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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.


      




“…their alienation informs them with the cunning of true madness…a shrewd and dangerous population…most careful measures must be taken…protected areas are conditional upon the judgement of the Police Commissioner and no infractions of his judgement by civilians will be permitted…root causes must be sought…they must be uniformly considered to be armed and hostile and for the duration may be shot on sight if in the judgement of the detaining officer…”


from Procedure 37B-241
for the Brownsville Sector
4/18/76; revised 4/19/76




PAST MAINTENANCE: Further in the pending interview, the worker must discuss with the client the method of past maintenance: i.e., how did the client support himself prior to the application for assistance and why is the application necessary at this time? Logical explanations might be: loss of employment, loss of assistance from relatives or friends, exhaustion of savings, sudden and unexpected financial losses or others. Worker will maintain a sympathetic attitude throughout the investigation; it is truly stated that most applicants for assistance are there against their will and the ego-structure must be guarded against further infarction or social deterioration…”


Report of the Senior Case Unit for Municipal & State services: 1973 (withdrawn 1973).


“‘I need money for food,’ she said to me, ‘I need money for rent, I need money for shoes and beans; my chillun is starving and I don’t feel too good myself’ she said. ‘Oh, who do you like in the fifth today?’”


Investigator: NYC Dept. of Welfare 1964 (probably spurious).




I


I will try to make this as objective and clear for you Lords as I can: I know, I know the penalties. Subjectivity will not intrude except shyly and by small degrees: it was not my fault. It was not my fault. The documents, God help me, will prove it not to have been my fault. It could have been no other way; of course, I hope that this conclusion will not offend the Lords.




II


1981: Do what I will, at the most intimate and terrible moments of my life, Lucas is always there. I call him Lucas. This is the name I have given him, since he appears to be of Lukine dimension and personality and came with no credentials of his own. He accepts what I call him as he accepts everything: blandly and with a whimsical overtone.


I cannot know his name, he explains to me. Lucas is the name we have settled upon, but it bears no more upon his objective reality than “Richard” or “Elizabeth” or “X234”. We agree upon this with an aspect of self-congratulation, fewer and fewer still are the misunderstandings between us. I have always yearned for a friend such as Lucas; now that he is mine, do I have the right to find him a burden?


I will stop this. I really will, I will learn to come directly to the point, lean and hard, sustaining the narrative elements and leaving the question of idiosyncrasy entirely out of it. The Lords prefer a tightly knit prose with a minimum of exposition and many fast-moving action scenes in which the character can be shown in pursuit of an objective. How can I quarrel with their literary taste? I know almost nothing of literature myself.


Lucas has told me of the Lords’ preferences, along with much else. Always, always he is beside me, in or under the seat of purposes.


He is beside me during contemplative moments at the Center when, with case records open before me, coffee in hand, I try to work out the ethos of past histories for the sake of certification. He is in the field to whisper a hasty confidence or two during one or another of the crises which erupt in this deranged and muddled occupation to which I have been tenured. Lying casually in my bed at odd hours of the evening, legs crossed and at ease to continue his dialogue, Lucas continues to coach me, even should I have someone else in that bed. There is a great deal of information to impart, he keeps on hinting, our time is limited, he (and we) must therefore use the moment.


I am trying to say that even when I am having sexual intercourse, that ritual and astonishing act which I have been able to piece out with certain girls at the Center (I make my opportunities close to home) through luck, fortune, circumstance or boredom, even then when I am engaging in my spiteful but necessary acts of lust, Lucas is there to observe and comment. The creature has no sense of shame. He does not even possess a common if bemused decency.


Dolores, the key to this tragic history, and who would have ever known this? I am hovering over Dolores in the dim and light-spotted surfaces of my bed, huddled under various religious motifs on the walls fortunately shrouded by the darkness, wedging myself into her at last with power and authority, small birdlike cries, either hers or mine floating wingless. It is a consummation, an ending; one nurtured through months of hurried conversations at the Center, hundreds of drinks or sandwiches taken bit by bit in neighborhood restaurants, five or six evenings of more calculated concentration and rage during which I have worked on this girl, this girl investigator, this twenty-three-year old idiot possessor of two enormous breasts (Lucas tells me I am quite mad) which I want, with all the cunning at reach, to manipulate. (It turns out, however, that she hates to be touched there and so I have not Had My Way after all; the Lords may appreciate this irony for I do not.)


It will be good for you, I have pointed out to the scatterbrained but intent Dolores, it will take our relationship to a newer and more important level. Resistance to sex is an anachronism, a bit of culture lag; here in 1981 it is impossible to take the old codes seriously. Toss away those restraints and let us, unprotected by superstition, carve out a relationship of our own, which in terms of your breasts could hardly fail to be stunning. Etc. And onward (I am not a cold or a calculating man but it is my best estimate that it has cost me upwards of three hundred investigator’s dollars and hours to bring Dolores to the position she at last occupies) and now Lucas, that bastard, sitting tailor-fashion at the far corner of my bed, his fingers poised against his chin for thoughtful contemplation—he is very slight, not dwarfish, perfectly-formed in fact but very nubile and thus—to my discomfort, able to tenant almost any space near me, is ruining the whole thing as he has disrupted so many others.


“Think about this, George Mercer,” he says, (he still insists upon addressing me in a formal way although one would think that our relationship, by this time, would have arrived at horrid intimacy), “and think well, do you really want to do this?” No one hears him when he is speaking, of course, except me. This is a common aspect of demons and Lucas, I suppose, is a demon, or at least that is one word for it.


“It goes against your best instincts you know, and besides there is something wrong with this girl. I cannot put it into words but she fills me with fear and disgust, much as if I were repelled on the deepest level and my instincts, in any event, are excellent. Not only that, she is no good for you. She allows none of your peculiar sexual liberties and can only warp your own mind through the corrupt transference of her ruined blood.”


Lucas talks in this fashion. You hear not my rhetoric but his. I have been unable to introduce any changes at all in his manner of speech and will not be responsible for it.


“Please,” I say, “you must leave me alone now, Lucas.” I am still working my body in the motions of generation, being obsessed by the thought that Dolores might think something amiss. Also, I subvocalize my conversation but have not yet learned how to do this skillfully. “I’m entitled to some privacy,” I say. “I really am. There have got to be limits to everything; I’ve done all I can for you but this is impossible.”


“I am leaving you alone. I’m leaving you quite alone, George Mercer. Do you see me attempting to stop you from this madness? Although I could, I would think, if I tried. But I take no action. Think of me then as one functioning purely in an advisory capacity. It’s your problem.”


“No,” I murmur, “no, I’ve really got to be left alone.” I heave myself into a position of deeper penetration, the enjambment slightly painful to my abused organ but I am not going to alter positions now. Under no circumstances. “I’m entitled to some consideration myself, damn it. I work hard, I worked hard for this one.”


“You do not understand, George Mercer, or barely understand what it is to work hard. Not that you should take that as a personal insult.”


Too much. My subvocalizations have burst forth; the integrity of the dialogue has been ruptured. “What’s going on here?” Dolores wants to know. “What is this?” Her little eyes fluttered open against my wrist, not that those eyes would see much in the darkness or that she would be able, in any case, to see Lucas. He is, as has been proven to me on so many occasions that I no longer entertain hope of discovery, a private visitation without objective referent. It would be useless, then, to take my problem to the authorities.


“Nothing’s the matter,” I say, “really nothing at all.” I groan, simulate passion, try to indicate that I am completely absorbed in her and that my conversation, indeed, was only the sound of lust.


“You were talking to yourself, weren’t you? I heard it.”


“He isn’t,” Lucas says, picking up the conversation. This I suppose is the attempt to be lightly humorous. “This man is perfectly sane or at least as sane as you are which is to say by the standards of your planet, he is functioning adequately. He is talking to me; he calls me Lucas and I’ve been trying to give him knowledge in a few areas. He’s an intelligent man but still needs a great deal of advice which, of course, I am happy to yield. Advice is my function.”


Lucas is perfectly capable of such extended speeches and whimsicality; the fact that no one is witness to his dialogue gives him the leverage and freedom of the truly insane, not that I am in any position to contemplate him at length in this format. I feel Dolores’s awareness underneath me, she is winking into activity. Murmuring hopeless threats and imprecations against Lucas (who burrows into position as if it were a crevice and regards me with wicked delight) I will myself back to connection.


“This is some time,” Dolores says, “this is just some time to stop. That’s all I can say. What’s wrong with you?” and I realize that my organ, faithless in this extremity, has indeed become limpid and slipped at least partway from her interior to hover dangerously in the area of her thighs.


“I’m sorry,” I say, “I’m truly sorry about this,” having no gift for such graces, and return my mind, not to say my organ, to the task at hand.


Usually, even in the face of Lucas’s dialogues (he has done this to me before but never with such insistence as with Dolores: is there something about her which interests him?) if I cultivate a fierce determination and single-mindedness, Lucas will desist. That is not to say that he will leave the area, he will not leave the area, he is stubborn, but he will, at least, become silent. It is hard to block him out entirely however should he decide to put the issue strongly. I dread this. I really do not quite know what would happen if Lucas should begin, one evening in company, to scream.


“Well, you ought to be sorry,” Dolores says, “I don’t think you know what sorry is,” and so on and so forth but her body, cooperating as her voice does not, still yielding and ingratiating under me, belies the harshness of this statement. “You know,” she says, running her hands up and down the sheets, talking, still inexhaustibly talking (most of my women do this), “I couldn’t stand to think that you were a nut. I mean, with what’s been going on now, there’s just too much stigma attached to fucking lunatics, I couldn’t live with myself if I were.” All of them sound like this. I seem to have an ability, maybe the very ability which attracted Lucas to me originally, to become involved with people who do not converse or think normally. “Well then,” Dolores says, sensing as well she may that I have again become somewhat abstract, her eyes focusing upon Lucas who is sitting with an air of civilized involvement, chin perched upon palm to regard Dolores who, I have been assured, cannot possibly see him, “well, what is this? Are you here or are you over there?”


“Here,” I say, “I’m right here.” I begin to roll and pummel upon her in that peculiar and individuated modus operandi which I have lately adopted for intercourse, not so much a fusion as conference or confrontation, extending my hands to fondle her stomach (but not her breasts) as rather stiffly, but with the requisite skills, I sidle inside her.


“Not there,” Dolores says, slapping a finger away as it points helplessly to an extended nipple, “didn’t I tell you I didn’t like that? I don’t want to have to tell you again; the next time I’ll stop you,” but then as if in repudiation extends her well-formed, luminous arms and gathers me against her, working on a cheek. “Go,” she says, “go baby.”


“You know,” Lucas says, “I really think that you’re making a big mistake.” He extends a delicate hand to muffle a yawn, leaning at ease against the pillow but still modestly averting his eyes as an act of minimal consideration. “This is really a deadly and limited life you’re leading, George Mercer, and these cheap and aimless little affairs with which you manage to squeeze out the time are getting you nowhere. You must find a better prop for your life than pitying and bored collaborants. However,” Lucas adds, raising the yawn-stifling hand to pat the plaster on the wall until some vagrant pieces sift to cover him with a fine, white dust imparting upon him a rather saintly look, at least as far as I can judge in the dark, “however, I will admit that it is certainly your life and I cannot control your series of choices. All that I can do, at least for the moment, is to give you advice. I hope that we can do better than this, however,” Lucas says, dwindling on the pillow and then, in a rather absentminded way, he vanishes.


Lucas comes and goes with shocking rapidity. He is as unpredictable in the one as the other but on this I can always count: he will never calculate his appearances or disappearances for my benefit. “Listen here, you bastard….” I begin and then stifle this against the air.


“Do you?” Dolores says petulantly but with some finality in her tone, “do you or don’t you? I can’t take this anymore,” betraying a certain worldliness and insistence which, perhaps, I would have been better not knowing. I have a tendency to idealize women, particularly under stress. “Well—” she says, making a series of tentative motions, “oh well, now, if that’s—”


“But I do!” I say with enormous passion, “I do, I do.” Lucas is gone and I tell myself that concentration can be fueled totally by energy…but he has made, oh he has made as so often before, a complete mess of my evening and social life and with all the good will in the world, I simply cannot seem to bring off matters satisfactorily, looking at it in the sexual aspect. Although I try. Oh yes indeed, how I try! Those groans and shakings would fill the world: if only they would fill Dolores.


Lucas has advised me that I cannot blame him for personal limitations, pre-existing conditions if you will, and that the doppelganger theory of our relationship would be self-defeating and useless. Perhaps it would be. Perhaps this is true. I simply do not know, ramming myself again and again into the girl’s yielding but spiteful flesh, whether any of this makes a difference.


Sometimes I think that my burdens are insuperable: I cannot stand this any more.




III


Bulletins inform us that the Venus mission proceeds on schedule: now the countdown has been established. Newsprint demonstrates us pictures of the two astronauts entrusted with this fearful but necessary mission of conquest: tall men with stunned eyes in full dress uniforms who speak of their families and the timeless lust for space. The bulletins and newsprint surround us, piercing the welter of other, even more useless information—sometimes I think that the government is, perhaps, a little frantic about this expedition after the unfortunate Mars situation of some five years back. Looking at the astronauts in the newspaper, I envy their apparent solidity and weight, but at other times I feel more doubtful. There seems to be something rather spurious about this conquest. I would talk it over with Lucas but by some kind of common, unspoken agreement we do not discuss the topics of the day but reserve our time for more pressing, personal matters.




IV


In the morning, Dolores having left my bed early to establish her own, more private, routines, I report for work at the Center. Lucas does not check in with me: his hours are not in true conjunction with mine nor is his metabolism, and he tends, by his own testimony, to be rather more of a night-person. Rarely does he make his initial contact until noon.


Even at this early hour, the Center is filled with activity, surrounded by menace. Applicants and active cases are lined up outside of the doors, a trickle already being eased through the intake section, sitting with ominous paper bags in their hands and murmuring about the status of their cases. Upstairs, one flight above the intake section, the early employees of the Center are already responding, with full midday terror, to the advisements of supervisors who are required by the Laws of 1974 to report one hour earlier than ordinary employees in order to maintain full control.


“All right, Mercer,” my own supervisor, a heavy but rather graceful man named James Bowman says, “all right now, all right, let’s get those case records and certifications moving right out.” I do not want to quail before him but I do and he leaps upon the twitch with pleasure. “Got to bring you up on charges if things don’t shape up around here,” Bowman says, “got to get some work out of you here and now. Getting restless, Mercer: got a crew on its way to Venus so we’ve got to tend to matters on this here earth. More than ever, right? Right I am; right this man always is.”


I will say it and be done for I do not have the time to repeat this: Bowman no less than all of the supervisors in this Center is truly insane. He has come to terms, I have rationalized, with the madness, terror, waste, panic and loss on the murmurous intake level below with an excessive and compulsive interest in forms, bureaucracy, corrected applications, the controls of certification, the rigors of procedure, thereby—or such is the theory which I have conceived—distancing himself from the ethos of the situation downstairs, although never sufficiently to keep a cast of true desperation from his features or a tone of pure rant from his voice. Bowman never speaks but declaims. In more relaxed, informal moments, he fulminates.


He seems, in fact, on the verge of falling to his knees at almost any given time to beg God or the spirit of Venus for release, his eyes abstractly searching the fluorescent ceiling of the Center for what might be angels or flame, his hands instinctively remitting to penitential gestures and ritualistic motion. There is nothing that can be done about this although enumeration helps.
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