’ said the assistant who worried. ‘It is a bit nasty this time. Have you two ever been to Third Six-Fourteen?’

‘No,’ said the secretary. ‘I’m a romantic girl really. Nineteenth-century England for me every time. All cousins and discreet incest and galloping consumption. I’m going to the new one this year—the one Alex wrote up during his second sabbatical year. Why don’t you try them?’

‘Not realistic enough for me,’ said the efficient assistant. ‘Too much Charlotte and Emily and Jane and litcrit. I suppose it’s all right for a week or so but it seems all so wordy. Alex can’t get the feel of real life. He’s fine with novels and letters and diaries, and I know he does a nice job of conflation, but what I like is something fairly modern and hectic.’

The secretary eyed her with dislike. ‘I was forgetting, dear,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t really see you fluttering a fan.’

‘But what about Del?’ said the worried assistant.

The second assistant shrugged. ‘If he doesn’t make it, we’ll still have a job for years. Think of all the reports we can make out. Histories of his cases. Cross-reference work.’ She smiled. ‘It might be better with him out of the way.’

‘Bitch,’ said the secretary. ‘He’ll be all right. He can still do it.’

‘He has gone down in the grades,’ pointed out the second assistant, quite unabashed. ‘You can’t really call this a big job.’

‘It was just bad luck on the Seventh Frame!’ said the worried assistant.

‘And the Sirian job?’ said the other assistant. ‘And two years ago when the Primitives got out of hand on the First Frame?’

‘That was bad luck,’ said the secretary firmly. ‘He was damned good, and he’s had a bad patch lately; but he can still cope.’

‘You’re still in love with him,’ said the worried assistant. ‘That’s wonderful!’

‘There’s the statistics too, if he doesn’t make it,’ said the efficient assistant gaily. ‘Years of work!’

‘And is it a bad one? Really bad?’ said the other assistant.

‘A Disaster.’

Even the efficient assistant looked back in awe.

‘You don’t lose the touch because of a run of bad luck,’ said the secretary. ‘Del can still find the answer.’


Chapter Two

‘Any dead?’ said Del. The familiar excitement of impending action was there, but there was the doubt too. He looked at the Plot behind the Chief Programmer. It was bad.

‘One so far,’ said the Plot Director. ‘But don’t worry about that.’ He turned to the Chief Programmer. ‘Del worries.’

‘You’re not to worry about casualties,’ said the Chief. ‘There’s another four men you might not be able to get out. I’ll have to write them off if you can’t work something into the Plot for them. Your job is to make sure of one thing, and one thing only.’ He stopped because Del was reaching for the bottle the Plot Director kept in a drawer. He frowned now, but Del took no notice.

‘It’s very important,’ said the Plot Director worriedly. In his anxiety, he reached out a hand to detain Del’s arm. Immediately Del chopped out and the Plot Director looked at his own numb shoulder. ‘These men of action,’ he said, with a pained smile. After that, Del knew that he had been called in only as a last resort. All the other members of the Disaster team must either be out working or recovering from injuries.

‘Please, Del,’ said the Plot Director, and Del felt sorry for him. Here was another person who simply wanted to hold on to his job, another like his bitchy office help.

Del drank slowly. ‘Make sure of what?’ he asked.

‘The girl—bring her out alive. No conditions. No restrictions.’

‘This the Executive’s daughter?’

‘Hector Rosetti’s only child.’

The intent desperate faces opposite him were explained. Del knew that the whole framework of this sector of Programming would be thrown out of work if the girl wasn’t brought out.

‘There was a slip-up—not ours,’ hastily added the Plot Director. ‘You got the details on the way over?’

Del touched the Informant that still slipped information into his mind. ‘A little set-piece, bit of subversive work for half-a-dozen conspirators. I’ve got that.’

‘She fouled it up!’ snarled the Chief Programmer. ‘What did we do to get a girl like that! Bookings didn’t check her stability ratings, and anyway they didn’t get a valid disclaimer!’

‘I don’t want to go back to being part of the audience,’ said the Plot Director. ‘Just get this one right, Del. We’re all relying on you.’

In a stagey voice, the Chief Programmer appealed to Del in his turn: ‘When I was a kid, I used to think the Frames were real. I got a job fixing some of the small plots when I graduated, but the romance of the Frames was still real to me. All those little people wanting to experience for themselves the thoughts and emotions of peoples who lived in happier days! Think of all those wonderful tensions and neuroses they’re going through right now! And you’re the man who’s going to make sure they go right on enjoying themselves!’

‘She sounds an interesting girl,’ offered Del.

‘She’s under-age, she’s Executive Rosetti’s daughter, and she’s due for execution in a couple of hours! Now, get in there, Delvaney, and bring her out!’

‘Can he do it?’ Del heard the Chief saying anxiously as he entered the long, coffin-like conveyor. The faint swish of the tube hid the answer. All other thoughts were hidden too as Del felt his own world slipping away. Now the helmet began to acclimatize him to the world of Byzantium.
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