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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 ONE


Cable Car


MARION SANDERSON alighted from the taxi that had brought her from Chiavenna to the foot of the cable lift. The multi-thousand foot peak of Berina towered above her, a great snow-and-cloud-capped blue tooth biting at the azure succulence of heaven. She stood looking south across the Chiavenna valley towards the northern tip of Lake Como. In the distance she could just make out the valley of the Adda, running almost due west into the calm waters of the lake. The Italian border lay to the south and west, protruding like a finger into Switzerland. She breathed the clear, clean freshness of mountain air that she would have compared to champagne if she had not considered the metaphor overworked and inadequate. The air stimulated and refreshed. It seemed to Marion that you could taste the purity in it. Breathing up here wasn’t just a duty owed to the metabolism, it was a pleasure in its own right! Swift thoughts winged through her mind on snowflake wings. Eden, she thought, could have been like this!


A beautifully uniformed and immaculately dressed Swiss railway official, with a glorious moustache and bright Alpine eyes, smiled at her pleasantly. She showed passport and tickets.


“You have just come over from Italy, then, mademoiselle?”


“Yes.”


“Welcome to our country, but I see it is not your first visit.”


“It’s the first time I’ve been to this part,” she said quietly.


“Ah, that one so young should be such an experienced traveller!”


His smile became wider, more gallant. He took her case and ushered her towards the cable car.


“There will be a delay of a few minutes, mademoiselle. We are waiting for a tourist party and their courier.”


She sat, strangely alone, in the cable car, which stood beside its platform like an impatient, slow-motion satellite waiting to be launched across the infinite chasm between the station and its destination on the other side of the great valley.


“You are not travelling with a party, then, mademoiselle?”


She felt suddenly smugly superior, recognised the feeling, and tried to combat it. What was it one of Jung’s interpreters had said about introspection? ‘The process of observation concurrent with behaviour itself, is open to charges of prejudice and inaccuracy.’ And probably right, too! thought Marion. Yet, at the same time, an inefficient introspection was preferable to a vegetable mind. As Plato had written: ‘The unexamined life is not worth living.’


The tourists arrived, and the feeling of smug superiority came back. It took intellect and initiative to select one’s own route, buy one’s own tickets, find a chateau too expensive or too inaccessible for camera swingers with eyes like organ stops and shallow, sight-washed minds—bludgeoned into a complete insensitivity by taking in the wonders of half a continent in time normally allocated to taking in the washing.


Marion was pleased with her simile. She tried to imagine the fat woman in the ill-fitting fur coat (that had probably come from a mail order firm, or which might even have been scrounged from the lady for whom she ‘did’) bending over a tub, scrubbing enthusiastically and dreaming of holidays abroad. The man with her, a gnome in a cloth cap, and with a large, bulbous, English nose, was smoking a cigar and trying to pretend the action was not unfamiliar. The unæsthetic nicotine stains on his pretentious little grey moustache and the front wisp of hair protruding from under the cap seemed, with the sepia-tinted brows, to indicate a close and prolonged association with something cheap and more actively carcinogenic than cigars.


The voice of the good shepherd could be heard, ushering his thirty-five-pounds-all-in flock gently but firmly.


“This way, Mr. MacDonald; that’s right Mrs. Jones. I assure you it’s absolutely safe, Mr. Wright. Nothing to worry about at all, Miss Greene!”


The voice went on. I am the Good Shepherd and know my own sheep by name, thought Marion. The good shepherd giveth his sanity for the sheep!


“That’s right, Mrs. Molyneaux. Are we all here? Good!” And the uniformed reiserleiter climbed aboard with just the faintest suggestion of a wink at the Swiss railway official. Marion watched closely, there was no sign of a returning wink, and the Swiss went up a little in her estimation. The courier smiled and nodded at her. He seemed surprised that there should be anyone in the cable car other than those under his guidance. His expression of surprised and puzzled thoughtfulness increased as the cable car started off. The Swiss railway official saluted them out of sight.


“You will pardon me, mademoiselle, but are you going to the Chateau Blanc?”


“No.”


“Oh!”


There was a puzzled silence.


Marion found herself enjoying his bewilderment.


“Perhaps I am very inquisitive—you must forgive me, but it is not usual to find a charming young lady travelling unaccompanied. You are meeting friends, perhaps?”


“I am going to the Chateau Tenebreuse.”


“The Chateau Tenebreuse?” He frowned. “It is not widely patronised.” He looked as though he might have been on the verge of saying more. “Please do not think I am speaking professionally,” he went on at last, “but I am a little concerned, mademoiselle. The Chateau of which you speak does not have——” he hesitated, “how shall I say——”


“Does not have reduced rates for block bookings, do you mean?”


He recoiled as though she had struck him in the face.


“I did not mean that at all! You do not appear to think very highly of travel agents.” His face was troubled, something had got below the veneer of the proficient organisation-man.


It was as though a war, or an earthquake, had hit him below the belt, had jolted him out of a rut. Mixed metaphors and unsuitable similes danced through Marion’s mind, but all of them were inadequate to describe the change that had come over the courier. Had she been asked to sum it up at that moment, she would have said that somewhere, nearer to the surface than she would have originally anticipated, lay a conscience. Conscience was struggling with hurt pride. He wanted to say something, but her rebuff had made it almost impossible.


“I’m sorry, I was very rude,” she said, and blushed a little. “You wanted to tell me something important, and I made a cheap imputation about money.” She turned and looked through the glass. Already they seemed to be floating in a great abyss. The cable car was a miniature world, moving through a universe of infinite space.


“I was going to say that the Chateau Tenebreuse has a reputation which is not enviable. It is a tragic place. It has never been——” he shrugged his shoulders, looking for a word that did not exist as far as he was concerned.


“I think I understand, and thank you.” Marion had regained her composure; she was no longer blushing; the embarrassment had passed.


The woman in the ill-fitting fur coat produced a box of chocolates, creamy and calorific. Marion took one, thanked her, and realised why the fur coat didn’t fit as well as it might have done.


The cable car had crossed the first chasm, the staff of the Chateau Blanc, and a number of guests came out to welcome the tourists. Marion felt strangely lonely after they had gone.


The reiserleiter paused for an instant on his way out of the car.


“Do be careful, young lady. Be on your guard in Tenebreuse.”


“Thank you,” she said again.


There were surprised faces on the platform when she didn’t alight at Blanc. The smug superiority welled up inside her once more, driving out the warning voice of the courier. Perhaps it was only a kind of jealousy, she thought, after all. Marion was aware of ambivalent feelings as she looked at the receding Chateau Blanc and the waving holidaymakers on the platform. She waved back, feeling strangely regal as the cable car hauled her away across a wider gulf. There was security in the Chateau Blanc and her gregarious instincts told her that it offered protection. But there were other things in life beside security she argued with herself. There was mystery; there was adventure; there was this sense of being one over infinity. But what was one over infinity?


The full impact of the philosophical, mathematical concept came to her like a douche of cold water. One over infinity was equal to zero. One over infinity was nothing. Then she knew what it was that she looked for. Marion Sanderson was searching for herself. She was pursuing the oldest rainbow in the history of questology. She was searching for a true sense of belonging, for a real concept of identity and integration. She was trying to find subjective and objective assurance of her own being. The Alps and the cable car, the vast majesty of the great slopes and valleys were all part of the search. This was why the innermost core of her being could never have been satisfied with the warm, jovial security of the tourist party. Marion had to work alone. It was compulsory, obsessive. Perhaps she half suspected that the truest identification can only take place in company. Can we only find ourselves in relation to others? But even if she half suspected it she was not prepared to accept it while there was anywhere else to look.


She stood up in the centre of the empty cable car, a few inches of wood and steel, she thought, between my feet and a plunge to death, and the answer to all questions. The door, whispered a voice deep in her mind. The door, Marion, you have only to open the door and jump! Jump, jump into infinity and find yourself, then you will know, said the voice. Out there you will know as you fall, as you fly, as you dive, you will know.


She took half a step towards the door, a primitive urge laid her fingers on the sturdy, powerfully sprung handle, and then, at a touch of the cold metal—a reminder of the coldness of death—she took a pace back and sat in the gently swaying, climbing car, breathing deeply and looking out at the superb scenery.


Somewhere above her lay the Chateau Tenebreuse with its strange, shadowy reputation, and curiosity overcame everything else.




CHAPTER TWO


The Chateau Tenebreuse


MARION opened her bag, took out her compact and looked in the mirror. Ostensibly, rationalisingly, she tried to tell herself she was only checking her make-up before arriving. But a voice of more transparent honesty, the penetrating, probing voice of the real Marion—the real Marion that looked for proof, and for identity—knew that make-up was an excuse, a well-reasoned excuse, but an apology nevertheless. Marion was trying to find identity in the mirror, in the same way that she had tried to find identity in the Alpine scenery beyond. She saw a pair of intelligent grey eyes trying to look not at the mirror but through it. She saw a small, pert nose, slightly retroussé, but, even judging objectively, attractively so. She saw a face that was young, eager for life, pretty—she hoped—with a trace of what an old-fashioned novelist would have called vanity, and what a newer writer might have called self-confidence. There was already a trace of sophistication. The face in the mirror said, ‘I know my way around.’ And yet, over it all, was an aura of ‘the little girl lost.’


She put the compact away and looked down the great valley between the peaks. Like a slow, mechanical spider crawling along its length of gossamer, the cable car moved on. They were nearing the other peak. Marion thought of the cable car as a sort of companion, a square, solid reliable friend; its glass, transparent honesty; its cable, trust, its progress, the slow growth of friendship, the development of a dual relationship. There was something sturdy and reliable about the cable car; but where was the Chateau Tenebreuse?


Perhaps, she said to herself, it is so tenebrous as to be invisible! She laughed at her own semi-intellectual, linguistic pun. A lost girl searching for herself, a sturdy cable car searching for an invisible chateau, a gossamer of steel spanning the valley; a life line. Symbols and imagery moved about in her mind; her intellect juggled with them, making a gestalt and a pattern of them. She was still surprised by the complexity of her own thought, when the cable car slowed and, looking very carefully, she thought she saw a platform. At first she wondered whether something had gone wrong with the mechanism, but no, there was a platform. It was carved from the solid rock of the mountain face, grey-black stone that looked, somehow, timeless, and seemed to resent being niched to serve the ephemeral purposes of transient humanity. The square, powerful, rugged solidity of the cable car shrank into flimsy, insignificance beside the great rock itself. The wood and steel, the glass and cable, the wheels, the upholstered seats, all seemed tawdry beside the stone block of the mountain Marion felt herself an impertinent rat crawling up the leg of an elephant. The comparison did not seem unduly complimentary, but a mood of self-criticism had descended on her. An indicator light flashed, and she knew that she must alight. The cable car was telling her, almost as if it was saying ‘Good-bye,’ that this was the end of the journey. It went no further. She alighted, and stood on the stone platform, looking at a snow-covered track curving away out of sight around the side of the great mountain peak. She looked up; although the Chateau Tenebreuse—if it lay at the end of that road—was obviously at a considerable altitude, it was substantially lower than the mountain peak. There were powerful weights of snow seeming to hang poised as though a shot, a shout, or the clapping of hands would bring them down to the catastrophic ruin of all that lay below. She tried to remember the tragi-comical sentiments of “Excelsior” ‘Beware the dreaded avalanche.’ Standing there, below those vast, snow-capped peaks the words of the old student song were powerless to kindle any sort of laughter.


The cable car re-started automatically as she closed the door. She admired the signalling system. Although the human element was important, every safety factor that could be electronically employed was employed. Marion watched as her mechanical friend vanished down the cable. It had travelled fifty or sixty yards before she heard a soft footstep in the snow. She turned and looked quickly along the path. A man stood watching her, twenty yards away. He was one of the most dramatic figures she had seen off the stage for a long time. There were things about him, even in that first moment of meeting, which produced a stark impact on her. He smiled and began limping towards her over the last twenty yards of snow-dressed path.


He wore a black, broad-brimmed hat and a swirling cloak; his left eye was covered with a black, silk patch. There was something about this tall, limping stranger which seemed more than half-familiar to the girl. Something at the back of her memory was trying to come up with the right reference. He reached her and held out a hand in greeting. It was strong and quite muscular, but at the same time it was slim, the fingers were long and sensitive; they could have been the fingers of a surgeon or musician.


“Allow me to introduce myself, and to welcome you to the Chateau Tenebreuse—if ‘welcome’ is the right word.” He paused for a moment, looking at her. The eye that she could see was as dark, as bright, and as full of potential as rain-washed coal. You felt that in the right circumstances the eye could burst into flame with the power of the personality behind it. The grip on her hand was strong, but there was an almost cold politeness about it. There was something remote and austere about the man in the black cloak. Name, she thought, desperately, I want a name …


“Paul Janvier,” he said suddenly, as though he had picked up her thought telepathically, and then she knew where she had seen the face, and thought herself a fool for being able to forget so striking an appearance. It was Janvier the poet, Janvier the controversial playwright, Janvier, who ranked second only to Sartre among the literary giants of France. This was the Janvier who wrote as he pleased, who challenged Church and State, who took tradition by the throat, and strangled it with those long, sensitive fingers of his. This was Janvier who dismissed critics with a sweep of his pen as a horse dismisses flies with a sweep of its tail. This was Janvier who—but why go on? The man’s own life, from what she had read, was as stimulating, as unorthodox and as excitingly different as his books For a second she felt strangely weak. Her knees didn’t seem to want to support her, and she knew in that instant a fraction of the emotion which women had felt for Valentino, and James Dean, There was a tragic enveloping power about Janvier, He was a gaunt man, as gaunt and as remote as the peaks of the range. Suddenly she realised that she was staring.


“I suppose I ought to say, ‘Are you the Paul Janvier?’ ” she began hesitantly.


“Ah, for my sins I have been accorded the definite article,” he said with a pseudo-grimace. “Perhaps now you know that I am staying at the Chateau Tenebreuse you would like to recall the cable car and go home again, eh?”


“I think if I’d known you were here I’d have come sooner.”


It sounded silly, she thought, schoolgirl silly, but that was how he made her feel … Inadequate, childlike. She remembered the face that had looked back at her from the compact mirror. She thought she knew something of life. My God, this man had forgotten more twenty years ago than she would ever know!


He was like one of the immortals from a Greek pantheon, and yet, he was too rugged and angular to be Greek, There was a Greek drama about it, but he was more Roman, Scandinavian, perhaps. Yet, with a name like Janvier, could he be anything but French?


He was cosmopolitan. Paul belonged to the world. Say something, urged part of her mind. Don’t stare at him like a thunderstruck child, say something. She was about to, and then another warning voice said, don’t prattle inanities. He’ll be more impressed by silence. Why do you want to impress him? asked another voice, and she had to confess that she didn’t know. Yet, all the time she half-suspected she did. In a paradoxical way, she realised, as she fell into step behind him, it was his remoteness, his inaccessibility which made him desirable. Marion was sophisticated enough to be able to brush off professional charmers, men who turned on ‘personality’ like a tap. She was not at all confident about her ability to cope with Janvier.


“There is quite a climb,” he said suddenly, and she didn’t know whether he was talking metaphysically, or whether he was simply referring to the steepness of the path, the curvature of which had even now taken them out of sight of the small stone platform on which she had stood watching the cable car vanish.


“It would be as well if you prepared yourself for a shock, mam’selle,” he said softly.


“Oh?” She felt anxiety eating into her mind like a living thing. “A shock, monsieur”


“Please call me Paul.”


She looked away across the valley for a moment.


“Marion,” she said quietly.


“Marion—it suits you,” he murmured.


It was strange how the mind went to minute detail at moments of semi-grandeur. There was the suitcase, the suitcase which it took her a fair amount of effort to carry. Janvier slung it nonchalantly from his left hand, as if it were a balsa wood prop in a stage set. There was an almost frightening strength in the long, sinewy arms. It made him awe inspiring, almost terrible. Yet terrible in a nice way. She tried to blend the paradox into some semblance of sense and order in her mind, to integrate her thoughts into some system of cerebration, yet they refused to be integrated. She could only understand Janvier in terms of paradox.


“Now, here is the shock of which I warned you. A few paces more and—ah!” He gave a little gasp of satisfaction, then turned and looked at her.


The angle of the mountain no longer hid the Chateau Tenebreuse. She saw a dream chateau, something which might only have existed in Gothic novels.


“It’s like a fairy tale castle,” she said with direct simplicity.


“Do you not feel that it seems to leap at you as you come round that corner” exclaimed Janvier. The power and depth of his voice seemed to present a direct challenge to the poised snow high above them, tapering off to the summit. She cast an apprehensive glance towards it, then her eyes became riveted again on the castle. It was square, quite square. It made no compromise with the mountain. It looked as though it had been set there as a direct and deliberate challenge by a man who considered himself lord of nature. The mountain had been cut to fit the chateau. The chateau had not been adapted to the rock behind it. There were four tall towers, one at each corner, and in the centre, taller than the others, a long, needle-sharp steeple high pinnacle that set out to mock the jagged peaks of the surrounding Alps. This pinnacle was capped with glass that reflected the sunlight. It was like a great icicle spear, broken off and thrust up. It resembled a stalagmite in a timeless cavern torn open by the earth moving plant of some enterprising cosmic-scaled contractor. Below the towers were battlements, strong, purposeful looking battlements, not the seventeenth century imitations which had graced the ‘follies’ of Regency bucks and their fathers. The cubic form continued below the turrets and the battlements. Cold, hard, grey stone stretched down like granite curtains from the battlements to the great niche that had been cut from the reluctant mountain. On this flat area there were a number of statues and ornamental walls. Marion had no doubt that in the summer there would be profusions of edelweiss and other indigenous Alpine flowers. The gardens looked as though they had been set out to defy nature as well as the mountain, as though whoever had set out the castle had said: I will build where no man can build, and I will make plants grow where they ought not to grow. This is my challenge, this is my defiance, this is my symbol and my sign. This is my banner of man’s supremacy, and of my supremacy in particular!


And overhead, high overhead, the silent, frustrated snow waited and threatened …


Marion and Paul reached the heavy stone porch that guarded the front door. It seemed to look challengingly at the girl, but Janvier approached it as a man approaches a defeated foe. He opened the door for her and held it back. She stepped into an entrance hall that would have graced the stateliness of old English manors. On either side of the door two great bears, black and ferocious, reared on their pedestals. The art of the taxidermist had excelled itself in these powerful, dead predators. Marion had always liked bears; zoo and circus had always shown her the bear as a friendly, cuddly, amiable beast. These bears antithesised all her previous ideas. They were as black and sinister as the ace of spades. Their eyes were made, so it seemed, of angry green glass, and so realistic were their bodily poses it seemed to Marion that at any moment they could step from their pedestals to leap, tear and bite; to crush and to destroy. They guarded the doorway like deathless sentinels, challenging the courage of any man or woman to step past them. They were the border guards delineating the boundary between the strange atmosphere of the chateau and the outside world. If Cerberus himself had stood there, Marion doubted whether he would have looked more impressive.


So intent was she on the study of the enormous bears that not until she had taken another pace forward, did she realise that she had entered under the shadow of a vast elephant’s head. It was a huge thing, bigger than any living elephant she had ever seen, but whereas her elementary, zoological concepts identified an elephant as a monstrous beast with two tusks, this had four! It was more like some prehistoric ancestor of the elephant. She vaguely remembered reading of frozen mammoths in the wild wastes of Siberia. Did this belong to that same dead epoch? Was it really an elephant? What was that other term? She racked her brains—mastodon! Could this be the head of some strange beast from the dim dawn of history? The trunk was curled, the mouth open in anticipation of a furious trumpet call. She looked inside the huge jaws. There were teeth; great, flat-topped, grinding teeth, like miniature castles in themselves. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, or else her nerves were getting the better of her, perhaps it was a fallacy of perception, but the elephant’s eyes seemed to move slightly; the great glassy spheres apparently rolled in their lifeless sockets and looked down at her. For an instant she imagined herself caught, encircled by the snake-like trunk, crushed against the great tusks, carried and swept to her doom by this gargantuan from ‘the dark rearward and abyss’ beyond mensurable history.


“It’s horrible,” she whispered, “horrible!”


“Yes,” replied Janvier, “I agree with you, it is most horrible! This is only the beginning. The first Marquis de Tenebreuse, so it is said, was a great hunter.” Paul shrugged, and his burning black eye went roving round the hall. Her own gaze rested on spears and guns, curved African daggers with wire-bound handles. There were witch doctors’ masks, and strangely decorated shields and rattles.


“For my part,” said Janvier, “I dislike blood sports intensely. It is the cowardly expression of a diseased and uncontrolled primitive mind. It is either that or the callous insensitivity of a man who has no soul.”


He spoke the words with deadly vehemence. Coming from so strong a man, thought Marion, they had more import than she had ever associated with them before. Listening to Janvier made her hate the wanton killing of innocent life as she had never hated it before. Janvier’s idealism was infectious. She could feel it taking hold of her, making her want to go out and crusade against anything as long as he hated it.
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