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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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1

THROUGH the long range windows, facing to the south, the summer air of Gwethym, bland and fresh, came nimbly in. Anassa had been standing looking out over the harbor, feeling the wind’s exquisite touch along her body, while she talked to Wan. Now, as she turned to face the room again, strands of her long hair blew out behind her in the salt-sweet air.

She picked up her narrow tunic from a chair and let it slip over her head. Indistinctly, through the folds of her yellow silk, she said, “The committee rejected it because they thought it was too farfetched.”

Wan was lying on the k’ang smoking a tiny pipe. “It’s not farfetched, actually,” he answered. “Few things are more certain than that the universe will eventually reach a dead level of energy. When that time comes, no action at all will be possible because every particle in the universe will have exactly as much energy as every other particle. It’s called the heat death.”

Anassa fastened the tunic on the side. “I thought that Hoyle—”

Wan shook his head. He was a stocky, broad-shouldered, young man, sinewy and compact, wholly Chinese in appearance except for the startlingly blue eyes a Norwegian grandmother had given him. “The steady-state universe is a fairy tale,” he said. “No competent astrophysicist believes in Hoyle’s theories any more.”

“Oh.” The girl sat down at her dressing table and began combing her heavy amber-colored hair. “Even so,” she said, “the ritual you wrote for us is wildly unsuitable. Don’t you remember what the temple’s charter says about the purpose of the Games? They are to ‘uplift the spirit, refresh the mind, open the heart.’ How could four hours of poetry—it’s splendid poetry, Wan, I don’t deny that—but how could four hours of poetry about the heat death of the universe uplift anybody’s spirit? And what has this heat death to do with us on Gwethym? It won’t happen for billions upon billions of years.”

“Um.” Wan answered. He knocked out his pipe and filled it again.

“Don’t you really see it, Wan?” the priestess asked a little plaintively. “We couldn’t possibly have produced your ritual for this years’ Games. It’s not only farfetched, and depressing, but you didn’t give the dancers anything at all to do. They’d have had to spin around like tops for the first half-hour or so, and then gradually stop moving. During the whole last half, they’d just stand motionless. What kind of a ritual would that have been? How could we have produced it?”

“Um,” Wan said once more. He reached over the edge of the k’ang and patted Baldur on the head.

“On top of that,” she continued, “it’s particularly important that the Games be celebrated splendidly this year. There are plenty of adherents of the old persuasion around, and they’re gaining influence. The worship of Neith is supposed to act as a counterweight to the old Jovis worship—to keep the excesses of the Jovis migration from repeating themselves.”

“Nobody really believes in Neith, though,” Wan said. He yawned and stretched.

“No, of course they don’t,” the girl answered. “We don’t really want them to. If they did, the same thing might happen with Neith that happened with Jovis. It doesn’t make much difference, ethically speaking, what the name of the god is to whom one offers human sacrifice.

“How odd, really, that the blending of three ethnic stocks, two of which are famed for phlegm—Norwegian and Chinese—and only one of which, the French, is moderately excitable, should have produced, on Gwethym, a population that is addicted to religious passion and excess! On Terra, the Chinese were never actually religious at all.”

“Phlegm is where you find it,” Wan answered. “I remember my great-grandfather telling me, when I was a boy, about how he’d been involved in the Oslo riots. During the fighting somebody threw a grenade at him, and he just managed to chuck it out of the way in time. He was so overcome he had to stagger off to the side and vomit.

“A good samaritan, who’d been looking on at the riot interestedly, offered him a drink of aquavit. Great-grandad accepted with gratitude. After he’d drunk, the Norwegian said, ‘I didn’t know a Chinese would be so bothered by a close escape. I’ve always heard that life was cheap in the Orient.’

“Grandad knew enough of the lingo to be able to answer him. He said, ‘Not when it’s my life.’ ”

Anassa gave a rueful chuckle. “Speaking of life, did I tell you somebody tried to poison me again?”

Wan sat up abruptly. “Again?” he said. “That’s the second time in six months. I don’t like this, Anassa. I don’t like this at all. You must be careful.”

“Oh, I am. There’s not much danger, actually, as long as Baldur is with me.”

“I hope so. What happened this time?”

“It was at the evening meal in the courtyard with the temple attendants. I’d just picked up my rice bowl and was poking around in it with my chopsticks when Baldur jumped up and knocked the bowl out of my hands. It fell on the tiles and broke. I was just about to scold him when I noticed that the temple doves, who’d flown down to pick up the rice, were fluttering wildly. In no time at all three of the doves were dead.”

Wan gave a deep sigh. “I wonder how he knows?” he said. “That’s the second time he’s saved you.”

“He must smell the poison. Of course I reported it to the sureté, but I don’t suppose they’ll find who did it. They didn’t the other time.”

“You think it was one of the Jovis people?”

“Who else could it be? If they’re really serious about killing me, though, I don’t see why they don’t just stick a knife in my ribs. Baldur couldn’t smell that.”

Wan shivered. “Priestess of Neith sounds like such a cushy job,” he observed. “Who’d ever think that being priestess of a synthetic goddess, rationalized and secular, would be so dangerous?”

“It wouldn’t be, except on Gwethym. But now you see one of the reasons why I want a good ritual for this year’s Games.”

“Yes.” Baldur had put his head against Wan’s knee and was looking up at him with dark, intelligent eyes. “Good boy,” said Wan, pulling the animal’s ears. “Take good care of her, old fellow. She belongs to us.”

Baldur wagged his tail.

“He will,” Anassa said confidently. “The ritual we finally selected, Wan, isn’t half so good from a literary standpoint as yours, but it’s more appropriate. It’s about the Oslo dock-side riots during the migration, the fighting your grandfather was in, and how Brun appears and calms everybody down by getting them to shouting, ‘Jovis is a first class god!’ ”

“Hm. I shouldn’t think this would exactly soothe the feelings of any members of the old persuasion who are still with us.”

“Not in itself. But of course we’re supposed to choose an incident from folk history, and this one was relatively harmless. And the theme of the thing is reconciliation, the laying aside of old hatreds. It might help.”

She had finished dressing her hair. She went over to the rack on the wall, her tawny thighs flashing out through the deep slits in the sides of her tunic, and took down a kin.

“Good,” said Wan. “You’re going to play.”

Anassa nodded. She tuned the kin in orthodox Chinese fashion, testing the strings against each other. But what she played on it was not the classical Chinese theme one might have expected, but an old French marching song, clearly recognizable through the sliding, liquid Eastern harmonies with which she embellished it.

Anassa sang, “Que donneriez-vous, ma belle, pour voir votre mari?” and she answered herself, in the next verse, with, “Je donnerais Versailles, Paris, et St. Denis …”

Wan laughed. When she had finished singing, he said, “At the present moment I have little use even for the most beautiful woman in the world. Nevertheless, for you, ’Na, I would give not merely Paris, St. Denis, and the kingdom of my royal father and mother, but Gwethym, Terra, and every planet in the galaxy. Heat death or no heat death!”

“What a pretty speech!” She laid the kin aside and kissed him on the mouth. “I meant to ask you, though. What gave you the idea for your ritual in the first place, Wan? It’s certainly not an obvious theme. I’d never have expected the physicist-in-residence at Sun Yat-sen University to come up with it.”

Wan considered, rubbing his nose. “I think the basic idea came from a conversation I had with a sailor in a bar, two or three years ago. He’d been on a voyage to the Polar Islands and had had to spend several months there all alone.

“He said that the sun—in those latitudes, you know, the sun neither rises nor sets; it moves in a circle around the horizon, and it’s always twilight—he said that the sun seemed to take weeks to make its course around the sky. He felt that all his bodily processes had slowed down. He said that it seemed to take him hours to walk from one side of his cabin to the other, and that minutes elapsed between successive beats of his heart.”

“Was he frightened?” the priestess asked curiously.

“No, I don’t think so. He was too numb, too remote for emotion. He was too slowed down to care.

“I think that’s where the basic idea of my ritual came from—the idea of a world where everything is running down. But I really didn’t write it. It wrote itself. I got the whole thing done in a couple of evenings. It came up from the depths.”

She nodded. “I knew a woman who had an experience like that of your sailor. She and her husband had gone in a sloop to the Li Tai Po Archipelago to do some archaeological work. They found more of interest there than they had expected, and by the time they were ready to leave the hurricane season had begun.

“They decided they’d better stay where they were until a better season of the year for sailing. In the meantime, she’d become pregnant, and she had her baby on one of the bigger islands.

“She said it seemed that she was pregnant for two or three years, and that her labor lasted for a week. Hours seemed to pass between each separate contraction of her uterus.

“I asked her whether she’d been frightened, and she said no, she was too far away to have any emotion. But she said, ‘Even now that I’m back in New Christiana, things still feel far away. I’m a sort of ghost.’ ”

Wan’s face wore an intent frown. “And where did you say this happened?”

“In the Li Tai Po Archipelago. Why? I shouldn’t think the location would make any difference. It was the isolation and the fact of her pregnancy that made her have an experience like your sailor’s.”

Wan did not answer. Anassa was still looking at him, puzzled, when the note of a gong, deep and tremulous, filled the room with a silvery vibration of sound.

The girl sprang to her feet. “The evening service for Neith,” she said. “I didn’t know it was so late. I must go.”

From her dressing table she took a slender golden chain with a huge amethyst pendant carved in the form of a bee—the badge of her office—and clasped it around her neck. She touched her throat with perfume, thrust her feet into slippers, and put a cloak of heavy gold brocade around her throat.

From the door she said, “Good-by, Wan. I shan’t be long. Are you all right? Why don’t you say good-by?”

Wan turned on her the look of a man struggling upward from the depths of a heavy sleep. “Yes, I’m all right. It’s only—”

“Only what?” the girl cried. “I’ve got to go!”

“Only that I’m wondering whether my ritual was so farfetched after all.”
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