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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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ONE

In his office on the two hundred and seventy-fifth floor of the stainless steel tower housing Sector Headquarters of the Corps Diplomatique Terrestrienne, Career Minister Magnan, Assistant Deputy Undersecretary for Inter-species Affairs, leaned back behind his twelve-foot iridium alloy desk and inspected his fingernails complacently.

“I suppose you’ve heard the news, Retief?” he inquired in an overly casual tone.

First Secretary Retief sent a ring of chartreuse dope-stick smoke toward a handsomely framed larger-than-life portrait of Chief of Mission Barnshingle artfully fashioned en mosaic from tiny chips of Yalcan glass, faithfully representing each ambassadorial skin blemish and oversized pore.

“I’ve heard Terran pirates are still operating here in the cluster,” Retief said. “And there’ve been a couple of new complaints from Terry settlers of Haterakans muscling-in on the frontier worlds. But instinct tells me you have something more momentous in mind.”

Magnan waved Retief’s words away. “I was referring,” he sniffed, “to my new assignment. Let me tell you there was a bit of jockeying for the plum among the senior staff; but in the end it was I who carried off the prize.”

“What is it?” Retief inquired interestedly. “Liquor inventory?”

“I had hoped you’d greet my announcement with the solemnity appropriate to the importance of the matter.” Magnan’s stern look gave way to one of resignation. “But I suppose that’s asking too much.”

“The suspense is insupportable,” Retief said. “Tell me quick.”

“I,” Magnan intoned impressively, “am to head up the Panel for Alien Uplift, Protection, Enlightenment, and Relief!” At Retief’s inquiring look, he amplified: “The new panel will supersede the Special Unit for Conferring Knowledge on Emergent Races, as well as the Council for Humane Understanding of Minority Problems. With CHUMP and SUCKER no longer muddying the waters of inter-species togetherness, the way will be cleared for PAUPER to bestow largess on a scale hitherto undreamed of!”

“How about an organization for the benefit of Terrans?” Retief inquired. “Has anybody thought of that?”

“Hmmm; a novel notion. However, it’s out of tune with the times. I wouldn’t mention it if I were you. The Undersecretary takes a dim view of radicals.” Magnan straightened the geometrically arranged papers on the desk before him. “After considerable thought, Retief, I’ve decided to allow you to volunteer as my Number Two. No”—he held up a hand—“don’t thank me—”

“I wasn’t going to, Mr. Magnan,” Retief said. “As a matter of fact, I’ve been thinking about tendering my resignation, and this seems like as good a time as any—”

“But you can’t!” Magnan clawed at his desk for support. “My whole scheme—that is to say, your duty …” He spun his Hip-U-Matic contour chair, causing the power swivel mechanism to whine in protest, flipped a switch. “Here, Retief: just let me give you a quick run-down on the state of affairs, and you’ll perceive the gravity of the situation, alien-aid wise!”

A system triagram appeared in the six-foot star-tank at the side of the room: a spherical array of bright points like a luminous popcorn ball suspended in blackness.

“Here we have the Goober Cluster,” Magnan said, “with our headquarters located here.” He poked a button and a tiny blue light appeared at one edge of the globe of stars. “Now, we Terrans were late-comers to the Cluster, of course. The Haterakans had already established a firm foothold in the Southern portion.” He flipped a key and a scattering of points around one side of the spherical cluster gleamed pink. “And here you see the Terran-occupied worlds.” Magnan caused a second group of stars to glow a vivid green, in a pattern roughly opposing the pink worlds of the Haterakans.

“To date, all efforts to establish diplomatic relations with the Haterakans have come to naught,” he said soberly. “The last envoy we dispatched returned coated with a substance remarkably similar to tar, to which adhered a layer of what appeared to be feathers of some sort.” Magnan faced Retief solemnly. “You appreciate the implications of the contretemps?” he said expectantly.

“It suggests that the next Terry who wanders over the line had better be liberally coated with Vaseline,” Retief offered.

Magnan looked triumphant. “It’s obvious that conditions are ripe for a PAUPER program of unprecedented proportions,” he stated dramatically. “Think of it! Dozens of worlds, populated by these poor, benighted aliens, all struggling, vainly no doubt, to wrest a livelihood from the inhospitable soil, yearning for a helping hand—”

“Still, they seem to have enough resources left over from the struggle to pick fights with Terran settlers,” Retief commented.

“Mere chauvinistic rumor-mongering,” Magnan sniffed. “Now, as I see it, this is our opportunity to get PAUPER off the ground with a splash! What a feather in my cap, Retief, if I can secure Haterakan participation in the program! Heavens! It will be the making of me—and incidentally put an end to any incipient strife in the cluster!”

There was a harsh burp from the desk phone. Magnan turned to it in irritation as an angular female face set in an expression of permanent martyrdom popped into unflattering clarity on the screen.

“Yes, what is it, Grusona?” Magnan’s mouth twitched into the grimace of synthetic affability necessary to forestall a secretarial report of supervisory brutality.

“That creepy little Gruck, Fish or Filth or whatever his name is, wants to talk to you,” the apparition announced in a voice like a meat saw encountering bone.

“The name of the Groaci Ambassador happens to be Fiss,” Magnan corrected sternly. “You may inform His Excellency—

“I’ll put him on,” Grusona snapped, and blanked the screen. The pale, five-eyed face of the alien diplomat appeared.

“See here, Magnan,” the Groaci began abruptly, “I have just been apprised by neutral sources of a new attack by imperialistic Terrestrial bandits on the inoffensive persons of a party of picnicking Haterakans—”

“Ah-ah—manners, manners.” Magnan held up an admonitory hand. “I don’t believe I saw so much as a courteous click of the mandibles before you launched your tirade, my dear Fiss. After all, we must preserve the amenities, eh?”

“Out upon the amenities!” Fiss hissed, vibrating his throat sac in a distressed way. “Once more the innocent lie in windrows, massacred by unprincipled warmongering Terran colonialists!”

“Surely you exaggerate.” Magnan’s mouth twitched in annoyance. “My report states that a small interworld barge shooed off a Haterakan vessel intruding in Terran-occupied space—”

“I warn you,” Fiss whispered, “the Groacian Autonomy can no longer endure in silence—”

“Silence?” Magnan sniffed. “You’ve been ringing me up daily with your ridiculous little tattlings. Why don’t you just send along a bill for reparations as usual and spare a scene?” He switched off the furious alien in mid-riposte.

“I confess I’m growing a trifle weary of Fiss’s importunities,” he said. “On the other hand, these freebooters are an embarrassment to Terran policy in the cluster. While you’re out there, I suggest you do something about them, as well—”

“Sorry, Mr. Magnan,” Retief interposed. “You got a little ahead of me there. While I’m out where?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you?” Magnan inquired brightly. “I’m sending you along to complete the arrangements for initiating the program. Now, I’ve already done most of the work.” He lifted a thick parchment, liberally red-taped and waxsealed. “The treaty runs to ten articles, seventy-one sections, and two hundred and five individual clauses, plus codicils, amendments, riders and attachments. Something of a tour de force, if I do say so myself.” He placed the heavy document before Retief. “Now, you need only secure the Haterakan signatures—a mere detail—and I’m as good as confirmed as a full Deputy Undersecretary.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready to sprout feathers just yet,” Retief said.

“Now, now.” Magnan placed his fingertips together and assumed a roguish expression. “No point in leaping ahead to negative possibilities. Just think of the voyage out, via luxury liner—at Corps expense, mind you—and on per diem at that.” Magnan punched buttons on his desk reference catalog. “The Empress of Araby sails tonight, bound for the border worlds …”

Half an hour later, Magnan concluded his briefing. “Now,” he said, glancing at his fingerwatch, “I suppose you’ll want to nip over to the library and skim through a few selected reels of the statistical digests before take-off time. And while you’re there, would you mind having them stat up a few hundred thousand copies of the latest mail-order catalogs? I want to ship them out to underprivileged Haterakan worlds so that they can get started picking out what they want.”

As Retief rose to depart, the phone beeped raucously again. “A person insists on seeing you,” Grusona barked loudly. “He—”

“Yes, yes, Grusona.” Magnan winced and hastily tuned the volume down. “All in good time. After lunch, possibly, or perhaps one morning next week—”

“He says you’ll see him now, if he has to tear the door down!”

“So?” Magnan’s eyebrows arched. “Well, I’m hardly one to be intimidated by threats—”

There was a rending crash from the door; the panel bulged, split, and burst inward. A large, bearded man in a blue jacket, peaked cap, and leather pants tossed the doorknob aside and stooped under the sagging frame.

“If I would of knowed you was busy, I wouldn’t of came,” he advanced across the room, placed two fists the size of ham hocks on the Undersecretary’s desk and leaned on them. “But seeing I’m here, let’s you and me have a talk, O.K., Mister?”

“Why, ah, just what I was going to suggest,” Magnan found his voice. “Please take a seat, Mr. ah …?”

“Bludgin; Captain Gus Bludgin of the Warthog II, twenty-nine days out o’ Blackstrap with a cargo o’ rum.” The caller hoisted a massive thigh onto the corner of the desk. “Now, Mac, what I want to know is, what are you Jaspers doing about these here Hatrack gunboats! Them tin-plated crawfish have set themselfs up a tender station right on our number two moon—ran off some of our boys doing a little water mining out there and taken the place over lock, stock and distillation tanks! From there, they’re swarming all over the trade lanes like cooties at a fo’castle shakedown!”

“Cooties?” Magnan squeaked. “Why, ah, I believe if you’ll just have a word with the Pest Control people across the hall—”

“I’m talking about bushwhackers!” Bludgin bellowed. “The two-faced devils even took a shot at me, a good parsec and a half inside Terry territory!”

“There must be some mistake, Mr. Bluggins.” Magnan hooked a finger in his collar and shot a desperate look past his visitor at Retief, who smiled encouragingly and blew a smoke ring toward the ceiling.

“The name’s Bludgin, I told you, Sol!” the large man said. “And you’re durn right they’s a mistake, if you think I’m taking this setting down! I’m having a pair of 10 mm. Hellbores mounted in Warthog’s stern, and the next one o’them lousy claim-jumping Lobsters I see, I blast him, no questions asked!”

“Now, now, no racial epithets,” Magnan said sharply, wagging a finger at Bludgin. “Remember, aliens are just our friends we haven’t met yet.”

“Well, I ain’t met one that’s a friend o’ mine,” Bludgin roared. “What are you, some kind o’renegade Terry?”

“I happen to be head of PAUPER,” Magnan said stiffly, and—

“Yeah?” Gus cut him off, eyeing the first Secretary’s vermillion cutaway and glare-jewel cuff links. “Fer a feller with no dough you sure got fancy shore clothes. But skip that. What I want is a CDT escort to blast them lousy aliens right back to their end o’ the cluster!”

Magnan gasped. “Really, Mr. Boggett, your reactionary attitudes do you small credit! Why, I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that these Terran pirates we’ve been hearing of were responsible for the attack, and not aliens at all!”

“You nuts?” Gus inquired, squinting his boar’s eyes down to red-rimmed pinpoints. “The raiders ain’t interested in short-haul tramps. All they ever hit is the big passenger jobs!”

“Eh?” Magnan shot Bludgin a sharp look. “How do you happen to know that, Mr. Bludgin?”

“On account of my cousin Averill—I mean,” the captain caught himself, “I, uh, heard from the boys—er …” He cleared his throat. “Rumors,” he said. “Now let’s get back to how we’re gonna blast them pesky aliens—”

“Mister Bludget!” Magnan rose to his full height, stared upward into his visitor’s unshaven face. “One more of your inflammatory anti-extra-Terrestrial outbursts, and I shall take steps which will astonish you!”

“Huh?” Bludgin eased his bulk from the desk and blinked at the aroused diplomat. “Geeze, Mister, I didn’t mean—”

“Mister Magnan knows what you meant, Gus,” Retief said. “That’s what annoys him.” He rose, put a hand under the captain’s elbow and eased him toward the door. “I have a few hours to kill. Why don’t you and I go along and have a quiet drink or two together?”

“Yeah—O.K.” Gus ducked his head at Magnan. “But, uh, what about the Lobsters?”

“You may be sure that the Corps Diplomatique Terrestrienne has the situation well in hand, sir,” Magnan said stiffly. “As a matter of fact, Retief,” he added in a lower tone after the captain had passed through the door, “between Terran freebooters and certain misguided aliens, travel in the cluster is becoming impossible! And with hotheads of the captain’s type spoiling for trouble, it’s more vital than ever that we act with speed in implementing Operation PAUPER. I trust that, keeping in mind the vast importance of your mission, you’ll leave no stone unturned in the quest for alien friendship.”

“I’m not sure we’ll find what we want under a rock,” Retief replied. “Still, I’ll do my best.”

In the hall, he joined the captain. “Now, Gus,” he said as they moved off toward the bar, “I’d like to hear all about your cousin Averill before my ship lifts off….”
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