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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

      
      ON ALL OF Tantalus there were either seventy-nine or eighty minds. Harry Gamaliel had never been able to decide which figure
         was correct. There was no possible doubt about the current total of seventy-eight human beings on the planet; there was even
         less doubt about the Tantalan itself. But as to this thing here …
      

      
      Shivering in the cool dawn air at the entrance to the high long data-analysis hall, he found the question disturbing him anew.

      
      We aren’t studying the Tantalan. How could we—humans, individuals? We aren’t built to that scale!

      
      He moved forward slowly between the man-tall memory banks: entropy tracking, chemical movement, chemical analysis, gross-physical
         mass-location, micro-physical mass-location …  How did it feel to exist in such complex extension? Like God, omnipresent, immanent?
      

      
      Parasite.

      
      He slapped the thought down, conscious that his confidence was already at an excessively low level, and paused as he arrived
         before the display panels. A hundred square feet of calibrated dials, gauges with pointers, yes-no lights shining red, white,
         green, continuous-variable meters, integrated resultant curves …
      

      
      Eighty minds. This monstrous machine, spread over nearly as much of the planet’s surface as the Tantalan itself, must have passed
         the indefinable point at which awareness set in. It considered, evaluated, made decisions; it communicated, asked questions,
         sensed its environment—what more was required of a mind?
      

      
      Yet the pretense had to be maintained. Sighing, he let his eyes rove across the display board. The machine was telling him
         everything it knew, as usual, and as usual he would have to ask for it all to be explained, and as usual Lynette was keeping
         him waiting.
      

      
      He was tempted to start work anyway, but there was no point in going through the whole elaborate process twice. Restless,
         he turned aside to a spiraling stairway at the end of the hall and climbed it, his feet hushing on the soft thick plastic
         pad of each step. At the top he emerged into a gallery with continuous windows on either side; the view was of pale blue sky,
         translucent like deep water, and forests and fields and distant hills under a yellow sun of the right size, the right brilliance
         and spectral type.
      

      
      Voidech was right. Tantalus was the only possible name.

      
      Far to the left from where he stood, a herd of grubbers moved into sight, a cell of the Tantalan urging them along towards
         water. A frown creased his sallow forehead. The development of grubbers was currently occupying a good deal of his attention.
         The Tantalan’s interest in inorganic mining was a post-contact phenomenon. When men first reached this world, the master of it was concerned entirely with organic substances,
         especially living ones; now there were the grubbers, secreted rather than bred in modified exowombs, and the hills on the
         horizon were riddled with exploratory tunnels. And there were the salamanders, too. Voidech’s expedition had done a remarkably
         complete survey considering the limitations of their equipment, and surely they couldn’t have overlooked the salamanders if
         they had already been developed.
      

      
      Fire and iron …?

      
      No, there was no comparison between the subjective experience of the Tantalan and the human concept of divine awareness. There
         was no human standard to go by at all. The apparent intelligence of the Tantalan was unalarming—it was measurable on a human
         scale. It was just the breadth of it which was beyond human grasp.
      

      
      He closed his eyes, trying to imagine how it would feel to be conscious of a little finger out of sight beyond the horizon.
         He had tried a thousand times, and always failed.
      

      Lynette Guignard/Gamaliel came into the data-analysis hall wiping a trace of morning coffee from her upper lip. She was a
         handsome, rather than a pretty, woman; she had a high forehead as white as pearl, and brilliant, deep-set eyes. Looking at
         her, people concentrated on these two features which seemed to hold the clue to her personality, ignoring her thin-lipped
         mouth and rather masculine jaw. She moved with athletic grace down the spinal way of the hall, peering ahead in the expectation
         of seeing Harry by the display board.
      

      
      “Harry?” she called in her soft clear voice, and a moment later, realizing, added, “Are you up in the gallery?”

      
      A sound of footsteps, and her husband appeared at the head of the stairway.

      
      
      “Sorry! Didn’t hear you come in.”

      
      She gave him an understanding smile. “Back at the usual game—trying to think yourself into Tantalan shoes?”

      
      He forced a grimace by way of reply; then, as though against his will, followed the idea through, his eyes reverting to the
         dials and meters on the display board. “Lyn, how could you infer the use of writing if you were blind and had to deduce the
         existence of light from heat-patterns on your skin? Are we any better equipped to tackle this job?”
      

      
      “You spent too much time with that horrible man Caversham,” Lynette told him in a practical tone. “You let him infect you
         with his cynical dislike of people, and it’s got you down.”
      

      
      “You don’t do him justice,” Harry countered. “Veliz liked to make him out a pathological misanthrope, but he’s not. He’s—”
         He stopped, groping in the air for the right word. “He’s a question-putter,” he finished lamely. “And the questions he asks
         don’t happen to be palatable ones. They’re still valid.”
      

      
      “I’m glad Veliz sent him packing,” Lynette said firmly. “I never could work out why they let him come here in the first place.
         They might as well have sent us that dreadful missionary woman who was on the ship—no, cancel that; I guess you’d have wound
         up wondering if the Tantalan was the Beast with seven horns, or something.” She blunted the sarcasm with an affectionate pat
         on his arm, and nodded at the display board. “Shall we start?”
      

      
      Harry shrugged and complied, dropping into one of the two operator’s chairs facing the panels. “Caversham was brought here
         for the same reason they took the passengers from the ship over the whole set-up before they lifted again: on the off-chance.
         We have no better principle to go by, after all. Something welds the Tantalan into a functioning whole, and so far we have a word for it: telepathy. An empty box!”
      

      
      
      “A black box,” Lynette murmured, taking the second chair.
      

      
      “What?” Reaching for the detail-examination switches, Harry gave her a sidelong glance.

      
      “A black box. Forgotten your history of physics course?”

      
      “Oh yes, I remember!” He turned the phrase over in his mind. “Apt, I guess … Lyn, doesn’t it ever bother you—the frustration of it, not even being able to find a point of attack?”
      

      
      “Not really.” Lynette chuckled. “I still maintain Caversham got at you! It took us millennia to make sense of our own mental
         processes, so it’s bound to take a good long time to evaluate the first non-human intelligence we run across. And we came
         to it, remember. We’re here on Tantalus, and before we arrived the Tantalan hadn’t even solved the problem of crossing the
         equatorial ocean.”
      

      
      “I wonder why we had to strike a bargain with it if we’re so superior,” Harry said sourly.

      
      “Harry!” Genuinely shocked, Lynette swiveled her chair to face him. “What would you rather we did? Blackmailed it into letting
         us stay here? Wiped it out so we could steal its planet? What?”
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” Harry muttered. “Perhaps you’re right about Caversham’s effect on me. Let’s get to work, shall we?”

      
      He pushed home the master switch. With patronizing ease and speed the machine proceeded to take apart the overall pattern
         of the past day’s events and display it, detail by petty detail.
      

      
      Routine, routine, routine. The Tantalan’s standard summer growth rate had been maintained, and the entropic and organic consumption
         readings were correspondingly up. Some breeding going on: basic units, grubbers, salamanders, foresters, farmers and herd-masters
         predominated, with a slight peak in the curve for soldier-cells to replace the loss sustained from a recent bearhound raid.
         There was also a slight rise in the total of exowombs used for “brain-cells,” but this merely reflected the expansion going
         on on the southern continent, across the equatorial ocean. There, the Tantalan was not yet sufficiently well established to support the immensely complex
         supply network required by exowombs secreting brain-cells.
      

      
      “I suppose we’d better set up some transportation for those,” Harry said meditatively. “Apart from that, it looks like just
         another day. Sometimes I wonder if I’m not afraid of any major breakthrough—I’m so conditioned to this monotonous pattern
         we have … Lyn?” He snapped his head around, belatedly realizing that she was doing something out of the ordinary run.
      

      
      In fact, she was holding a minor section of the chemical activity scan for further study, and her high white forehead was
         traced with the lines of a frown. She said after a pause, “Harry, I’m getting ozone traces where there ought not to be any.
         Look.”
      

      
      She switched the data across to his half of the board and added geographical co-ordinates. They identified a large hollow
         mound about forty miles distant: a commonplace formation of the type which served the Tantalan as stores for its exowombs.
         This one was secreting grubbers, according to Harry’s recollection; there had been difficulty in keeping scanner gear working
         in the vicinity because the larval grubbers cut their teeth—literally—on any hard substances they could find, especially metal.
      

      
      “Ozone?” he said. “Why is that odd? The Tantalan uses it for gene-mutation, and that’s an exowomb station—”

      
      “But the grubbers are breeding true now,” Lynette cut in. “Think they’re being modified further? If so, that’s the first sign
         we’ve had.”
      

      
      Harry shrugged. “Okay, chase it if you like.”

      
      “I’m sorry—I have a hunch about it,” Lynette declared in a don’t-contradict-me voice.

      
      “Hunch! And you complained about Caversham and his half-baked mystical taradiddle! All right, all right.” Harry punched the code for anomaly-scan, and in a fraction of a second an anomaly came up on the board, huge and glaring.

	  “Cobalt!”
         they said together in astonishment. “But—”
      

      
      Their heads turned; their eyes met. They both knew perfectly well that cobalt was one of the trace elements not involved in
         Tantalan bio-economy. It was only a little less common here than on Earth, but that slight difference had been enough to exclude
         it from protoplasm even in such small degree as terrestrial life required of it, as in cobalocyanamin.
      

      
      “What’s the betting,” Harry said very slowly, “that there isn’t a scanner anywhere near that mound?”

      
      “There isn’t one in working order for half a mile in any direction,” Lynette muttered. “Those damned grubbers … ” She ordered
         the machines to locate the nearest working scanner, and was on the point of instructing it to move towards the mound when
         Harry checked her.
      

      
      “Rout it through the effluent-flow,” he suggested.

      
      “Sensible,” Lynette approved, and amended her original command so that the scanner would approach the mound by way of the
         stream which served as a sewer or a vein, according to which view one was currently taking of the Tantalan’s metabolism.
      

      
      Five eternal minutes. The scanner reached the edge of the water and dipped samples of it. Analysis took seconds, and presentation
         of the results microseconds. Aghast, they read the incredible facts from the board.
      

      
      “That’s not grubber material,” Lynette said positively.

      
      “I can see that,” Harry grunted. “What is it?” And, without waiting for her opinion, asked the machine.
      

      
      The machine said it was human.

      
      There was a period of echoing silence. Lynette ended it with an attempt at gallows humor.

      
      “So that’s what it did with Vivaldi’s body!”

      
      “No, it’s not!” Harry rapped. “Look at the order of probability—it’s below point nine. The machine is saying it’s human because it’s not type-Tantalan.”
      

      
      “Contamination? I mean, if the Tantalan has been analyzing the body—”

      
      Harry was already out of his chair. He said over his shoulder, striding away down the hall, “An unscheduled ship was through
         here the other day, damn it! I’m not taking any outside chances!”
      

      
      Five seconds to absorb the implications; then Lynette was overtaking him out of the hall.

  



      
      
      II

      
      “AND A bosun tight and a midshipmite—”
      

      
      The captain of the interstellar liner Fulmar was almost all the crew as well, and reminded himself of the fact occasionally.
      

      
      “And the crew of the captain’s gig!” A standing joke among starship captains. Where had it come from? No one bothered to remember.
         It was hardly even funny to laymen, let alone starship captains. But for the latter it had never been funny, it had never
         been meant to be funny.
      

      
      “And the captain,” he said very loudly to the attentive walls of his stateroom. He drew himself up in front of the variwall,
         currently at a mirror setting, and Approved his appearance in much the same frame of mind as a shy boy into whom had been
         drummed the high status of his rich grandfather—no, grandmother—and who was about to meet the old woman for the first time.
         It wasn’t the first time, because he had been to Earth often before, and she was the grandmother—crotchety, but there. His mind filled with a vague, fuzzy concept, half pictorial, half tactile: something connected with shriveled loins …? He
         triggered the infrared setting of the mirror, and approved himself again: stark naked but for the tail of an animal from the
         high-gravity planet mockingly named Sisyphus, coiled around his neck and waist, and a thin layer of paint on his belly. He
         was quite mad at present, since starship crew could not sleep during a voyage and so needed a substitute for dreaming as a
         safety-valve for the tensions built up by continual infallibility.
		 
      

      
      
      “My compliments to your captain, Captain Wong,” he said with tremendous dignity. “Tell Captain Wong, Captain Wong, that he
         keeps a damned fine ship.”
      

      
      His madness was accurately rationed by the ship. In about five minutes they would broach normal for Earth, and he would have
         to return to duty, hating it; Earth in the sky disturbed him, and he would not go down to her surface again. Like the crotchety
         grandmother, impossible to love, who once had given messy birth, blood-leaking, to the loved, adored, desired mother.
      

      
      “Are you not going to the observation saloon to watch the breakthrough into normal space?” Tanya Hesit asked. She was still
         on speaking terms with Caversham; after all, he had been on Tantalus for quite a long time, and there might be copy to be
         milked from him.… At the very least, a damaging passage of satire, subtly planned so that the arbitrating computers would
         assess the resemblance at less than point five—ideally, at point four nine—but people everywhere would know who was meant
         and snigger to themselves.…
      

      
      Caversham raised his half-full glass and inspected the contents critically. “Why bother? Still, if it amuses you to supervise
         the infallible working of the machinery, pretend you’re still the godling running the universe—I won’t stand in your way.
         This bar is so superbly revolting I shall savor my last few minutes in it.”
      

      
      The bar was decorated in a style halfway between Chinoiserie and Formal Martian, and the first time he discovered it he laughed
         for three minutes by the clock, helplessly; since then he had passed almost the whole of the voyage here.
      

      
      Abruptly Tanya Hesit realized that all her attempts to needle him had failed, whereas his attempts to provoke her were working
         every time. She spun on her heel and marched out, determined that under no circumstances was her new travelogue going to contain
         a reference to Caversham.
      

      
      
      Before she reached the observation saloon, she had had to reconsider. How the blazes could she omit her meeting with him for
         the story? She’d been on Tantalus a matter of some hours, like everyone else aboard. Caversham had been there working on a
         project, for months, and she was the only other passenger who had put up with him after a first meeting.…
      

      
      Blazes. She scowled and drew her red lounging suit an inch higher on her carefully maintained bosom. It had had no impact
         on Caversham at all, and that was perhaps the most disturbing matter on her mind.
      

      
      Beloved Sister Dorcas was in her cabin, on her knees. The voyage-calendar was ticking away the time towards breakthrough,
         and she was terrified. Eyes as tight as though sealed with wax, guts churning, she prayed aloud.
      

      
      “Let us survive to close the circle, Thou who came from the end of all things to the beginning of all things! Let the ship
         not fail on this voyage so small compared with Thy marvelous journey down the millennia!”
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