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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.







BOOK I




CHAPTER I


THE ANNOYING COTTAGE


IT may have been only the weakness of convalescence, of course, but I confess that I got angry the moment I set eyes upon Jasmine Cottage. I had a love for gaunt hills and wide heaths, and grey stone and big skyscapes, much as one finds in Dorset, and that fool of an agent had saddled me with a strawberry cottage with a thatched roof set in a curly Devonshire lane! The place was absolutely picturesque. And what on earth should I say when my friends turned up and found me living in a picturesque house? An artist has troubles enough without folk remarking that his home looks like a Christmas card.


As such things went it was not a bad sort of place, I suppose. There was some bright green moss on the thatch, and a water barrel so ancient that it only held water by a miracle. There were slippery stones all down the path to the gate, and leaves which dribbled on to it in a thousand gay colours at the time of my arrival. There was a jasmine arch over the door that made me blush, and the dearest of little chintz curtains fluttered from every window. I felt myself growing long hair at the sight of it.


‘You’re sure you haven’t brought me to a tea-room by mistake?’ I demanded of the driver of the dog-cart who had conveyed me from the station. ‘Jumping Jehoshaphat! I’ll have to install a machine-gun to keep trippers away in the summer.’


The man coughed modestly. ‘They artisks do like this sort o’ place around here as a rule,’ he said. ‘Mr. Siddle did mention as you was a-goin’ to paint.


‘Not as I care for old-fashioned ’ouses meself,’ he added before I could reply. ‘They be too damp for my likings. Old Biddy Crump, as reared sixteen children in the place, was fair crazed wi’ screwmatics afore she moved into her decent council ’ouse.’


‘Rheumatics?’ I yelled, flinching away from the gate. ‘You don’t say that——’


‘Good morning, sir. Mr. Maddock, sir?’


An agreeable old soul had appeared at the cottage door. She had lumpy hands and a nice check apron, and I had to admit that the house acquired dignity with her presence.


‘Don’t you go takin’ notice of Sam Small here. ‘I’ve had a fire burnin’ all week and the cottage is as dry as a biscuit.’


‘A water biscuit,’ I answered feebly as the driver lugged my things in. ‘Have you any grub ready, Mrs. Andrew?’


She had, and it was good food too—lovely clear water from the spring, home-baked bread, ham and golden-yolked eggs, stewed apples and Devonshire cream. My recent illness was almost forgotten in the pleasure of it. My irritation fell away. I found myself sitting back in a fat afternoonish mood and beginning to like the homeliness of everything about me. Birds chirruped conversationally in the eaves, the fire bickered in its grate and fell from time to time with that soft sigh which indicates sleep to the listener, the autumn wind very peacefully prowled around the garden, lifting leaves and bending branches; and soon I yielded to the influences and fell asleep for a long time.


It was dark when I awoke. The fire had gone out and I hadn’t the faintest idea where the lamp and candles were, or where the coal was kept. I stood up and caught my head a nasty crack on an oak beam. I fumbled towards the mantelpiece and barked my shins on a ridiculous brass affair by the hearth. I swore pretty heartily at that, and the thing went over with a crash that would have shocked my neighbours for miles around—if I had had any neighbours. Eventually, however, my grasp came upon a box of matches and I managed to light candles and go exploring with one of them.


There was no coal inside the cottage. I found dim, underground sort of rooms, whose floors were covered by apples and pears spread carefully out on paper; I found an undeniably damp scullery with a dreary-looking wash boiler, but I could not find coal. Thinking it might lurk in some unsuspected outhouse, I opened the front door and went into the darkness. Immediately my candle blew out. I struck a match, and that also was extinguished.


Then I fancied I heard a rustling behind me, a rustling and a very queer burrowing sound almost as though soil was being scraped.


I turned sharply.


‘Hullo!’ I said. ‘Hullo. Who’s there?’


‘It may be a friend,’ a voice answered quite clearly.


‘If you’re a friend,’ I said, ‘tell me where in thunder the coal is kept.’


To my astonishment there was no reply.


I struck a second match, but nobody could be seen in the gloom. The garden greenery seemed to press upon me rather more than I remembered from my daylight observation, but the path was empty.


Now, I am not in any way a nervous man, so I concluded that my odd visitor had stepped matily into the cottage, and I fingered my way along the outside wall until I came to the coalhouse door and there began thumping coal into a bucket which I found standing ready for the purpose. I chopped some wood, too, by my relighted candle, wondering whom good fortune had brought along to spend the evening with me.


Judge my utter bewilderment when I returned to the cottage and found it as empty as I had left it!


‘Ahoy!’ I cried, a score of times, going back into the garden, through into the scullery, even mounting the stairs; but there was no sign of human life anywhere.


I lit the fire and it went out again in the playful way cottage fires have. I rumbled round and prepared supper, still pondering upon who could have spoken to me in the dark. I was not given thoughts of ghosts or attackers of any kind, so dismissed the affair from my mind altogether and retired to bed.


The next day dawned sharp and clear and I went out to see if I could spot any footmarks. A multitude of leaves had fallen during the night obliterating every possibility in that direction, but something strange certainly had happened. An enormous new plant had appeared in front of my window! It displayed curious leaves ending in spikes very like the leaves of the holly, its roots were scattered all over the surface of my garden as though it had been hastily and insecurely thrust into the soil, and it had a gnarled stem which suggested the vine more than anything else in the world. There were no flowers or berries by which I might hope to christen the plant, so I turned somewhat naturally to wondering who the blazes could have come and dug it into my soil during the night. For there could be no doubt of the fact that the thing was not there when I had arrived the previous day. The earth all about it was tossed and tumbled, dozens of feeders were still above the surface—giving a grotesque impression that the plant was standing upright on its roots—and weeds and smaller stems were broken down for a considerable distance.


Mrs. Andrew’s astonishment, when she duly appeared to begin upon my housework, completely outdid mine. She declared that she ‘didn’t know’, that she was ‘blowed’, and finding these remarks manifestly too weak for the occasion, she wound up with the statement that she ‘never did’—which I could well believe. We walked round and round the plant together, we discussed its leaves and its roots and its shape, we examined every tiny possibility of its arrival, but in the end we had to confess profound bewilderment. Mrs. Andrew mentioned the growth to a knowing market-gardener when she returned to the village, and in the afternoon I was treated to a visit from him. He arrived with many apologies, much cap-lifting and bobbing and bowing, and the moment I took him through to see the strange plant he blew enormously and said he was ‘danged’. No: he’d never seen a thing like that afore, brasted if he had. It dudn’t look like a English plant at all, he added, and then profusely wiped a brow that had grown moist with his walking, and said he ‘dudn’t mind’, to my offer of liquid refreshment.


The remark about installing a machine-gun to keep folk away looked like becoming true as the days went by. The vicar called, breathless and eager, the following afternoon, said ‘By Jove!’ and ‘Dear me!’ and all the things usually associated with vicars, and finally promised to write to a botanical friend of his about the plant. And the very same day the local doctor stopped his car in my lane, popped his head over the hedge, asked in a breezy way if he might look at the famous mystery plant, and then seemed to think very little of it, having seen dozens of similar growths on his various holidays in Spain.


The interruptions were maddening, of course. I had come to Devon in order to find quiet and a chance to paint, and here I was discussing an idiotic plant with one imbecile after another. No one attempted to explain the sudden manner of its arrival, and I did not mention to any of them the voice I thought I had heard in the darkness.


Further troubles assailed me as winter came. The cottage began to show its true nature in an alarming way. Damp oozed from it everywhere, from ceilings, from floorboards, all over walls, even from the main chimney. Great patches of wet gleamed in every corner, the oak beams sweated, and little pools of moisture collected overnight in the hearth. Mrs. Andrew blamed me for not having more and merrier fires, and at last took refuge in the plea that all houses turn damp in November.


This certainly was true of Jasmine Cottage. The tea changed into a sodden mass in its packet, the matches refused to strike, it was death to sit down upon any cushion that had not been carefully aired before the fire. I cursed the place. I swore and banged things about. And the callers still trotted up to see the unknown plant. They came and they came and they came—like bees to a hive. The vicar’s botanical friend came and spent hours mooning about my garden, departing at last with a vigorous shake of his head and a fishy shake of my hand, adding nothing at all to the previous guesses. A funny sort of expert came from London, a Professor Gibbs, with a care-worn face and a frock coat of questionable age, and thin bony wrists which stuck out inches beyond their cuffs. Some bright young undergraduates descended upon me from Cambridge during the Christmas vacation, and asked endless questions, and laughed, and ragged each other, and made some atrocious drawings. And they all looked for refreshment from me, refreshment I was too cowardly to refuse. I tell you, I was pretty sick of it all, and when spring approached and the botanical callers buzzed around ever more thickly with the prospect of the thing’s blessed spring reactions, my desperation reached fever point.


One day, whilst I was drawing that accursed fire into life with an old newspaper, my eye chanced to catch the advertisement of a man who was anxious to sell a motor cycle. ‘No reasonable offer refused’, he said, and it struck me that here was a stunning means of evading my callers and also a gift of extra time to put into my pictures once I had found my open-air subject. To cut a long story short, despite the age of the advertisement I found the machine still unsold and bought it—knowing no more of its workings than a child would know. I studied the instruction book minutely, of course, and held any amount of inquiries into the various controls of the mechanism, but somehow I could not bring my courage to the point of pressing my foot upon that starter and going flying off through the air at the mercy of a mass of kicking metal. I had to do it, I knew, and on a Saturday just after lunch I did it.


How I got into the saddle I never remember. There was a terrific roar, and immediately I was rushing along at a pace which threatened to kill all the live-stock in the district. Miss Wood’s hens cluttered away into the hedge with maidenly shrieks. An old spaniel, fond of dozing in the middle of my lane, arose with undignified haste. Bit by bit I began to gather my scattered wits and succeeded in slowing down to meet the bridge at the bottom.


I met it all right, did a wild swerve to avoid a girl carrying a milk can and then went chugging triumphantly up the farther hill. The air whistled past my ears and I laughed aloud with the delight of breasting the smooth Devonshire lanes at forty miles an hour.


Suddenly the engine started misfiring for some unknown reason, and after spluttering along for half a mile or so it conked out altogether. Now, as I have said, I am a perfect novice with anything mechanical and was quite unable to trace the cause of the trouble, so I decided that as I was about twenty miles away from my cottage I would spend the night at the nearest inn. There at least, I promised myself, I should be dry and could enjoy warmth and light and company—unbotanical company. A walk of another mile brought me with my disabled machine to a jolly little place called the Three Pigeons, whose landlord stood at the door and hummed. A bread-cart was drawn up on the cobbles, and the sight and smell of all those new-baked loaves filled me with happy anticipations.


‘Have you a bed, and grub, and a mechanic to look at this wild beast?’ I called across. ‘I got stuck, down the road.’


‘A bed—yes, sir,’ the landlord answered promptly. ‘Food—ready in half an hour. As for the bike, I think George Brooks’ll be able to do all you need, sir.’


It was a delightful village in which to spend a night, not too dull and yet not picturesque. There was a church of most impressive age, with a tower all squat and powerful against the early stars as I walked past it after my meal. There was a stream that grumbled loudly as it swept along its stone bed under the lighted windows of cottage and shop. And there was the bright little parlour of the Three Pigeons itself, where I smoked a contemplative pipe among the village worthies and played darts.


‘I’m still a-wantin’ a ton,’ one of them said when his score lacked a hundred, and ‘Oh, you’re sufferin’, you’re sufferin’, sir!’ another cried when I missed my double by a hair’s breadth.


I suppose I went to bed about eleven o’clock and I must have slept three or four hours before the mice in the rafters awakened me. I recollect sitting up to feel for my watch, and the next moment I was almost blinded by a vivid flash of light.




CHAPTER II


THE LIMPING SCIENTIST


DAWN seemed as though it never would come. For hours after that flash I remained staring into the darkness, wondering what on earth could have happened to the pretty little village I had so admired the evening before. I fancied that I could hear the distant crack and splutter of burning, and once I unmistakably heard the bang of a door and feet going up the road. But after that silence fell, and the long dark hours of night dragged on.


At last a cock crew, somewhere behind the cottages, and another answered it in the distance. I became aware of a pail rattling and presently footsteps sounded inside the inn, going past my bedroom door and down the stairs. Voices arose in the yard, a window shot up, and inquiries were called and answered.


‘What be matter, Ken?’ my host’s voice demanded. ‘Where be it? Where be the fire?’


‘’Taint no fire, Mr. ’Ollins. It be a star fallen over Wickens way.’


‘A star? Don’t be silly, Ken. Maybe it’s sommat as dropped off o’ one o’ these airy-planes.’


‘I tell ’ee it be a star, Mr. ’Ollins. Great big brute as dropped in Wickens Quarry. Hot as a puddin’, too!’


‘What’s that? What’s that he say?’ A new voice had broken in, evidently my host’s wife, peering over his shoulder.


‘Says a star be fallen overnight.’


‘He means one o’ those meteor things.’


‘No I don’t, Mrs. ’Ollins,’ the voice in the yard said. ‘It’s a star or nothin’. Big as a haystack, and bigger a lot. There be a mighty crowd about it already.’


‘How d’you know all this, Ken?’


‘Dad. He went over in the night an’ ’as just come back to ’is breakfus and tole us. He thought as there was trouble on Sir Philip’s land.’


‘Has it burned much?’


‘No. Only made a huge great hole in the quarry and burnt a few sticks and bushes there. Did you see the flash, Mr. ’Ollins?’


‘Aye. I saw the flash. Made me feel I was on active service again, for a minute.’


This last remark, with its impressive reference to the landlord’s heroic past, seemed to command instant respect, and silence followed. Ken evidently went back to his work, whatever it was, and the window closed. But that was not the end of the excitement. A drover came in, to get out his cows, and worry had clouded his mind.


‘What do you think it means, Ken, boy?’ he asked at once. ‘Holy Writ tells us such things’ll happen before the end, don’t it?’


Ken was feeling superior by now. ‘What things, ’Orry?’


‘The stars a-fallin’ and that.’


‘There’s only one fallen as I’ve heard of, an’ that be safe and coolin’ in Wickens Quarry.’


‘Where d’you reckon they comes from?’


‘Out o’ the sky o’ course. They floats in rows up there, hunerds and hunerds of ’em a-shining. Maybe this one was used up, just burned out like an’ fell to make way for a new one.’


I lay in my bed and laughed. The vision of stars ‘floating in rows up there’ was too much for me, and presently I got up to look for the theorizer who held that they burned out and fell to make room for more. But he was gone, and only the worried-looking drover occupied the yard with his collection of morning-stupid cows.


A beautiful sky was shining over the barns. Sunshine already had begun to sweep the world into colour. The fields were vivid vital green, and every tree held the promise of bud. I dressed hastily and went down to a delicious country breakfast. An hour later I pushed my repaired motor cycle into the road and went off in search of Wickens Quarry and the wonderful ‘star’.


There could be no doubt of its being a meteorite. As Ken had said, quite a large crowd was gathered on the quarry’s lip to gaze down, but none ventured near for the thing out of space still glowed with an intense heat. I found myself lost in wonder at the journey it must have made. It was of tremendous size now, but it might have been as big as Lundy Isle before it began upon its flight. My mind reeled at the immensity of the constellations it must have seen, the planets, the comets, the glittering star dust, and similar thoughts filled the crowd about me for they were all unaccountably dumb. One boy alone spoke whilst I was there, telling his sweetheart that it might be ‘a bit off the moon’ for all we knew, to which she replied ‘Oh, ah?’ as though a football score had been mentioned.


I returned to my cottage for lunch, Mrs. Andrew being greatly upset by my unexplained absence, and I worked away patiently for the rest of the day. There had been visitors—inevitably. A Spanish-looking man had examined the strange plant with quite a number of different lenses, Mrs. Andrew told me: he had photographed it very completely and taken away a piece of the exposed root in the hope of propagation, but no such plant was known in his country, he said, nor in any of the South American states he had visited. This seemed to dispose of the local doctor pretty thoroughly. I had a hearty laugh at his expense and went out to look at the baffling growth in the dusk.


A surprise awaited me.


The thing had grown—grown enormously in a day!


Its leaves were now reaching beyond the top of my ground floor windows, its roots were prying everywhere—even along the path—and a rather terrifying gnarled sort of bud had appeared to the right of its stem. I cannot say why I thought the bud terrifying. Perhaps a sense of menace lurked around the spikes which closed it.


The business was beyond a joke now. I put on my hat and marched straight off to the village in order to question Mrs. Andrew again. Had she noticed any difference in the plant before the Spanish-looking man examined it? No, she couldn’t say she had. Did she notice any increase size before she left the cottage? No, she hadn’t looked at it again: it was by the windows away from the road, and she had gone out as I had come in—without passing it at all. She walked back to the cottage with me and fired a further salvo of ‘never dids’ and ‘goodness me’s’ and ‘bless my souls’ when she saw the brute’s progress. I wrote that very night to the Royal Society, reporting the sudden change and begging a special effort for the problem to be solved before my cottage became completely overgrown.


April came in with such a burst of exciting weather that for a time I was absorbed as of old in my painting. I could think of little but buds and germinating landscapes, the play of light on astonishing green, the faces of country folk bright with spring. Almost every day I was out with my brushes and I heard of the Royal Society’s efforts as though they were something in a newspaper. I looked at the plant once or twice with a moody eye, and realized it was still busily growing, but the bud had not burst so my absorption in colour was not yet intrigued. I had forgotten the meteorite, too; but one moonlit night I heard a car go misfiring past my cottage and the whole thing came back to me. I saw again planets and stars and comets and silvery aerolite showers, all the quiet wonder of the heavens, and I decided to run out my bike the first thing in the morning and revisit the quarry and the Three Pigeons.


The landlord gave me a cordial welcome, and we were soon chatting cosily in the parlour about the main object of my trip. It still lay there in the quarry, it seemed, but was stone cold now and practically forgotten. There was only one person who retained interest in it, a tall man who called occasionally at the inn for sandwiches on his way down to Wickens.


‘You might come upon him if you get along now,’ Mr. Hollins added, ‘for he passed about nine o’clock on his motor cycle.’


‘Who is he?’ I asked. ‘What is he like, and why is he so interested in the thing?’


This the landlord could not tell me, but he concluded, ‘His name be Nadin and he comes from somewhere up north. He be a scientist o’ some sort, a meta—metallurgical expert from Sheffield or round about that way. Great tall fellow with a black hat and black eyebrows. You can’t miss him.’


‘A business-like chap, eh?’ I asked, mounting my machine.


‘Yes,’ the landlord agreed. ‘But he seems a bit deaf, for I’ve asked him a dozen times if he wants beer or stout with his sandwiches and he never replies.’


I laughed. ‘I shall look out for Mr. Nadin.’


I travelled rather slowly for the rest of the way, and was within a hundred yards of the quarry when my machine stopped dead. I am afraid I swore. Why had I not bought a horse instead of a complicated mass of machinery? At least I id know something about horses! I stooped to examine the system, but could not find any breakages. I swore again, and as I did so I heard faint noise behind me and swung round quickly.


It was then that I first beheld Nadin.


He was standing looking at my machine as though I did not exist, and he instantly impressed me as being quite the most majestic man I had ever seen. He was indeed tall, a slim, dark tower of a man, with eyebrows like black feathers, and thin lips, and brilliant eyes, and long expressive arms. He moved towards me and I noticed then that he had a slight limp.
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