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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.







THE PHANTOM CRUSADER


“A skeleton figure gleamed beneath the ancient armour.”


THE spade hit something. Borrowdin felt the sensation run up his arm like an electric shock.


“Blast,” he swore savagely. He took the spade out of the ground and laid it down.


“What’s up?” Matthi Singh spoke very commendable English, despite his name and the fact that he had been in the country for only two years.


“I’ve ’it something!” Borrowdin pointed to the trench that the two men were digging. Matthi Singh adjusted his turban, and mopped perspiration from his brow.


“What have you hit, Borrowdin?”


“I dunno.”


Len Jackson, red of face and round of stomach, came out of the foreman’s hut where he had been discussing progress with the clerk of works.


“Wassa marrer, boys? Found an unexploded bomb?”


“We do not know, Jackson sahib,” answered Matthi Singh. “My friend, Mr. Borrowdin, has encountered something with his spade.”


“Well that makes a pleasant change,” commented Jackson.


Borrowdin looked at him darkly from under thick brows.


“Seriously, though, Mr. Jackson, what do you think it is?”


Len leant languidly over the trench.


“Hard to say.” He climbed into the trench, and struck a match.


“I hope it is not a mains gas pipe that is down there, Jackson sahib,” said Matthi Singh.


“I hope so, too!” returned Len Jackson, in a grim, rather phlegmatic voice.


Apparently it was not a gas main, for the match continued to burn without causing any spectacular side events.


“Come and see if you can get some o’ the muck away from the side of it, will you!”


“Right.” Borrowdin and Matthi Singh climbed down into the trench again.


The three men worked away at the object. Their conversation degenerated into a series of grunts and straining sounds.


“Blimey!” commented Len Jackson, “I think it’s an ’elmet! You know, an old-fashioned one, knights in armour, and Crusaders, and that!”


He held up a large, rounded, semi-cylindrical metal object.


“I think I’ve seen something like that in the museum,” said Borrowdin.


Matthi Singh was looking at the helmet very strangely.


“Somewhere it occurs to me, Jackson sahib, that I have seen a helmet like it before. May I see it, please?” Len Jackson handed the helmet over to the Indian.


Matthi Singh examined the helmet from all angles, then rubbed the metal between his finger and thumb as though to test its texture.


“It has a very strange tactile sensation,” he said at last.


Borrowdin raised an eyebrow as though to say that he wished foreigners would be kind enough to speak English so that he could understand them! Len Jackson looked at the side of the gently conical helmet.


“There’s some ’oles round here,” he commented.


“Holes?” queried Matthi Singh. “Oh, yes, there are aperture spaces in the metal, aren’t there?”


“Blimey!” said Borrowdin. “Aperture spaces! Holes! Singhy ol’ mate! Holes! Not aperture spaces, boy. Just plain holes—gaps where there ain’t no metal——”


“Aperture spaces,” repeated Matthi Singh, doggedly. Borrowdin shrugged; Len Jackson was grinning.


“I mean they look to me,” said Matthi Singh, “as though they were meant to hold something.”


“Either that, or they were ventilation,” said Len Jackson.


“What, like ’oles in a cap?” said Borrowdin interrogatively.


“That’s right,” agreed Len. He laughed, “I suppose blokes in the olden days had sweaty skulls same as we ’ave!”


“Wonder if they ’ad dandruff as well,” said Borrowdin, absently.


“You’ve got a lovely mind, you ’ave,” said Jackson.


“Wonder if they ’ad ringworm,” pursued Borrowdin.


“For crying out loud!” exploded Len Jackson. “You ought to be on Emergency Ward 10, never mind a construction gang!” Matthi Singh looked at the little round holes again.


“Perhaps these circular holes are to emit the ringworm,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye.


Borrowdin exploded into a laugh that ended in a choking cough.


“You smoke too much,” said Len Jackson. “You’ll do yourself in, mate.”


“I believe you’re right,” said Borrowdin, and he lowered himself on to a packing case by the side of the trench. His face was redder now than Jackson’s, and Matthi Singh regarded him in some alarm.


“You think perhaps you should see the doctor, friend Borrowdin,” he said. “As Jackson sahib says, it is a very nasty cough that you have there, very nasty——”


Borrowdin looked up with tears streaming down his face, his eyes were watering profusely. He was still racked by the heavy coughing spasm.


“It’s them fags,” said Jackson, “they’re no good to you Borry boy, no good at all. Pack it in, mate, like I did. Felt a lot better since.”


“I think you’re right,” agreed Borrowdin, when he finally recovered his breath and something of his composure. Jackson took the helmet back to the clerk of work’s office. Matthi Singh and Borrowdin got on with the digging. Within ten minutes Borrowdin was out of the trench again. This time he was holding up a skull, and what looked like the remains of a broken clavicle.


Matthi Singh moved into Borrowdin’s section of the trench and began scrambling about among the bones like an enthusiastic terrier.


George Thompson, clerk of the works, came out of the hut with Len Jackson. Matthi Singh was producing not only bones but pieces of armour, a sword and a dagger.


“There’s no doubt about it now,” said Jackson.


George Thompson shook his head rather dismally. He sighed. He was a tall, slim, melancholy man. Years of construction work accentuate and emphasise character trends. Men who begin with a tendency to plumpness and jollity grow plumper and jollier as the years go by. Men who begin with a tendency to phlegmatic melancholia become more phlegmatic and melancholy as time rolls over them. George Thompson was the epitome of staid, weary, resignation. His eyebrows drooped; his moustache drooped like a straggly grey curtain over lips that turned down at the corners. The lobes of his ears were longer than normal, and this added to the general droopy appearance, giving him a mild resemblance to a bloodhound which has waited too long for its supper.


“We shall have to call them in, I suppose,” said George Thomson.


“Yes, I’m afraid we shall,” agreed Len Jackson, not evincing any more enthusiasm than the clerk of the works had done. “We’re a week behind already,” announced Thomson gloomily.


“ ’Sthe weather,” replied Jackson.


“I’m not blaming you, Len. You and the lads have been doing pretty well,” said Thomson. “I know it’s the weather, and that ruddy main we ran into that wasn’t marked. If young Sproggs hadn’t been so careful, we’d have had a lot more trouble than we have had. He’s a good boy. I think we could give him a bonus at the end of the week, if the Company’ll agree.”


“I don’t see why they shouldn’t. If he hadn’t persisted about that pipe that he found, and stopped Hawkins coming down there with the mechanical digger, we’d have had a month’s hold up! I don’t think they’ll begrudge him a five pound bonus for saving them three or four hundred.”


“And the rest!” added George Thomson.


There was silence for a moment.


“Let the lads carry on working,” said Thomson. “I’ll ring up. Tell them if they find anything else to bring it over here.” He looked down at the duck boards of his “office” floor. The bones and the ancient breastplate lay in a careless heap, The helmet beside them seemed to stare at them disapprovingly as though the little round holes in the side of it were strange, unnatural eyes.


George Thomson picked up the telephone. As he turned away from the heap of pathetic remains on the floor he had the strangest feeling that someone, or something, was looking at him. He had the sensation that someone or something was staring over his shoulder towards the spot where Borrowdin and Matthi Singh were still digging their trench. He shrugged and wiped his moustache with the back of his hand.


The sensation of being watched made him very uncomfortable and it took a deliberate effort of will to prevent himself from turning round and looking at the heap of bones on the floor. He vaguely remembered that Wordsworth, or Longfellow, or one of that school, had written a poem about a “Skeleton in Armour.” But that had been a Viking. He was sure that had been a Viking. And this helmet didn’t look like a Viking helmet.


George Thomson had seen the highly authentic Kirk Douglas version of “The Vikings,” and he knew that no self respecting Viking would have worn a helmet like that round, conical affair on the floor.


Despite the unwelcome interruption to his already overdue schedule George could not completely disguise from himself his own rather reluctant interest, perhaps curiosity rather than interest; for despite his melancholy attitude and generally doleful exterior, George Thomson’s soul was not so dead that he couldn’t be roused to a little thought by the macabre discovery which Borrowdin and Matthi Singh had made in the trench.


“Ministry of Works,” said an impeccably correct voice in Thomson’s ear.


“This is George Thomson speaking, Medway Construction Company clerk of works. We are engaged on a road widening programme between Hazeldean Terrace and Fontana Avenue.”


“Ah, yes. That’s the big scheme isn’t it? The Ministry of Transport job?”


“That’s right,” agreed Thomson, and quoted the official ministerial reference numbers.


“Hang on a minute, I’ll get the file,” said the voice.


“Well, there’s no actual query about the job,” replied Thomson. “I wish to make a special report about a discovery that some of my workmen have made.”


“Historical remains?” The impeccably correct voice showed just a trace of interest. There was a new and more genuine note of interrogation in it.


“It very much looks like it” confirmed Thomson. “I’m a clerk of works not an historian or biologist you understand but I think we’ve found a skeleton in armour!”


“How very interesting,” said The Voice. “I’ll take this down, Mr. Thomson if you’d just like to dictate me your report.”


“Surely,” answered Thomson. He paused a moment.


“O.K., I’m ready,” urged the Civil Servant. Thomson gave the report briefly and succinctly.


“What do you think we ought to do?” he questioned.


“I’ll see if I can get a word with the assistant Under Secretary,” said the gentleman who had answered the telephone. There was the gentle sound of the receiver being laid on a desk. Thomson waited and watched the second hand sweep around the dial. It completed four revolutions before the telephone came to life again.


“Sorry I kept you waiting, I couldn’t get to him for a moment. He’ll be very glad to speak to you.”


“Thanks,” answered Thomson.


“I’ll put you through,” said the gentleman to whom he had first spoken.


There were more clicks, and the sound of leads being plugged into switch boards.


“There we are. You’re through.”


“This is the Assistant Under Secretary to the Ministry of Works,” announced an even more precise voice than the first.


“This is George Thomson, clerk of the Works on the Hazeldean roadway link scheme.”


“Ah, good morning, Mr. Thomson! Now I’ve had a brief report from my man in the office. You appear to have discovered something very, very interesting. I’d like you to stop work on that section of the trench, if you would. I’ll get one of our experts out to you some time this afternoon, if I can find a man free. If not, I’ll have somebody there by to-morrow. This won’t seriously affect your programme, will it?”


“Well, I can’t pretend that I’m too pleased about it,” replied Thomson, “but I fully anticipated that we should have to hang on a little while. We’re very willing to cooperate.”


“That’s very, very decent of you,” acclaimed the Assistant Under Secretary, “let’s hope that you will be compensated by the fact that something really worthwhile is discovered.” Thomson hung up; he looked again at the pathetic pile of bones and ancient metal.


“You’re a beauty you are,” he grunted without enthusiasm. He looked at the sword and the dagger. “Don’t know how much trouble you were alive, but you’re causing me some trouble now. I bet you never dreamt that a few hundred years after you were dead you’d be holding up a road construction scheme, did you? You never even saw the ‘horseless carriages.’ There weren’t any railways in your days. I wonder what you did have? Chariots? Big white chargers? Maybe you were a Crusader? That would have been romantic, wouldn’t it?”


The door of the office opened and Len Jackson came in. He looked round.


“Hello, I thought I heard you talking to somebody?” Thomson grinned.


“I was, Len. I was talking to him!”


“Blimey,” commented Jackson. “I hope he didn’t answer!”


“Not yet he hasn’t,” replied the clerk of works. The two men laughed.


“Isn’t it about time we had a cup of char,” said George.


“The boys have had theirs,” said Len. “I’ll send young Hoskins to the cafe on the corner.”


“It’s a wonder they’re willing to serve us, the old girl came out the other day and said the pneumatic excavator had rattled three cups off her dresser!”


“Oh, I am sorry!” cracked Len Jackson.


“My heart bleeds for her,” said George.


“I suppose they want us to use rubber drills with cotton wool bits in ’em? Then somebody’d complain that we were kicking up the dust!”


“They’d complain a damn sight more if we don’t get this job finished. This road is a damn sight too narrow for 1964 traffic.”


“What’s it going to be like in another ten years, or another twenty years?”


“Frankly,” replied Len Jackson, “I shan’t care. I’m going to get myself a nice little cottage out in the country, away from it all. Away from the smoke and the stink and the air pollution, away from the traffic and the noise. A few flowers in the front, and a few vegetables round the back, maybe a couple of beehives, the old television and the radio, a few records, papers, magazines and books—and I shall grow fatter and lazier than I am now. The only exercise I shall take will be to potter down to the local and bend my elbow a few times a night. Be bloomin’ marvellous.”


“Sounds very nice indeed,” said George Thomson. “Very nice.”


The expert inspector from the Ministry of Works arrived shortly after lunch. He was not by any means the kind of man whom George Thomson had expected.


He introduced himself as Tony Anderson. He was very tall and slim, with a scholarly stoop, despite his comparative youth. His eyes were jet black and very keen. They seemed to bore like gimlets into everything upon which they rested.


Tony Anderson picked up the helmet and studied it in silence for a few minutes.


“Well, what do you make of it?” asked the clerk of works.


“I’m not really sure,” answered Anderson. He had a soft, pleasant voice, and yet it sounded to George Thomson as though the voice was softened deliberately. It was a voice of controlled power. It was as though Anderson was using some kind of mental soft pedal for purposes of his own.


“Could I have a word with the men who found it? I’d like to know exactly what position it was lying in,” requested the inspector.


“Sure. I’ll call Len Jackson over. Thomson went to the door and shouted for the foreman. Len walked over slowly and ponderously.


“This is Inspector Tony Anderson from the Ministry of Works,” introduced Thomson. “My foreman, Len Jackson.”


“I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr. Jackson; I was just asking Mr. Thomson if I could speak to the men who actually discovered the remains. I’d like to know the position it was lying in, and the depth and so on.”


“I can show you that, with pleasure; you can speak to the lads as well. They’re working at the other end of the same trench.”


Tony Anderson walked over to the trench with Jackson.


“There we are,” said the foreman. “Matthi Singh, Borrowdin come here, will you, men?” The men put down their shovels Borrowdin wiped his big horny hands on his jeans.


“This gentleman is from the Ministry of Works,” said Len Jackson. Tony Anderson held out a hand.


“This is Tom Borrowdin. He found the helmet first, and this is Matthi Singh.”


The Ministry of Works inspector shook hands with the turbanned Indian.


“Matthi Singh was working in the same trench. He heard Tom shout when he found the helmet.”


“How exactly did you find it?” queried Tony Anderson.


“Just ’it it with me spade as I was going down. We had to go a bit careful here because of one or two mains that weren’t marked, and I thought I’d hit a big pipe at first. I shouted to my mate there, and he came and ’ad a look, an’ all. And then we got the foreman over, Mr. Jackson here, an’ I expect he’s told you the rest.”


“Could you show me in exactly what position the helmet was lying?”


“Yes. The point was here, and the round part was there,” said Borrowdin. “Would you agree with that, Matthi, when we were digging it out?”


“Yes, I would agree with that, I think,” said the Indian. “It was near enough in that position.”


“I see.” The historian was looking very carefully at the spot the two workmen had indicated. “Now what about the rest of the bones?”


“The rest of the bones were a bit further along,” said Borrowdin.


“What did you find first?”


“It looked like a collar bone to me, but that was only a guess,” answered Borrowdin.


“I see.”


“Then I should think the other bone I found next was a shoulder blade; there were two or three arm bones and then a rib or two.”


“I see, first the clavicle, then the scapula, humerus, ulna, radius—” Tony Anderson was speaking more to himself than to the others. “Were the bones more or less in a straight line as you worked along the trench?”


“Not directly in line with the trench, but near enough I should think they were at an angle of ten or fifteen degrees across the trench.”


“This kind of line, you mean?” asked Tony Anderson, stooping down and drawing a line with his finger.


“Yes, more or less,” said Borrowdin.


“The end of that line would have disappeared into the side of the trench, wouldn’t it?”


“Yes, about here——”


“I see. Could I borrow that spade?” Carefully, but with surprising strength, Tony Anderson began to remove the stones and soil from the side of the trench.


“Ah,” he said with interest. “I thought so!”


“Another bone?” asked Len Jackson.


“Yes. The navicular of the left foot. That’s one of the bones of the instep, roughly speaking. Yes, and here’s a cuneiform bone, and another.” Tony Anderson had become oblivious of the presence of the other men. “The remains of an iron sandal.” He handed the precious fragments, which he was unearthing, into Len Jackson’s outstretched hands. “Would you very kindly take these back to Mr. Thomson’s hut, and I’ll be there in a moment.” Jackson smiled and carried the ossified fragments to George Thomson’s hut with the air of a portly pork butcher conveying plump chops to the scale, under the eye of a vigilant customer. Anderson finished digging and scrambled up out of the trench. He nodded to Tom Borrowdin and Matthi Singh and walked across to Thomson’s hut. Anderson smiled as he poked his head around the door.


“Do you suppose that you could spare me a little floor space for a few minutes, Mr. Thomson?” he asked.


“Of course,” replied the clerk of the works. “Shall I move that oil stove?”


“If you don’t mind——”


Thomson moved the oil stove to the other side of the hut, and Tony Anderson began laying out the bones on the duckboards. “Not the ideal working surface,” he smiled. “There’re several missing, but that’s only to be expected.” He was giving the bones very close and careful scrutiny as he arranged them. “As we expect from the armour, it was a man of course. I would say he was about thirty five, or forty—perhaps even a little younger. He was over six feet which was uncommonly tall for those days and the rest of him was in keeping with his bone structure. He must have been quite a hefty character, fourteen or fifteen stone——”


“You can tell all this from a skeleton?” asked George Thomson.


Tony Anderson smiled and pointed to one of Thomson’s blueprints.


“You can turn that into an accurate labyrinth of roads, pipes, wires, sewers drains, intersections, electricity, gas and water. It means something to you. It’s as clear to you as a snapshot is to the ordinary man. I can read bones in the way that you can read a blueprint.”
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