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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.







CHAPTER I


THE FAIRGROUND


AS fairgrounds go it was quite a place, decided Martin Slade. It was a long time since Martin had been to a fair. He supposed, looking back over a desert of years, the last fairground oasis had been visited when he was a child. Was it really as long ago as that? He asked himself the question again. Was childhood as long ago as that? He had to stop and think before he could remember how old he was—thirty-two. Thirty-two and he was thinking like an old man!


He was a tall, rather sparse individual, his hair was an earthy-black which once used to crinkle with great naturalness. His eyes were deep set, his face rather thin, and inclined to be on the lined side. Some of the lines were character—at least Martin liked to think so. Other lines owed their origin to worry…. Maybe, he decided, as he made his way past the carousel, he did too much worrying and not enough relaxing. Maybe that was how the lines had got there. His friends—he paused in midthought—maybe acquaintances would be more accurate, said he would be an old man long before his time. Maybe, reflected Slade, I shall do just that.


He drank in the fairground with his eyes. The first thing that met his gaze was the flood of lights, and his ears were assailed by the blast of music. Was that hellish noise really music? One pop tune at a time, he didn’t mind. In fact he rather enjoyed…. But when they blared at him from all angles it was a bit much! One at a time the Top Ten were good entertainment, but when not merely the Top Ten but the whole Top Twenty, and maybe even the whole Top Thirty, came at you simultaneously, well that was more than flesh and blood could stand. At least it was more than his flesh and blood could stand. However, music was one of the things that made a fairground a fairground. The tunes, he thought had changed a bit, changed more than a bit. That was a question, he thought, as he wandered around the stalls, that was a big question. Was it that the music had changed really? Or was it that his ability to take in new perceptions had changed?


In his early teens he had been a great frequenter of fairgrounds. At thirteen he had thought they were magnificent; at fourteen they had been exciting places inhabited by giggling females of about his own age and in whom he was just beginning to take an interest; at fifteen they had been somewhere in which he could show off, in which he could excite gasps of admiration by his daring ability to ride on any machines, irrespective of whether they zigged, zagged or swirled; whether their motion was circular, horizontal, perpendicular, or a combination of all three.


He had been on dive bombers and octopuses—or should it be octopi? He wasn’t quite sure. He had been on whips and jerks, and things that swung, and things that left a man pinned to the wall by a floor that descended from beneath. And as he had ridden his rather ancient, pre-war motor-cycle away from the fairground in those distant years, as an enthusiastic sixteen-year-old, he had wondered just what it felt like to be a ‘Wall-of-Death’ rider.


Memories flooded back as he continued threading his way between the stalls. Life had not turned out that way. Martin Slade had not become a ‘Wall-of-Death’ rider. Martin Slade had become an insurance clerk…. He was a very successful insurance clerk, maybe if he waited long enough and worked hard enough he would finish up as an underwriter. The old joke of his office was ‘Will I get to be an Underwriter before I become ready for the undertaker?’ Insurance man’s humour, he told himself. Every profession has its specific jokes. Insurance men see such a lot of the statistics of mortality and human tragedy that they have to have a singularly brilliant sense of humour if they are to survive at all in a profession which is a highly exacting one, as well as providing a man with statistics which cannot be any other than depressing. No matter how favourable statistics may be, when those statistics deal with death, misfortune and accident, no matter how good a ‘risk’ may be, technically speaking, the very fact that it exists has a dampening effect upon the mind of the man assessing it.


Martin looked up and began counting the lights, then he was doing swift mental calculations. His mental arithmetic had developed to a point where it bordered on genius. With fifteen lights per slat, ten slats per stall, fifteen stalls per row, and seventeen rows in all, then the arc lights over the top of the stalls, and the flashing decoration lights to be taken in as an additional calculation, and each of which was probably equivalent to 7.4 small stalls … figures danced up and down in his mind, lights and figures. His subconscious threw him up a pattern of illuminated dancing figures. He thought if he had been an artist it might have made an interesting motif—but he was not an artist, he was an insurance man, and right now he had taken time off from a singularly difficult piece of work to relax his mind. The strains of the fairground had attracted him and he had found himself wandering towards it without any particular idea of what he was going to do when he got there. It was one of those impulses which are incalculable; it was the very same incalculable impulses, and the incalculable things, that happened in a rather strange and incalculable way to Martin Slade, and two billion other human beings, that made his job as an insurance man so singularly worrying at times.


On his left as he wandered was a stall bearing the proud legend, ‘The Old Firm, established over forty years, Mrs. Googly’s rock’. Mrs. Googly was a jolly looking woman of late middle age. She had a pair of enormously bright ear-rings that matched her eyes. Four twinkling flashes of light—two eyes and two ear-rings—seemed to rivet themselves on the Insurance man’s face. It had been ages since Slade had bought any sweets, he wasn’t a sweet eater, yet somehow those glittering confections beckoned like little imps of temptation, inviting him to coat his teeth with stickiness, to the dismay of the dental profession, but to the delight of the taste buds on the tongue. He fished in his pocket and found a two-shilling piece and bought himself half-a-pound of Mrs. Googly’s home-boiled rock. As he sucked it he wondered if he spent too much time worrying about what the dental profession thought about the effects of too much sugar on the teeth. No doubt they were right, but at the same time there were compensations of a sensory nature. The change from his two shilling piece was rapidly burning a metaphorical hole in his pocket. There was a dart stall nearby. Martin Slade fancied himself as a flinger of darts. He picked up a set of arrows and looked at their bedraggled flights. It seemed that these feathered friends had seen better days, he thought to himself. It was sixty or over to win. After his first throw, in which he got a brace off the board and one in the ‘11’ he got the hang of the flightless missiles, dropped in a pair of nice double tops and bent the wire with the third. That was one prize voucher. He did it again with treble ‘20’ and a ‘5’, then gave it a treble ‘19’ and a ‘17’. There was a bored-looking female of indeterminate age, wearing a bedraggled grey mackintosh and artificial leopard-skin boots with fur linings. The artificial leopard, not to mention whatever strange animal had borne the fur, must both have been mangy, he decided with a wry grin. It seemed pretty obvious that the dart stall did not pay … he felt sorry for the attendant. He thought back to the fairgrounds of his youth and how well they had been patronised. It had been almost impossible to get on them on Saturday night in the season. But now…. He looked round, there was a fair crowd, admittedly, but it was a mere handful of survivors compared to the olden day crowds with which his memory kept haunting him. It made him feel sad, almost nostalgic.


There was something nice about a fairground, thought Martin Slade as he had a shot at some packets of cigarettes which had to be knocked off shelves with corks. Then he moved along and fed enormous plastic ducks with little round balls, which dropped in turn into numbered slots. The little plaster prize he had won at the dart stall seemed lonely in his pocket. He continued feeding balls into the mouths of plastic ducks until he won a tin ashtray to go with his little plaster ornament. He moved on slowly to the next stall. Here for 6d you could pull a string and were guaranteed to win a prize every time. Somehow it seemed unsporting, even though the prizes were not of any great value. One or two of them were, and it did just cross Martin’s mind that those might, by some strange stretch of imagination, not be connected to any string that was available to the audience.


As he watched one or two other passers-by try their luck he saw that his original suspicions had been wrong, for a seedy-looking youth, with a black jacket emblazoned with a skull and cross-bones, won a very nice-looking imitation cut-glass fruit bowl, which was certainly worth a great deal more than 6d. Martin bought himself 6d-worth of string and pulled. He got two 2d. tubes of sweets in a gaily-coloured little cardboard wrapper. Ah well, he thought, the man’s got to live, and after all two-pence isn’t very much to charge for the privilege of pulling one of his strings! It was a gaily-coloured, brightly lit tent. There was a coconut shy next door and Slade spent 3/6 before he finally dislodged one of the hirsute nuts. It wouldn’t go in his pocket and he carried it around in an almost unnecessarily obvious way. He carried it with the pride of the head-hunter, a young head-hunter, who has just returned from the chase with his first gory trophy.


A little further along was an amusement arcade, a cul-de-sac of slot machines. There were some wonderfully old fashioned ha’penny in the slot machines; a couple of one-armed bandits were doing a brisk trade, and an old man who ought to have known better, in Slade’s opinion, was peering avidly at ‘What the Butler Saw’. Martin moved on past the slot-machine alley.


The next of the stalls was a .22 rifle range. Martin decided on ‘5 for a bob’ and dislodged 4 small and almost incredibly shot-up table tennis balls from a jet of water. He felt quite elated, but he would have been more elated still if he had been able to make his 5th shot count. He decided to have another bob’s worth and this time knocked five derelict glass sauce bottles off their hooks at the back. In a world which frustrates us on far too many occasions, in the world of civilization, red tape and so-called culture, it is very comforting at times to be able to hurl little leaden projectiles at glass bottles with the aid of gunpowder or cordite. Martin replaced the gun rather regretfully and walked on to the corner of the fairground which had always fascinated him most in by-gone days. There was a boxing booth, outside which a rather battered-looking coloured boy, with his front teeth missing, was parading in a resplendent orange and black dressing-gown. The ‘barker’ with a curly brimmed bowler, and a waistcoat which would have done justice to an original Barnum and Bailey man was inviting any member of the crowd, any sportsman whatsoh ‘ever’ to come up and see if he could last six rounds with The Mauler. The crowd looked interested and the crowd was growing, but there didn’t seem to be any sign of a sportsman who wanted to risk losing his molars and bicuspids on the end of The Mauler’s gloves. Martin Slade waited amidst the crowd for several minutes, but nothing happened. He went on wondering whether anyone would appear to accept the challenge. By the look of the tough coloured boy any challenger would be pretty well taking his life in his hands. Next to the boxing booth a brilliantly painted board announced that an octopus could be seen on the inside. It was ‘all a-live-o’ and was garishly described as a ‘monster of the deep’. With rather a laconic grin Martin paid the modest fee and walked inside. The octopus lay in a tank which had apparently at one time done duty as an indoor bath. It measured about three feet across and it looked singularly close to the point of death. Having seen the ‘monster of the deep’ he walked out again feeling not a little revolted.


Next to the octopus a girl was reclining, rather scantily clad, on numerous blocks of ice. Slade paid and stared and came out, and went to have a look at the next stall. Here was a mixture of Wild West show and strip-tease, the former he regarded as being only an excuse for the latter, the ‘gold’ in which the ‘diamond’ was set. It was quite a plucky little show, in Slade’s opinion, but from first to last it ran for precisely four-and-a-half minutes. He considered it rather an expensive bob’s worth. At the end of the line was a small square, bizarrely painted booth inviting the passer-by to have his fortune told by Madame Zagore.


Martin looked at it rather wistfully for a moment. Fairs with fortune-tellers were becoming rather few and far between. The real life fortune-teller was nothing like as numerous as her music-hall counterpart; funfairs with fortune-tellers were more numerous in novels than in reality. They were part of a tradition that Martin Slade found pleasant and worth preserving. He knew that a fortune-teller’s fee would probably be half-a-crown as opposed to the 6d or 1/- which any other part of the entertainment would cost him, but, perhaps, after all, he decided, it might be worth it. As he paused uncertainly and looked round the expanse of lights and multi-coloured canvas, he noticed that the crowd was beginning to thicken a little. Martin had that rather odd experience that we have all had at some time or other, of looking into a sea of faces and suddenly seeing one of them in extra-sharp focus, abnormally sharp focus. It was a woman’s face; very young, very beautiful and very, very striking. The eyes were like dark, yet limpid pools and they were fixed directly on him in a straight, unflinching gaze. Was he imagining things, thought Martin, or did the girl seem to be nodding in his direction as though she recognised him? It was very odd. He moved towards her, the fortune-telling booth completely forgotten. A small knot of people barred his path exasperatingly and then the girl was gone. Vanished. Melted into the crowd. He remembered nothing about her other than the striking beauty of her face and the limpidity of the eyes. He realised that it would be almost impossible to find her and, besides, what if he had just imagined that nod of recognition? It sent a strange tingle down his spine, and he thought rather guiltily of Thelma. He was fond of Thelma. As far as his prosaic being was capable of romantic love Martin Slade was in love with Thelma. Thelma Starr was a Jamaican nurse. In her own ebony way she was one of the loveliest girls he had ever seen and she had a personality to match. She was warm, kind-hearted, exciting company and she possessed a depth of understanding which enabled her to penetrate the harassed gloom of Martin Slade’s persona and see the rather nice character which lurked beneath the over-worked insurance man’s mask. But Thelma was on duty and just for those few moments Martin’s thoughts had strayed into errant paths.


He decided to see what the fortune-teller had to say about it all, and with a resigned shrug of the shoulders he made his way to the booth once more. The outside was decorated with gaily painted signs of the Zodiac and various pieces of weird Abracadabra and bizarre grotesquery. A gigantic hand divided into lines, mounts and all sorts of mysterious numbers was propped up against the door. On the wall furthest from the door was what purported to be a phrenological chart. A singularly bald head with a cod-like eye—rather misplaced anatomically speaking—was divided up into all kinds of sections and subsections. Martin Slade regarded it in horror. A head like that, he thought, would probably have been a brain-surgeon’s nightmare!


He walked into the fortune-teller’s booth and for a few seconds was unable to see anything. It was extraordinarily dark inside. When his eyes finally accustomed themselves to the gloom he saw the hunched form of an old, old gipsy woman, as brown and wrinkled as a berry, sitting behind a small folding table, the top of which was covered with a black velvet cloth. The inevitable signs of the Zodiac were embroidered in tarnished silver around the edge of the cloth.


“Good morning, young man.” Actually it was evening, and Martin Slade didn’t think of himself as being particularly young. He smiled rather noncommittally.


“Would you like to cross the gipsy’s palm with silver?” croaked the crone.


Martin gave her two shillings, she looked at it, appeared satisfied, and it disappeared beneath the folds of the innumerable shawls which ancient gipsy women seem so fond of wearing.


“Now, young man, let me see your palm.” She stretched out a claw and took his hand in hers…. Martin felt as though his fingers had been wrapped around by an old oak root.


“You are puzzled,” said the old woman slowly, “you have just seen someone who has bewildered you, and you don’t know what to do.” She looked at him with eyes that were strangely penetrating. “Am I right, young man?” Her voice went through him like a saw grating across a piece of case hardened steel.


“Yes, yes, you are,” agreed Martin. The sound of his own voice came strangely in the little booth. There was an odd smell in the place—not unpleasant but unusual. It reminded him of wood smoke in an autumn forest—wood smoke edged with November mist and the tang of winter.


“There is a woman in your life,” said the old woman, “a dark woman.” She looked at him earnestly until her eyes seemed to bore through Slade’s very soul. “She loves you very much,” said the gipsy woman, “and you would do well to love her as she loves you.”


“Thelma?” whispered Slade, not really sure whether he had said the word aloud or not.


“I believe she heals the sick,” said the old woman.


“Yes, we’re practically engaged,” said Martin, “she’s a nurse.”


“She is not of the same race, but that does not matter,” went on the gipsy, “she is a good woman. But I see another woman who is just entering your life, there will be much distress ahead of you.”


“Distress?” said Slade.


“If you follow your curiosity it will lead you only to trouble!” The old woman’s cracked voice rang out like a broken knell of doom. The sound seemed to fill the little booth and to make the ancient wood of its walls reverberate and resound.


“Wait!” she said suddenly.


It seemed rather an odd command, for Martin had no intention of doing anything other than wait; he hadn’t made any move to rise or leave.


“You interest me very much, young man,” said the gipsy, “I would like to consult the crystal ball.”
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