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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


Light—pale, blue-cold, little more than star-shine—crept over the frozen plains. Dancing blue and green auroral sheets dimmed above. On the Dayside skyline, a turbid yellow stain swelled at the hard brim of the world. Then a sudden, blinding-bright point threw stretched shadows across the hummocked land. The seventy-seven hours’ night was over.


Sunlight, waxing yet still wan, laid siege to a rampart of spiky white needles. Temperatures edged imperceptibly further away from absolute zero. This minute change sufficed; the sharp crystalline spearpoints curled, sagged, slumped. Gray vapor rose to meet the tepid dawn. It met even colder, drier air from Darkside that came sliding in on a rushing wind. Rain fell in wobbly dollops.


The Zand woke.


Surface relays activated by the sun sent crisp neural discharges coursing through the coils within its body. The spherical shell which had sealed it from the long night split and retracted. Brittle rods clacked, withdrawing inside, finding fresh socketings in an internal skeleton. Pulpy organs sluggishly made room for the new, active physiology. The Zand turned its still-glazed lenses directly toward the distant hard point of radiance. This prickly stimulus was just enough. Aided by energy hoarded through the bitter night, thick locomotor rings along the Zand’s daytime body began to pulse. The great beast moved.


Just before it had gone to sleep the night before, the Zand had marked an outcrop of foodrock and carefully covered it with snow. Now the ever-thickening rain beat upon the cache. The Zand splashed through rivulets to the top of the low knoll, fighting the humming wind that blew toward the dawn. Stiffly the Zand extruded its blower and drove the rest of the damp, melting snow off the outcrop. Then it rested.


Dizziness swept through the long body. The Zand had used too much from its small stock of night-husbanded energy; this was going to be a very near thing. Desperately it scanned the area for the blind life-stirrings that, if present, meant it would live out another day.


There! Black spore cases as hard as the Zand’s own night-armor popped open. Atmospheric gas, compressed and pent up all night, blew out the tiny cells that had been locked inside.


Most of them fell on barren ground and died. A few spun in long arcs that landed them on the outcrop where they instantly burrowed in. Mindlessly, ravenously, ecstatically, they ate. From their positive poles hissed the buoyant lifegas the Zand so badly needed. Within their bodies the powerful solvent released by their banqueting reacted with their cell-stuff, yielding other, heavier, gases. They split, dividing to multiply. Wriggling, they squirmed deep into the porous foodrock they fed upon, their growing mass smothering it like a brown carpet.


The Zand edged closer, waited for the right moment—and sucked in deep savory drafts of the zesty life-giving element they gave forth.


The sick, all-but-gone feeling vanished. The furnace of the Zand’s own metabolism now fully ignited, and the highly reactive processes that stoked its fires sent waves of health and strength surging along its entire daybody.


For the first time since waking, the Zand reared fully upright. Its chilled mind now fully unlocked and aware, it trumpeted a hymn of praise to Lightgiver. That majestic Source of all life now floated entirely clear of the horizon, still shrouded in rising, swirling blue-white vapors and the driving early-morning rain.


Something solid swept out of the cloaking pearly mists into the Zand’s field of perception. The Zand tensed to fight. This must be a Flapper riding the turbulent air currents toward the outcrop in order to steal from the food-farm.


But the object that came thumping and tumbling to rest at the edge of the foodrock, sending cold steam puffing up from where it lay, was—new. Alien. Round like Lightgiver, or like the Zand itself at night, but small, smooth, hot. In its polished surface the Zand saw itself, grotesquely distorted.


The Zand hungrily reversed its blower-organ and vacuumed the thing into its forward orifice. Then came the first shock.


The object was a tough, heavy lump, far worse than a large Flapper. Dull pain throbbed through the alimentary tract.


The Zand’s first impulse was to spew the offensive object forth. But the Zand had not survived night after night to greet Lightgiver by merely obeying its impulses. Therefore, it hunched closer to the outcrop and scooped up a generous helping of spicy Eaters. At once their furious body chemistry gave aid to its own. The fuming corrosive that was kindled in their first digestive stage bit into the strange sphere.


The Zand’s inward discomfort transmuted into a heady glow of well-being. Strange, vibrant tastes rippled through its body. Nothing except Self-merge had ever given it such joy.


The rain curtain of wobbly drops lifted, unveiling the hot glory of Lightgiver’s face. Ruby meltfluid rose high enough to slap at the crusty outcrop. The Zand, its digestion complete, felt flooded as never before with power and hope. Turning its back to the wind, it pushed away from the colony of Eaters into the new-formed sea. It stopped breathing, to store its surplus of lifegas and burngas against a time of greater need. For now the alternating cycles of energy in its coils would suffice. Broadcasting a joyous morning psalm, the Zand swam with great ring-surge strokes toward the brightening day.




II


Shanna West put on the last movement of Beethoven’s Fifth and turned up the gain.


Ludwig von Cornball, they called him back at Moonbase One. And she could well visualize Dr. Jensen tut-tutting at this latest display of childish dramatization. But Moonbase and Jensen were electromagnetically five hours and twenty minutes away; physically they were more than a year away.


For the time being, within the survival limits set by the spacecraft, she could do what she damned well pleased. With a happy sigh, Shanna relaxed into her hammock and gave herself up to the symphony’s triumphant chords of victory.


Pluto was lightly banded in pale gray and salmon red save where Charon cast its huge gloomy shadow. Massive ice sheets spread like pearly blankets from both poles. Ridges ribbed the frozen methane ranges. The equatorial land was a flinty, scarred band, hemmed in by the oppressive ice. The planet turned almost imperceptibly in its diurnal cycle at the solar system’s edge.


Observers on Earth had thought Pluto, Charon, and the sun could only line up for an eclipse every 124 years—but in 2029, to the utter surprise of Earthside astronomers, both the satellite’s orbit and the planet’s axis had begun to drift. By the time the Pluto mission was launched in 2044 Charon was eclipsing the sun regularly each Plutonian day.


Strange, thought Shanna. And typical of Pluto and its moon that they should thus confound Earth’s experts—who had warned her that this remote, small, cold world would be dull.


But those glorious filmy auroras! They alone were worth the trip, even though a beetle-browed Congressperson would hardly have agreed.


She let the view absorb her for a last few moments. Her fellow crew, Albers and Parsons and Ukizi, would have each had a specialist’s fascination in the frigid vistas. But they had all died in the hibernation tanks, a dumb technical malfunction she could not have caught; victims of last-minute idiotic cost-cutting in the tanks’ design—the old, life-hazarding penny-pinching that had disgraced space exploration since the legendary Challenger botch. Bitterness flooded her, together with an irrational but real spasm of personal guilt. What a scientific feast those three would have made of this bleakly beautiful place!


Now she, not the theoretician of the crew but the tech type who could repair anything, had to cobble together a scientific analysis. The three frozen corpses she carried in storage demanded her best effort; that had been why she refused to abort the mission and return quickly to Earthside after she broke the news. She had a debt to pay to her older—and, she thought, better—comrades.


And now she had to confess that the original goal that had brought the four of them out to Pluto was lost. She resolved to be relentlessly cheerful; that would be the only way to get through the broadcast. It was going to be tough, breaking the bad news Earthside on top of the previous news of the deaths.


Better to give them some solid hard science stuff first, then. Soften up the tech types for the disappointment. Sweeten the pill.


The symphony ended. A heartbeat later a musical chime—rigged by Shanna in protest against the usual peremptory beeping alarms—told her that the data gathered since Proserpina’s last radio contract had now been encoded and kicked back toward Moonbase One. She tapped a key, giving herself a voice channel.


“As we agreed, I am adding my own verbal comments to the data I have just sent you.” (The had not agreed; many of the Pluto Mission Control engineers, wedded to the mathematical slang and NASA’s jawbone acronyms, felt commentary was subjective and useless … let the lab teams back home interpret the data.)


“Pluto is a much livelier place than we ever imagined. There’s weather, for one thing. Looks like it’s a product of the planet’s six-day rotation. Turns out the melting/freezing point of methane is crucial. The mean temperature is just high enough that nitrogen and argon stay gaseous, giving Pluto a thin atmosphere. Of course, the ammonia and CO2
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