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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


For Walter Cardish, normally a gent’s wear salesman in one of London’s biggest stores, it was a vast relief to be alone for once. In his business life he was perpetually under the orders of the department manager; in his private life he was perpetually under the orders of his wife Bertha—or else Tommy. Tommy was his son, nearing fourteen, with all the necessary qualifications for becoming a juvenile delinquent.


Yes, it was good to be alone. The hill scenery was somewhat dimmed by an approaching thunderstorm, the air was as still as death, and even the scent of grass and wild flower was smothered under a distinct smell of sulphur as the storm neared flashpoint—but it was good to be alone just the same.


Just here, in the Lake District, it was such a long way from London too—far enough away to forget what the grey old busy city looked like. At the moment Walter Cardish was walking across Copper’s Brow—a great desolate stretch sandwiched between Rydal Water and Endor’s Tarn—which meant that the hotel where he had left Bertha and Tommy for the time being was some five miles away. They had seen that a storm was gathering and refused to venture forth. Cardish, not brave in many things, had none the less decided to take his chance if only to enjoy the solitude of his own company and the beauty of the landscape.


Now he was not so sure of himself. The storm showed every prospect of developing into a “stinker” when it did break. To the north and east the sky was violet, the hills mounted in indigo array against it. To the south-west the sun was glimmering like a brass tray seen by firelight. The August day had started well and was apparently going to end badly.


Conscious of a strange, inexplicable sense of danger, Walter Cardish began to increase his pace. In the far distance he had observed a crofter’s hut—it might at least be shelter if he could reach it before the storm broke in earnest. He kept his eye on it, giving only an occasional glance at the ominous sky.


The faster he hurried the harder he breathed. Life in the city, and such an unhealthy one in a basement too, had not moulded him into an athlete. Indeed he was exactly the opposite—small-built, narrow-shouldered, thin-faced, with a perpetual air of expectancy about him. As indeed there was. He was always ready to spring to attention at a command, whether it came from his boss, his wife, or his son. Poor Walter Cardish! How like so many other millions of men, yet like any normal human being he had his secret ambitions, his loves and his hates, even though he never dared to confess to any of them except to himself.


Then the storm blasted forth. No other expression fits it. It did not “break” like any self-respecting thunderstorm with several preliminary distant rumbles and a distant flash or two, to show it was warming up. Instead the overture was a savage flash of brilliant violet streamers which seemed as though they had ripped open earth and hell itself.


Cardish came to a standstill, his heart racing. His limbs were tingling, too. That appalling flash had been dangerously close to him and he was more than sure that it had left behind a distinct crater in the rockery. The air reeked of electrical discharge. From walking rapidly he changed to a run, his ears still singing from the impact of the thunder.


Then came the second flash, and this time Cardish was just in the right place to receive it. He was streaking over bare rockery towards the crofter’s hut and the shimmering electrical blaze enveloped him from head to toe. He was flung a dozen feet and crashed senseless amidst the boulders. Thunder cannonaded, but he did not hear it. Rain descended in a volume reminiscent of the Deluge. Out of the absolute stillness a whistling gale rose to a shrieking hurricane. Over the Lake District there burst the worst storm in living memory and it raged for nearly six hours. What the lightning missed the hurricane destroyed, and where both these elemental forces failed the flood took toll. The storm began at four-thirty in the afternoon and it was ten-thirty before a blazing golden shaft of sunlight deep behind the hills broke through the rolling, exhausted clouds. The storm was on its way elsewhere.


Or was it? That was the peculiar thing. Nobody else had the storm. The rest of the country had perfect summer weather. And it is most unusual for a storm to nearly destroy one place and then evaporate. Usually it moves in a circle and those in the track know when to start hiding the knives and covering the mirrors.


No, in this case it was just the Lake District with the hapless Walter Cardish as the apparent epicentre of the disturbance. His wife and Tommy, marooned by flood waters in the hotel, gave all the necessary details to the rescuers in rowing boats who came to their aid in the flamboyant, angry sunset. Trained guides set off, first in boats and then on foot as they came to higher ground, and so towards one in the morning they found Walter, still alive but unconscious, soaked to the skin and muttering something incoherent to himself.


He was promptly transferred to the Windermere General Hospital and here he lay in something like a coma. His wife, informed of the situation, declared that it was just about the dam’-fool thing he would do and promptly sailed through the night, the yawning Tommy at her side, in the first relief boat heading Windermere way.


The rest of the country, untouched by Nature’s outburst, heard the news in some surprise over the radio.


“The Lake District,” the announcer stated, “has been hit by a storm of unparalleled violence, lasting some six hours. In that time whole villages have been swept away, bridges torn down, buildings shattered by lightning bolts, and hundreds of people rendered homeless or been killed and injured by lightning. The full extent of the damage is not yet known due to the difficulty in getting news from the flooded areas. Elsewhere in Britain it has been a bright, sunny day, and the weather forecast indicates that these conditions will continue. The meteorologists are unable to account for the Lake District disaster. Their charts show the area to be under the influence of the anticyclone which is dominating the rest of the country.”


So said the weather forecasters, and for some days afterwards scientists were also at work examining the problem. They had little data to go upon, however. The records of the Lake District weather station simply showed the amount of rain which had fallen, the peak wind velocity, and the maximum-minimum temperatures. In short, no more than would normally be recorded in any storm. Nor did interviews with the stricken ones offer much information. Lurid tales of savage lightning flashes and hurricane winds were sensational but not scientific … So at length, during which time Walter Cardish still lay in hospital, the business was put down to a freak of Nature, and that was that.


Certain scientists, however, knew that the Lake District affair was not a freak of Nature. Those scientists were some forty million miles away—big-headed, slow-moving beings with superb minds and no consciences whatever. The scientists of Mars in fact, ruling faction of their underground race, who regarded the strange storm on Earth as the final outburst of one of their experiments.


“It would appear,” observed the First Mathematician of Mars, “that our new electronic brain is to some extent quite successful, though unfortunately undisciplined. The equational vibrations we built up got out of hand and travelled outwards into space, destroying part of our major city in the doing, transposing certain parts of the Earth’s satellite, and finally expending itself on Earth itself.”


“And judging from the radio reports reaching us from Earth, the inhabitants are not at all pleased about it,” another of the Martian scientists commented. “They experienced what they think was a violent thunderstorm. Naturally it is beyond their small intelligences to realise that what really took place was a reshuffling of the atmospheric and electrical values of their planet in an area exactly bounded by the outflowing wave from our electronic brain.”


The Martians nodded gravely and came their nearest to smiling at each other. The destruction of lives and property on another world did not matter to them in the least. They were satisfied that their latest scientific pet, a super-electronic brain, had possibilities if further developed.


“What,” asked the chief electronic expert, “do you propose to do next?”


The First Mathematician reflected. “Develop the Brain still further, I fancy, and make it more disciplined. We require it to exert its influence for our benefit, not generate a wave which destroys and introverts matter and elements for no sensible reason—— However, despite the mad behaviour of the Brain on this first occasion, I suppose we should feel compensated by the fact that it has accidentally brought an Earthman to us. It will be interesting to study him.”


“A very low form of life,” commented the First in Biology, with supreme contempt. “At the moment he hardly seems able to speak coherently.”


“Still recovering from shock, I imagine,” said the First in Mentality. “We must remember that he was suddenly transported as a pure equation from his own world to ours—hurled over an interstellar gap of forty million miles before the Brain’s influence left him and he thereby reverted to his original matter formation.”


“Which seems to suggest that he must have been at the exact centre of the outflowing mathematical wave and was caught up in it,” the First in Mathematics observed, thinking. “A most peculiar freak of electronics. We might do worse than see if this Earth creature has recovered his intelligence far enough to converse with us.”


The First in Mathematics pressed a button on the big desk at which he and the ruling faction were seated. He uttered a few words in his own language into a concealed microphone and then sat back to wait.


Presently the bronze-tinted door of the chamber slid aside and two Martians entered, supporting between them an obviously debilitated Earthman dressed in Martian raiment far too big for him. And no wonder, for the Martians were at least seven feet tall—some of them even topping the nine-foot mark. Between the giant guards the small, tottering figure of Walter Cardish looked positively ridiculous.


Walter Cardish? The Earthman looked exactly like him to the smallest detail. The only difference seemed to be that this Walter Cardish had a peculiarly translucent quality as though it were almost possible to see into him. His skin was strangely glasslike in its transparency. But he was Walter Cardish. No doubt of it—even though at this identical moment he was lying in a coma in a hospital in Windermere.


“Seat him,” the First in Mathematics ordered briefly, and the two guards did as instructed. Cardish was heaved to a nearby heavily ornamented chair, placed upon it, and left there. He breathed heavily, his head hanging. The Martians looked at one another.


“Our telescopes have never very clearly revealed the structure of Earth people,” the biologist commented. “It is most instructive to see an Earth being face to face. Most fragile creatures, apparently.”


The First in Mathematics leaned forward. “Earthman, do you understand what I am saying? I am using your own language. Do you understand me?”


Walter Cardish raised his head slowly. He did not look at the mathematician: instead he seemed to be trying to concentrate on something far away.


“I am talking to you,” the mathematician repeated, no trace of impatience in his voice. “Answer me if you understand.”


In the Windermere General Hospital Walter Cardish moved uneasily.


“Yes,” he whispered. “Yes, I can hear you—and I understand you.”


“About time,” his wife commented shortly, and gave a glance at the white-coated surgeon standing nearby.


“Try and concentrate on what I am saying, Mr. Cardish,” he said. “You must break this coma that is upon you. There is no logical reason for it. You haven’t sustained any injuries to your brain and you recovered many days ago from the exposure and shock you suffered during the storm. You understand?”


“Yes——” Cardish stirred slowly and opened his eyes. He gazed dully at the surgeon, then at his wife. She tightened her lips and waited.


“For heavens’ sake, Walter, how much longer?” she demanded. “For four days now you’ve been lying there muttering to yourself and keeping your eyes closed. All the experts here say you’re all right, and I agree with them. Wake up, can’t you?”


Cardish kept looking at her and there was such a queer light in his eyes she felt uncomfortable. But it was a definite fact that from that moment Cardish began to improve. In two more days he was pronounced fit to leave the hospital, well enough physically but still slightly “queer” mentally. Since most of Lakeland had been washed out there was nothing for it but to return to London. Yes, to London—and to work, and Bertha and Tommy for another weary year.


“Why,” Bertha demanded, when they were in the train bound for home, “do you have to keep looking so barmy, Walter?”


“Like you’d been hit with a brick,” Tommy explained helpfully.


“I’ve been hit by something infinitely harder than a brick,” Cardish responded absently. “Thousands of volts of electricity. That does something to a man, remember.”


“Nothing very beneficial from the looks of things!” His wife gave a sniff. “You’re just as moony as you ever were—only more so. If you expect to gain sympathy by keeping up that attitude you’re due for a shock! And I don’t mean an electric one, either.”


Cardish did not answer. For that matter he did not appear to have heard his wife’s remarks. He was gazing through the window on to the flying countryside and trying to reconcile an imponderable riddle in his mind. How was it possible for one man to be in two places at the same time? For that was just what was wrong. By closing his eyes he could vividly see a superb laboratory populated by massive beings with bald heads, olive green skins and pink-tinted eyes. He could also hear everything they were saying, a confusing rippling across his conscious mind. And strangely enough he fancied he was answering them, not so much audibly as mentally. Yes, it was a definite puzzle. Perhaps a hangover from the lightning flash. Perhaps …


“I may as well tell you one thing,” Bertha resumed, in her heartless, strident voice, “and that is that you’re changed. Physically, I mean. Nothing much, but the surgeon told me about it in confidence. Can’t think why since you’re bound to notice it for yourself. Your skin’s gone thin since you were struck by lightning. Take a look at your hands.”


“Eh?” Cardish looked at her absently. “My hands? What’s wrong with them?”


“They’re thin,” Tommy said deliberately. “Thin—like your hair is on top. Sort of see through them. Plain horrible, I call it.”


Cardish studied his hands absently. Yes, there was something queer. The veins on the back looked like blue blind cord, twining back into the main arteries. The muscles were almost visible too. With a sudden thought he held his hand to the sunlight and it was as though the flesh were made of tissue paper, so complete was the illusion of transparency.


“Blimey!” Tommy whispered, fascinated. “Mum, what’s gone wrong with him? He’s like one of those glass models you see in an outfitters.”


Cardish winced as he lowered his hand. The mention of the word “outfitters” had reminded him of his daily drudgery, shortly to be resumed.


“I just don’t understand it!” Bertha declared. “Hanged if I do! Why should a flash of lightning make your skin like tracing paper? Isn’t even sense!”


“Lightning does strange things,” Cardish told her. “It has been known to rip your shoes off and leave the rest of you intact. Sometimes it reduces an umbrella to threads and leaves just the ribs. I even read of a case where it left a man without his trousers.”


Tommy grinned widely, but his mother did not. She tightened her broad nostrils and set about an impatient perusal of the morning paper. So Cardish closed his eyes again and let himself wander.


“There seems little doubt of the fact that some equational freak brought you here, Earthman,” the First in Mathematics commented, as he loomed gigantic amidst the instruments of the major Martian laboratory. “It will be interesting to us to determine how the electronic brain brought that about—— Am I to understand that you are a typical specimen of the male Earth race?”


“Well—er—more or less,” Cardish admitted.


“I see. In that case the race cannot be classed as giants, either physically or mentally. Tell me, are there other roots to your family?”


“Roots?”


“I mean are there parents living? Brothers, sisters, wife, or any such?”


“I have a wife,” Cardish replied slowly. “And a son. There is also myself.”


“Obviously. You stand there before me.”


“Yes, but I didn’t quite mean—— That is, I——”


Cardish stopped, chiefly because he was at a loss for words. How the devil was he to explain that all of him was not here on Mars? That there was part of him on Earth? Two people, identical, yet ruled by one mind. A kind of Siamese brain.


“You are not very lucid, Earthman,” the Martian observed sternly.


“No, I suppose I’m not. Matter of fact I don’t know what I’m doing most of the time. I feel sort of dream-like, if you know what I mean.”


“I think I do. The First in Biology has explained that as being a natural reaction to your astonishing experience——” The Martian paused, as though he wondered how best to make himself understood by this very stupid representative of Earth. Then he resumed: “I think you should know what has happened to you, Earthman. You were caught up in the outflowing energy wave of an electronic brain, generated from this very laboratory. There you behold our electronic brain.”


Cardish looked—and blinked with incredulity. Occupying a considerable amount of floorage space was the biggest radio set he had ever seen. At least it looked like one to his quite unskilled perception. This monstrous instrument, the product of flawless Martian genius, was completely lost on the bewildered gent’s outfitter from Earth. All he beheld was a titanic array of tubes, valves, insulators and electro-magnets, coupled with miles of heavily insulated wiring. Upon innumerable panels were white recording dials, all of their needles pressed against the zero stops.


“It looks wonderful,” Cardish said, with a weak smile of admiration.


“It is more than that, Earthman, it is the ultimate in mechanical conception. With it we shall understand all the universe, as we already so well understand time and space.”


“You mean you can travel in time?” Cardish caught at this possibility quickly. He still remembered how Wells’s “Time Machine” had intrigued him as a youth.


“One cannot travel in a mathematical abstraction,” the Martian answered coldly. “And that is all that time really is. We can, however, see future and past time with our equipment. Later I may show you—— For the moment I feel you should know how you were brought here.”


Cardish was just on the verge of saying that he had not been brought here and that the whole thing was a dream, but he checked himself. This couldn’t be a dream. It was all too vivid.


“This machine,” the Martian explained, “deals entirely with mathematical vibrations, but in your present stage of intelligence you would not understand that even if I detailed it. We experimented with the machine and it got out of control, generating a powerful wave of mathematical vibrations outwards into space towards your world. During that process parts of your Moon were transposed—which your astronomers will probably notice later—and the tail end of the vibration struck your planet in the region you call the Lake District. To you it seemed like a storm. Actually it was the transfiguration of elemental forces. You were caught up with them and transported here. You came along the vibratory beam itself and reassembled into your present form. Exactly how this happened we don’t yet know, but we shall in time. I shall work on the problem myself, and I shall also make the electronic brain completely controllable henceforth.”
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