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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.


      




I


The Footprints


BALTHASAR was uneasy. In fact, Balthasar was scared—or at least he showed every sign that he was. And what could be here in this sunny, shallow reef water of the Point Loma Research Station, Robby Hoenig wondered, to cause the big dolphin any fear? Certainly not any of the usual sort of sharks. Balthasar was too big, too tough, and—above all—too fast for them. The Greenland shark or the great white shark, otherwise known as the man-eater, should not be in this particular area of tropical waters. That left only the killer whale.


But killer whales were rare, too, in this part of the ocean. And, in any case, if it actually was a killer, Balthasar would be asking to be let into the station through the lock five levels down, as he had once or twice before. But he had refused to come in when Robby had gone down to the control room and opened the lock for him.


Instead, Balthasar continued to patrol the underwater station, curvetting now up to the surface, and now underneath it—his slick, grey, thirteen-foot length flashing in the sunlight every time he broke water.


Robby stood on the surface platform by the boathouse, watching him. Robby was twelve, and would one day be as tall as his father. Meanwhile, he was lean as a fishing spear from the many hours he had spent in the water, and brown as a peanut from the same tropical sun that had bleached his hair almost white. He had grown up around salt-water research stations like this one, for his father was a marine biologist.


His mother was a marine biologist, too, but she had given up active work in the field when she had married his father. Times were not the same as they had been back in the twentieth century when a marine biologist was anyone who cared to study the plants and animals of the seas and oceans. This was the year 2013, and all the sciences had moved so fast and become so complicated that it was just not possible—as Robby’s mother said with a sigh—to do honest research and take care of a son and a husband at the same time. One or the other of the two jobs had to go. And although it was quite a wrench, she sent in her resignation to the International Department of Fisheries—Salt Water Research Division—and concentrated on seeing that Robby and his father got their meals on time and sleep enough to keep them going.


At the moment, however, she was away on a short vacation visiting her father, and Robby and Dr. Hoenig were on their own. Her father was that noted, if somewhat elderly, marine biologist, Jacob Von Hoffer—the very man who had first tried the breeding and domestication of dolphins like Balthasar.


Robby frowned at Balthasar now, as he cavorted around the station. If his mother were back from her visit to the Marine Museum in Hawaii, he thought, she might be able to tell him what was bothering the dolphin. But on the other hand, possibly not, since after all he, Robby, knew Balthasar better than anyone else in the world, having grown up with him. Robby’s parents had deliberately arranged it. It is no small thing, when swimming around in tropical oceans, to have as a companion a lightning-fast, thirteen-foot watchdog that is afraid of nothing in the seven seas except the great black-and-yellow killer whale.


Robby leaned over the railing at the edge of the platform. Below him, the round, dark mass of the station plunged away to the sandy sea floor thirty feet below. It looked like a tower underwater. Through the glass-clear water he could see nothing but a few colourful small fish, some rocks, and coral.


For a moment he thought about going down to the laboratory section of the station, four floors below, and putting the whole problem in his father’s hands. But his father, he remembered, was right now engaged in some rather tricky breeding experiments in experimental tank number seven and would not like to be bothered with problems about the dolphin.


“Well,” said Robby out loud to Balthasar, “I guess I’ll have to investigate.”


He stepped over to the boathouse and took from a hook his water lung. This was a marvellous little atom-powered converter that clipped around his neck like a collar and extracted oxygen from the plain sea water, making atmosphere for him to breathe steadily as he went along. The atmosphere came up from the converter at his neck into a transparent diving mask that fitted over his face and was watertight. The result was that he was as much at home under the water as he was above it. The device had been invented by a man named Cogswell in the 1980s.


Having put on his lung, Robby simply walked off the platform into thirty feet of water, the same way he might walk off a kerb. One moment he had the bright sun and the air about him, and the next moment the glass-green water had closed over his head and he found himself flying.


Flying is indeed the word to describe it. Wearing a lung in this clear, warm water, above the white sand of the bottom, was exactly like being suspended in mid-air. Robby kicked his feet together. Swim fins spread out from the toes of his convertible sandals and sent him gliding through the water like a soaring hawk in the world above.


But Robby had no intention of making his investigation under his own power. There was a far faster way than that. He whistled through the microphone set inside his face mask, and Balthasar came shooting like a torpedo through the water to meet him. Robby reached for the two reins trailing back from the dolphin’s shoulder harness, and fitted his wrists through the loops in the ends. Taking a firm grip, he whistled again, and Balthasar was off.


But not in the right direction. For Balthasar had a mind of his own, and if he did not feel like leaving the area around the station, he did not feel like having Robby leave it either. So, instead of heading directly out as Robby requested with a twitch of the reins, he spun right and spiralled down. Robby had a flashing glimpse through the underwater windows of, first, the equipment room on the top level, then his own living room on the level below, then a moment’s view of his father up to his elbows in the wiring controls of experimental tank number seven on the fourth level, and finally the stand-by tanks on the fifth level with the so-called Martians. The Martians were very interesting, and ordinarily Robby never passed them by without taking a look. But right now he was too busy getting Balthasar under control.


Balthasar, like most people who have just done something they know they are not supposed to do, was trying to pretend that it was all a joke.


“You know better than that!” Robby told him, out loud, the sound of his voice carrying through the microphone of his face mask and through the water to Balthasar’s sensitive ears. Robby pulled his own head up alongside the bashful eye and grinning mouth of the dolphin. Balthasar really could not help the grin, being born with his mouth turned up. “Now go straight!”


Balthasar gave an apologetic flip of his flukes, scattering a small cloud of angelfish, and shot off on a tour of the surrounding sea bottom.


The station had been built on an undersea high spot, actually an underwater hilltop or plateau. While it was a good eight miles off the coast in the ocean, the water was really quite shallow. No place was any deeper than seventy-five feet, and in some places it was no deeper than twenty. The area was marked as “shoals” on the navigation charts, and stretched for about a mile and a half in length, and up to half a mile across. Robby knew every inch of it like the palm of his hand. If anything out there was making Balthasar nervous, one thing was certain—it could not hide from Robby for very long.


“And if it is a killer,” Robby told Balthasar, “we’ll just duck back to the station and turn in the alarm. Then the Mexican coastguard can come and capture him.”


But Robby had been underwater king of the shoals around the station for so long he could not really believe that there was anything dangerous nearby.


They began to circle outward, going farther and farther each time. On the fourth circle they came around a twelve-foot spire of rock that Robby had long ago named the Castle, because of the way it looked. Beyond the Castle, the sea floor dropped another dozen feet to an open stretch of white sand some thirty feet below the surface. As they swung over this, Balthasar veered sharply.


Robby forced him back, and when the dolphin resisted, he let go of the reins and swam down himself. As he approached the stretch of white sand, he saw that there were marks on it. They looked like a line of holes, about fifteen feet apart, leading off into the dimness of the water beyond. Curiously, he swam to the nearest one—and then checked, a cold feeling running suddenly down his back. For the first time he began to feel thoroughly frightened.


The marks were not holes. They were footprints. A good four feet in length, a good half foot in depth—and with four sharper, deeper indentations along their front edge such as claws might make.


Something—something enormous which Robby had never heard of—had gone, not swimming, but walking here across the bottom of the sea.
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The Unseen Singer


A CHILL gliding down his spine, Robby began, with little kicks of his swim fins, to back up along the line of footprints. Without realizing he was doing it, he had covered about ten or fifteen feet when he was bounced backwards in the water by the big body of Balthasar, who immediately began to push him away.


For a second Robby tried to hold his position, but it was a little like trying to stand still on the ice of a skating rink when the sweeper truck is pushing you ahead of it. He could not escape from the point of Balthasar’s nose, and the big dolphin was too strong for him to resist, so after a moment he gave in. Some people, Grandfather Hoffer included, think pushing is an instinct with the dolphins. There is even an old sailors’ legend which says that if human beings will lie still in the water, porpoises will push them ashore.


So, in the end, there was nothing for Robby to do but leave. What settled the argument more than anything else was the clear sound of a bell ringing through the water. It was the warning bell of the station, calling Robby home. Perhaps Robby’s father had decided that he needed Robby for something, or maybe it was time for lunch. Robby grabbed Balthasar’s reins and let the relieved dolphin tow him quickly back.


At the top of the station Robby climbed out of the water on to the platform. He hung his lung on its hook and ran down the ladder leading from the deck to the communications room below.


“Dad!” he called.


There was no answer. Guessing that his father was still on the fourth level, Robby went through the door leading to the interior stairway of the station, and down three flights to the laboratory section.


His father was there all right, half-hidden in the temperature control system of experimental tank number seven. The metal panel that usually covered the controls was off, and some of the system’s parts were lying on the floor. Evidently things were not going very well because his father was muttering to himself in a bad-tempered tone of voice.


“Soldering gun!” Robby heard as he came up. “Half-size temporary circuit lead-ins! Squeeze my fingers in there somehow and put the hot end of the gun—OUCH!”


Robby’s father backed out of the control system, blowing on his fingers, and saw Robby.


“Oh, there you are,” he said. “I’m skinny enough, but not for this. Squeeze round the back of the control system there and see if you can pass the leads for the stand-by thermostat through to me. Think you can make it?”


“Sure,” said Robby. He slid in behind number seven. It was tight there between the tank and the wall, but he was able to move his hands and arms about where a grown man would have been as helpless as if locked in a box.


“I’m there!” called Robby. There were noises from up front as his father wormed his way in from the other side.


His voice filtered through a maze of wires and odd mechanical devices. “Right. Pass the leads through.”
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