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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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THE SPACE-CRAFT landed. Silently. Gently. In deep forest. Within it there was venom and dissension. Silent venom. Soundless dissension. Thoughts. Only thoughts. A thought of bitter reproach—for gluttony. A thought of furious defensiveness. Angry, soundless accusations and counteraccusations. Then a cold, hard thought, reporting fact. The air outside the ship was good and the temperature bearable. There would be animals. Because of—the thought was icily savage, and meant gluttony—they would have to move of themselves, rather than be carried as was more convenient. But half a dozen of them should be able to handle any single animal on a strange world. There must be, though, no—again the savage thought of gluttony—until they had learned the nature of life on this world. Until they had some idea of its more intelligent and useful forms.


The craft that had landed was not large. Where it rested amid huge forest patriarchs, the branches had swerved aside and closed above it. It was hidden from above. But speckles of moonlight penetrated the leaves. They showed, presently, a circular slab in the ship’s side in the act of unscrewing. It was a door.


Presently the moonlight shone upon movement. Upon movements. Creatures in awkward, unaccustomed self-locomotion. They were very small, compared to men, and their appearance was extremely improbable. They hobbled painfully in a compact group. At first they did not communicate even with each other, as if they strained whatever senses they possessed in the effort to savor the nature of this strange planet. Then the thoughts began. They expressed disgust. Disdain.


Then the icy, cold, clear thought that here the ground was firm and the vegetation worn away, is if by the passage of many animals.


The hobblings went along the path. Presently there was a light. An artificial light. There was tumultuous interchange of thought at ground-level among the struggling, painfully un-adept pedestrians. They moved forward. A dog barked furiously and rushed at them.


The small creatures stood still. The dog slowed, and stopped, and then curled up and lay snoring on the ground. The improbable things inspected him. There was fury in the thought-exchanges. But the icy, factual thought came again. This creature’s paws were not adapted to the making of artifacts, such as the building yonder, nor the handling of tools required to make artificial lights. So that they should examine the building.


The tiny, loathsome creatures hobbled painfully toward it. Presently …


Men carried them back to the craft in which they had come. The men walked with the curious gait of sleepwalkers. And when the men had gone away again the craft that had landed in the forest was filled with rejoicing. Silent rejoicing. Soundless glee. Glee which rose to the status of rebellion. Mutiny took place, with every member of the crew a mutineer and joyously resolved to remain upon this planet for always.


The icy, factual thought again. No gluttony. Not yet. The intelligent life on this planet was highly-developed. If alarmed, it might be dangerous. But if the whole thing were carefully planned and properly carried out… …
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THE guard’s flashlight played on Jim Hunt for a bare instant before he let go and fell like a stone into the blackness under the dirigible. He felt a raging triumph even as the ship’s huge, elongated form shrank swiftly and was blotted out against the stars. The light had played on him at just the right instant and from just the right angle. The guard would swear that he’d been empty-handed, that he’d jumped to his death from the Security patrol ship Cinquoin in the darkness and at fifteen thousand feet, rather than submit to recapture. And that was what Jim Hunt wanted.


But the odds were great that the guard would tell the exact truth. As he fell, he had the seat-pack, to be sure. After breaking out of the prison cab, he’d taken it from the crew’s cabin of the ship in a desperate stealthy foray down from the maze of braces and wires and billowing, sluggish balloons within the framework of the monster airship. But he’d allowed himself to be cornered and sighted up near the bow, as if he’d been trying in the ultimate of desperation to find some hiding-place in which to conceal himself against search. With honest testimony, now, that he’d leaped to his death unequipped, it might be that the theft of the seat-pack from the other end of the ship wouldn’t be noticed. It might be weeks or months before one seat-pack, emergency, type whatever-it-was, was missed and finally surveyed as expended or lost in the normal operations of the Security Patrol Ship Cinquoin. And by that time Jim Hunt would either be safely hidden—or it wouldn’t matter.


Falling with the mounting velocity of a dropped stone and trying desperately to wriggle into the seat-pack’s straps, he grew savagely sure that it wouldn’t matter. He fell thirty-two feet the first second, and sixty-four the second, and ninety-six the third and a hundred and twenty-eight the fourth. He had one arm through one of the seat-straps, but no more. At the tenth second, he had dropped two thousand feet and was falling at the rate of a mile every sixteen seconds. At the fifteenth second the wind screamed about him as he hurtled earthward. He found himself grimacing savagely, falling through space like a meteor. The wind of his fall ran up the sleeve of his shirt and burst it. And he fought the wildly vibrating seat-pack which trailed behind him. In a nightmare of perpetual falling and blackness he knotted his hand in the strap he could not adjust and heaved. …


There was a violent jerk. The pilot-chute was out and tending to check his fall. Another jerk, more violent. The first descent-chute. Then, at two-second intervals, the four horrible wrenching heaves that were the others. Seat-packs, being designed for emergency use in the most literal possible sense of the term, do not contain one large parachute, but five small ones. They open successively, making five lesser wrenchings at a man’s body instead of one overwhelming yank which could snap his neck.


At twenty-five seconds after his drop into sheer blackness from the Security ship, Jim Hunt dangled below a swiftly-descending series of parachutes in the midst of a tangible darkness in which no star shone. He should, he believed, be over solid ground. But the Cinquoin might have made a detour for some unguessable reason. He might descend into icy black salt sea, or into a lake or even a pond which would serve as well to drown him as the ocean itself.


There was a faint, faint radiance above him. The Cinquoin was playing searchlights below. That was quick work, considering. Had he been able to adjust the seat-pack as quickly as its manufacturers claimed, while falling, his drop would have been checked a long way back. The searchlight beams would have caught him above the cloud-bank which now hid him. Either the ship itself would have followed him to the ground, or members of the Security Police would have jumped, too, delaying the opening of their chutes so they’d reach ground before him. Then he’d have been lost.


The radiance, dim at best, grew fainter still and died. The officers of the Cinquoin would have the honest statement of the guard that he’d simply jumped. The seat-pack had been hidden behind his body, and he was considered rebellious enough and desperate enough to have committed suicide rather than live the rest of his life in Security Custody. There was no sign of a chute beneath the ship. Everything pointed to his death. The odds were—and he neither saw nor heard anything to lessen them—that the ship had simply gone on to its destination, reporting him a suicide.


He dropped through darkness. Presently a sound like gentle surf upon a beach came up from below, but it came from a wide area. It was a wind of some force, beating upon trees. He set his jaws. He had an excellent chance of being killed in this landing. Or of losing his parachute-string when he struck—to be sighted from overhead when a routine patrol-plane search was made for his body. They wouldn’t really expect to find it, unless buzzards guided them, but chutes caught in a tree-top would tell them entirely too much.


There was a sudden increase in the sound of wind-tossed branches. He smelled earth and woodland. He felt branches flashing past him in the dark. Something lashed him cruelly, like a cat-o-nine tails. He struck violently in a pine-tree, and rebounded—but he thought he had broken ribs—and fell in a great, arching swoop, and suddenly he was drenched in a monstrous crashing of water all about him. Then abruptly, the parachute-harness no longer tugged at him and he was knee-deep in a pond or stream, and the sound of wind among trees was a booming sound, inextricably mixed with the swishing of many leaves. And it was overhead.


He felt savagely triumphant. Jim Hunt was dead. The Security Police would concede it without question. The future would take care of itself. But somehow he’d show them! The damned fat-heads! Security! Security! That was the watchword now! They said that science had gone too far. There were a dozen fields in which research might turn up instruments so deadly or principles capable of such monstrous applications that all research had to be supervised carefully. So the World Government was formed; really to protect humanity against the consequences of its own intelligence. Men were capable of such brilliance in dealing with the forces of the universe, and such stupidity in dealing with each other, that mankind had to be protected against itself. But unfortunately the World Government confused the hopes of the future with the real menaces to the safety of the present. Jim Hunt had been solemnly adjudged a menace to the security of humanity. He’d been on his way to a Security Custody reservation to spend the rest of his life in confinement. He’d have been gently treated, to be sure, and allowed even tools and the means of research if he chose—under constant, detailed supervision. But he was to be imprisoned for life.


Now though, he waded ashore in the darkness, pulling carefully on his parachute-lines. It took him a long time to get the billowing masses of cloth—some of it wetted—into a bundle that he could carry and ultimately hide. He neither saw nor heard any signs of human life. But he moved cautiously into utterly black forest, carrying the untidy bundle which had been the compact emergency-chute. He forced his way on at random until he realized that he might be moving in a circle.


Then he lay down to wait for dawn. He was not at ease. If there was the least suspicion that he had escaped, rather than plummeted to his death, Security would hunt him from aloft with infra-red scanners that could note the heat of his body from an incredible distance. There were so many things that could be done if his survival was suspected! And of course a man who was dangerous to Security would be hunted much more relentlessly than a mere murderer.


He could not sleep for a long time. Then he tried deliberately to relax. He would need all his strength and cunning presently. He made his taut, tense muscles relax. He made himself comfortable with parachute-silk under him on a bed of soft woods-mold, scraped together by groping fingers. He lay still and relaxed … relaxed… Presently he knew gratefully that in a little while he would sleep. …


Then there were little nibbling thoughts around the edge of his mind. Not his own thoughts. Alien, patient, insinuating thoughts that were not the product of his own brain.


“Nice. …” said the thoughts. “Nice. … Everything is nice … This is the nicest place in the world. … Everyone is happy … … This is nice. … …”


Jim Hunt made a convulsive gesture and sprang to alertness there in the darkness in an unseen forest. His hands clenched. His heart pounded horribly. Sweat poured out all over his body in streams. He hadn’t sweated like this even when he jumped from the dirigible in the hope that while falling he’d be able to work himself into the harness of an emergency parachute. His heart hadn’t pounded at this tempo when he was about to land, swept at breakneck speed across the surface of a forest he couldn’t see.


He was panting, while his whole body turned cold from the sweat that had poured out over it. The forest was still save for the booming sound of the wind overhead. And now that he was aroused and awake and panicky, it was hard to detect the thing that had stirred him so. But he soothed himself by force of will. He waited, and he was just barely able to feel the nibbling, soothing, insinuating ideas.


“Nice. . …” came the thought, persuasive but very faint. “This is nice… Everything is nice. Everything feels good. Sleep is good. … Sleep is nice. …”


A murderous rage surged up in Jim Hunt’s whole body. The nibbling thoughts faded abruptly.


He sat grimly with his back against a tree. His eyes burned in the blackness. When dawn broke, his expression was grim and utterly formidable.
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SOME WHILE after sunrise he found what might be termed a farmhouse—a log cabin, typical of mountain country where erosion kept cleared land poor and even cattle could not be raised with any great profit. It was not large, and there was a sagging porch and wasteful rail fences and poverty-stricken outbuildings. From hiding, Jim Hunt examined it keenly.


It was exquisitely ironic that he should have defied the Security Police, and been sentenced to life Security custody, because of his experimental work on the amplification and transmission of thought. He had dropped out of the sky in a thousand-to-one attempt at escape, and he’d run into those nibbling thoughts the night before—and they were what he’d been sentenced for. Transmitted thought.


Now he understood some of the Security Police testimony. It had been testified that after an official admonishment not to continue a certain line of experiment, he had attempted to carry on his work in secret. They swore that detectors proved that he continued, and that he had associates or confederates with whom he cooperated. And he knew that the testimony about the detectors was untrue, because his work had been done in a cellar lined with quarter-inch plates of high-hysteresis iron. Nothing his apparatus produced could get through that! No detectors could have caught his fields outside that barrier! So when Security Police gave evidence that he’d continued his work in secret, that was true enough. But when they swore that detectors showed his fields and that he had confederates in research, that wasn’t true. He’d thought them liars.


Now he understood. Thought-fields weren’t directional. He wasn’t sure yet how they could spread out and concentrate again at a distance—and be present in between—and still give no indication of their point of origin. But you couldn’t locate a transmitter by any sort of direction-finding device. He knew that. And he knew fully that there was danger in the development of the transmission of thought. But he’d felt that there was greater danger in its non-development.


Those small, nibbling, insinuating thoughts were proof that he was right. Somebody else was transmitting thought. Somebody else was using it for the one purpose that Security most feared—the implanting of beliefs and opinions in unsuspecting other persons. And because it was happening, and because Security had condemned him for studying the problem, and because all worth-while research was now driven underground—why—Jim Hunt was filled at once with a murderous rage and a chilly panic. Everything he believed in was endangered. Those small, sneaking thoughts on the very edge of sleep were not thoughts that the average person would recognize as alien, as directed, as not his own. They would seem to be his own thoughts. With skill, any thoughts could be suggested. He could believe this, or believe that, or that such-and-such was the case despite appearances, and all his will and all his intelligence would be applied to the defense or realization of the ideas he believed his own.


Which was dangerous. Which could be fatal. Even the Nazis, thirty years back, had had no such infallible system for the implanting of false ideas. It was that danger which had made the Security Laws forbid all experiment with amplified thought-transmission.*




*The law read: “An Act to amend an act … to amend an act entitled, ‘An Act to Regulate and License Study and Research and Various Sciences’ … Sec. IV. Part 3, Bar. (c). ‘The amplification of the physical factors involved in thought, awareness, perception, apperception, reason, knowledge, memory, or any of the phenomena included in human or animal consciousness is forbidden save in official Security experimental zones and under first-priority supervision. The violation of this provision shall be a first-degree offense against Security and may be punishable by death or such lesser penalty as the court may decree.’ ”


First-priority supervision required that a proposed experiment be described in minute detail and submitted for approval, and that if it was approved it should be performed by Security scientists only, with the proponent advised of the results only if (a) the official Security scientists considered it safe and/or desirable to perform it, (b) if they found the time to do so, and (c) if they felt like passing on the information gained. Actually, restricting a line of research to first-priority supervision meant simply that no research was done.





Jim Hunt had been sentenced for violation of the law. And it was too late to prevent the danger. Security had detectors which could show up the existence of thought-fields, and their intensity. But Security wouldn’t allow experiment to develop thought-transmission, because the practice could be desperately dangerous.


But thought-transmission was a fact. It was being used. And Security had prevented the discovery of ways to control it. In all the world only Jim Hunt knew of this specific gap in the Security system which claimed to protect men against their own abilities. But that gap was enough to wreck all of civilization. It was ironic that the only evidence so far was the intrusion of tiny, nibbling thoughts into the brain of one man on the edge of sleep, and that man a criminal for having learned to recognize it.


Now he lay at the edge of a small clearing and watched a log cabin and the languid movements of the family which inhabited it. In three hours he learned that there were two adults and seven children living there. There was a grown girl and two gangling boys in their teens, and the rest ranged down to a baby whom he hadn’t seen, but had heard wailing.


All seemed languid to the point where it was unnatural. All were apathetic, as if they were weak. The children of an age to play sat down on the bare earth outside the cabin and fumbled with clumsy toys or talked. They did not run. One of the adolescent boys sat on the edge of the porch and looked vacantly into space. That was all. Toward noon the man of the family went slowly to a nearby field and hoed in it without energy. He stopped often to rest.


Jim Hunt absorbed every movement and every action that he could see. These folk looked unwell. They looked as if they might be chronic sufferers from hookworm. But the farm, though poor and slovenly enough, at least appeared as if there had been work done on it in the past. Yet it was difficult to believe that this lackadaisical, unenergetic family could earn a living on rocky hillside land.


At noon he felt sure that whatever the decision had been on the Cinquoin as to his fate, and whatever or whoever was responsible for the sly small thoughts he’d picked up, he would be in no danger from this family. They had surely no thought of trying to hunt down a fugitive from a Security ship. They had not the energy. And if the thoughts he’d picked up had not been directed at him, but had been picked up simply because he was in the neighborhood of their focus, they wouldn’t know of his existence at all. They surely weren’t responsible for those thoughts, and in any case he had not much fear that his own reaction to them had been noted. The transmission of thought is difficult enough. To receive clearly from a chosen, unamplified individual consciousness, with other consciousnesses present, should be impossible. So that the transmitter of those soothing ideas of happiness very probably was unaware of his existence. Still. …


He wormed his way back into the wood and brushed himself off carefully. He went through underbrush and trees to where a trail led to the farm. He marched confidently ahead. Presently he came out into the clearing. He cast his eyes about as if seeing it for the first time. He walked toward the house.


The children, sitting in the dirt, turned their heads and stared at him. The adolescent on the edge of the porch raised his eyes and looked at him dumbly. The father of the family, off in a nearby field, stopped and leaned on his hoe.


“Howdy,” said Jim Hunt, whose crime had been a desire to push back the boundaries of scientific knowledge. “I’m trampin’. Got any grub for a fella that’ll work for it?”


The adolescent boy said listlessly, “Y’ll have to ask Paw. That’s him out in the field. Right lot o’ work to do, though.”


Jim turned to look at the man who leaned on his hoe. As he looked, slowly and as if with infinite effort that man straightened from his leaning and came toward the house.


“He’s coming now,” said Jim. “I’ll wait.”


He sat on the porch. He regarded the children, who stared at him blankly. He began to feel queer. He looked at the gangling boy, and felt queerer. Presently there were slow footsteps and the grown girl came out on the porch. He looked at her and felt very much queerer still. He felt an odd chilliness at the back of his neck. These people, children and all, had an odd expression which was compounded of equal parts of an unearthly tranquility and a settled exhaustion. The net result was something to chill the blood.


They weren’t alarming in themselves, but he thought of the sly, soothing thoughts in the night. But for that experience, Jim might have considered this family merely as unusually pale and sickly-looking. Even now he had no real reason to couple their appearance with the terrifying surmises those nibbling thoughts had roused. Reason, indeed, insisted that there was no connection. But the feeling of connection was there.


The grown girl looked at him. She could have been pretty, had she been less pale and thin. She said listlessly, “How-do, Stranger. My, you look strong!” Then she paused, her eyes abstracted. “We don’t see many strangers here. Where’ you from?”


“Trampin’,” said Jim Hunt, remembering to drop the final g. “Just trampin’. You get kinda hungry, trampin’, too. I thought I’d try to earn a meal.”


The man from the field came slowly up to the house. His face was seamed and weatherbeaten. He had the craggy features of the mountaineer. He had that queer expression of tranquility overlaying exhaustion, too, but in his face there was also an odd content of bewilderment.


Jim Hunt stood up.


“Howdy,” he said. “I stopped by to see if I could do some work for some grub.”


The farmer looked at him with lack-lustre eyes. He opened his mouth to speak. Then he turned and raised his eyes skyward. On the same instant Jim Hunt heard, too. It was the queer, whispering roar of a jet-rotor. There was a helicopter somewhere near. Which would be Security Police, looking for Jim Hunt’s body or some indication of his escape.


The helicopter drifted into sight above the treetops with the Security symbol painted on its side. It came overhead with a swift, dragon-fly-like movement. It halted. The farmer shaded his eyes and stared up. Jim Hunt looked upward, too, with his hand placed to shade his eyes and conceal his face besides. But he was conscious only of an enormous, despairing calm. He was caught. Worse, they’d never believe—.


“We are Security Police,” barked a voice aloft, through an amplifying loud-speaker. “A man jumped from a ship overhead, last night. Have you seen or heard of any strangers around?”


Jim Hunt waited to be revealed. The sudden completeness of his disaster numbed him. He felt practically no emotion. It was too sudden. But he did notice a strange new tensity in the people about him.


Thoughts came yammering into his head. Agitated, angry, raging thoughts.


“No … No … No Strangers … Nobody at all … No. … No. …


The farmer cupped his hands and shouted:


“Ain’t seen no strangers. Ain’t seen nobody but my own kinfolk for a week!”


The amplified voice from the helicopter said, “He didn’t have a parachute. If you find his body, there’s a reward.”


The helicopter moved on above the treetops. It was gone. There was silence. The farmer lowered his gaze and looked bewilderedly at Jim Hunt.


“Now—why’d I say that?” he asked in a weak irritation. “Why’d I tell ’em there wasn’t no strangers around when there was him right here?”


The grown girl said quickly, “You was told, Paw. I was scared you wouldn’t ketch it. You was told!”


The farmer shook his head, his forehead creased.


“Maybe … maybe,” he said helplessly. “Seems to me like I’m goin’ crazy sometimes. Things come to me, an’ I do ’em, an’ afterwards seems like I don’t know why—an’ then I do. …”


Jim Hunt swallowed.


“I know why,” he said. “It’s like a voice speaking in your mind. Mostly it says, ‘Nice … this is nice … that is nice. …’ Isn’t that so?”


The farmer stared at him.


“How’d you know, Stranger?”


Jim smiled very grimly. He knew that he was deathly pale, from the nearness of his capture by Security. But he rather suspected that there was at least as much danger here, trying to be free, as in the defiance of Security.


“Some people,” said Jim, “just take that voice for granted. Some people don’t. That’s all.” Then he said deliberately. “How about me working with you long enough to earn some food to carry along with me—” he tried not to let his voice vary by the fraction of a semitone—“and a pot to cook it in?”
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