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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


The Book


THE assistant librarian was bored. As bored as it is possible to be in a palatial edifice of beryllium and glass lined with something like half-a-million volumes and microfilms. However, it is possible, even in such circumstances to find that the sheer urbane business of every-day librarian life becomes a decided, crushing, and unmitigated, bore.


Twen sat by her filing cabinet, twirling her dainty fingers restlessly over rows and rows of names without number.


Some of the names, she reflected, meant something to her, others didn’t, but then, no mind however perfect, would be capable of assimilating the entire contents of that library. If a mind couldn’t be developed to that pitch, then there would be no point whatever in printing the volumes and taking the micro-films. She closed the drawer with a metallic clang—a clang that reflected something of her own boredom and anger. With a pronouncedly feminine flounce, she swung on her dainty heel and walked briskly across to the door labelled ‘archives’.


She had found from previous experience that there was nothing quite so interesting, or quite so certain to remove the jaded feeling or irksome boredom, than a browse among the archives. One had to be bored to want to bother with the archives. They were very old, very dusty. Volumes that were never read. Dossiers in their mouldering tapes, that were never consulted. Archives had merely an historical interest. They were kept in the same way that one keeps an old shoe—not having the heart to throw it away because of a faintly remembered superstition about it bringing good luck. Kept in the same way that old nuts and bolts from some long disused machine are kept in an old tobacco tin, and on the corner of an engineer’s work bench. Not because they have any purpose, but because he feels that one day they may come in handy. A reluctant collector’s instinct in humanity, makes him hang on avidly to rubbish that would be far better disposed of. Such were most of the volumes in the archives. At least, so Twen thought.


Twen had been raised in the atmosphere of new thought.


New thought, she decided, that was very clear, very simple, and very direct. It saved a tremendous amount of time and labour and endeavour, and if it did nothing else, it had justified its existence.


New thought was a semi-philosophical religion; a concept; a way of life; a system of existence. New thought stated simply, frankly and bluntly that providing a thing is useful, its existence is justified. If it has any real and valid purpose, if it is confined to a utilitarian niche in the wall of the great Edifice of Life, then it may rest there undisturbed. If however, it could have no valid or immediate purpose, then it was designated as rubbish, and dealt with accordingly.


The whole thing seemed very simple, and just and logical.


On the other hand, there were one or two border-line cases. For even the new leaders, the scientific men, were not entirely convinced that certain articles and certain prehistoric ideas were such a complete and utter waste of time. True they might be, but there was just a hint, a soupçon, a sneaking, lurking suspicion in the most materialistic mind, that there might after all, be something here that perhaps. …


And it was to the archives that such things were relegated.


One day, thought the scientists subconsciously, one day, some new trait of metaphysical thought, some new experiment may dawn upon us, and show us new light, so that we shall be able to find what it was that the ancients treasured so much about these particular works.


Twen, of course, was not a scientist, but in her rather simple way, she shared that attitude to the archives. But perhaps because of some faint feminine intuition, deep down in that part of her mind, which she herself was only vaguely conscious of, there lurked the feeling that somehow, somewhere, someone would make a great discovery in the archives. It was to her a kind of Golden Treasury; an Aladdin’s cave; a door to which as yet she had found no key. Perhaps the key was there?


Once in the archives, she seemed to become a different person. Her training and upbringing, her logical, methodical preciseness her neat, concise approach, drifted away from her to be replaced by a whimsical, almost melancholy sentimentality, as she flitted haphazardly from one shelf of locker to another; from one store box to another; from one vault to another. Turning over fragile dust-begrimed pages here; flicking a reel of meaningless there; like a butterfly trying various flowers, and finding that none of them had the nectar she sought. Questing for something perhaps yet not knowing what. …


She always felt that there was something different about the archives themselves; something strange and old as though the ghosts of the ancients lingered among the dusty volumes. There was no dust in the city, there was no dust in the library, there was no dust in any of the houses. The auto cleaners saw to that. The air-purifying systems fought a perpetual and winning battle against dust, grime, dirt and disorder. Everything in the city was slick, new, ultra-modern. It gleamed and shone from fresh polish and fresh polishing.


But in the archives no cleaning system had been installed. There was an atmosphere that seemed to go back for centuries. She wondered what the ancients were like. She wondered about their thoughts; about their hopes and their fears; about their doubts. They had believed in something which was referred to as the ‘soul myth’. This in itself was strange. It was almost something beyond Twen’s grasp. But as far as she could make out from what she had heard from odd, abstruse sources, and casual half-references, most of them joking, the ancients had believed that there was something other than the physical. Something they called a soul. A non-physical being which had gone on after ‘the end’.


Nowadays, of course, new thought and the New Thinkers, knew differently. There was nothing except those chemico-physical elements which could be weighed, measured, tested, handled and radiocally diagnosed. The universe was quite a complicated and complex structure. But there was no need for anyone to assume that it was more mysterious than it was. “Surely” argued the scientists, and “Surely” agreed their devoted followers. It was only the ignorance of the ancients about the more advanced laws of mind, matter, energy and mass, that had led them to this rather weird, supposition. The Time theorem had not been fully understood in those days, and now every school child knew it. Yesterday’s mystery was to-day’s common sense. Yet as Twen began her browsing among the ancient volumes that feeling began to leave her. Her mind lost its habitual orderliness, as it always did when she ventured through that thick green baize door, and descended the dusty staircase. She was a Cinderella about to meet the Fairy Godmother; she was Child Roland approaching the dark tower; she was Aladdin entering the cave of Abanazer; she was a fairy emerging from the world of fairyland, which she understood, and entering the strange realm of the world above, in this case the world below.


The cobwebs and the dust seemed to beckon to her like old friends. There was a feeling of melancholy sentimentality, which increased as she looked around in the dim old-fashioned electric lights. Strange, how it always had this effect on her, she thought. With a feeling almost of guilt she realised it was some months since she had last been in the archives. She tried to remember in which room she had last done any exploring. There was such a vast, labyrinthine network of catacomb-like passages beneath the great city library, that it was almost impossible for her to know exactly where she was, let alone where she had been a few months before.


Room after room looked almost identical, with its cobwebs, its dust, and its frightening grave-like stillness. She moved on through the first two rooms, down a long, low passage and taking a left-hand bend, she threaded her way through a vast network of chambers. Dark and still and echoing chambers. Dimly lit, like the sewers of some ancient human metropolis long-dead, and long-forgotten.


She might have been re-discovering the ruins of Pompeii, as she made her way further into the heart of the labyrinthine archives, than she had ever done before. Almost as though some deep, half-understood memory, or sense of purpose beyond her full comprehension lured her on and on towards … what ultimate fate, heaven alone knew. And as Twen did not believe in heaven, the concept was a difficult one for her to grasp.


At last she was pulled up short by an old, iron-studded oak door that she was quite certain she had never seen before. Yet, something about the door was vaguely familiar. Something about it seemed to ring a bell so faint and far away it sounded like the ghastly knell which Ralph the Rover had heard as he sank off the Inchcape Rock after doing his dastardly deed.


A chord of memory, mysterious, musical, and utterly remote, trembling away into silence, as she realised that she had never been this way into the archives so far, she had never encountered this door before. Taking the duster from her overall pocket she wiped the door carefully in search of some identification plate beneath the grime. Dust came up in little clouds and made her cough, she paused to light a cigarette, and waited for it to clear. When the atmosphere had become a little less fetid, she advanced towards the door again, and tried to decipher the worn faded name plate. She was not sure that all the characters had withstood the long, long ages that must have passed since they were painted. But from what she could make out the words seemed to be ‘Forbidden Documents’. The printing was archaic. It had never been a common script in the city in living memory. The lettering was crude and uneven as though it had been put on by hand, instead of one of the auto-scribe devices which were now universally employed. She opened the door with some difficulty and the creak of the protesting hinges was like the last sounds of a soul in torment.


Twen took a long pull on the cigarette to steady her quaking nerves and moved forward into the damp, dank, fusty, musty interior of the Forbidden Document room.


She wondered what possible reason anybody could have had for ‘forbidding’ a document; for banning it from public sight. Whatever might be wrong with the new thought approach to life it was genuinely concerned with truth. Nothing was ever forbidden. No books were ever burned. If they didn’t make sense they were simply disregarded. It was as simple and as logical as that. Nothing was ever forbidden. Any more than dust bins or garbage heaps are ‘forbidden’ or sewers are ‘forbidden’. It was simply that no one had any inclination to play in a sewer or sit on a garbage heap. …


It was one of the things that just weren’t done because it was unpleasant. There were so many important things to do in the life of the city, that no one had time. No one, that is, except a bored assistant librarian … to bother with the stuff that found its way into the archives.


Whoever had done the forbidding must have done it a long, long time ago.


She thought back over the history of the city. She had read a volume of it recently.


It was built on the site of a much older edifice, that had, as far as could be ascertained, been erected by a party of masters themselves. Not citizens. If that was the case, reflected Twen, when those masters had gone some of their buildings must have been left undisturbed behind them, before they had sent out the present citizens to repopulate this planet. If these books and micro-films had been forbidden, then they had been forbidden among those original masters who had come out and built the first settlement, upon which the modern city now lay. The thought struck her as odd. Why should the masters want to forbid anyone or anything to see something? A tingling excitement stirred, as she crossed rapidly to the nearest of the shelves. The room was as closely packed with books as the others; possibly because of the hermetic sealing of the door, most of them were in far better preservation than those outside. She began glancing swiftly at the cover of the book near her finger tips, then the next, and the next … none of the titles were in the least familiar. She had not even known that such books existed. They were cheap, very poorly produced reprints, which looked as if they had been run off on some private illicit Press.


They looked as though they had been produced in secret and as carefully locked away. All sorts of wild, romantic fanciful thoughts went spinning through her head as she glanced over the covers. …


She imagined, white-faced, strained printers behind shuttered windows and locked doors, oiling their presses to silence, and working with all possible speeds, lest those who had forbidden them to work, descended upon them in fury and destruction. She imagined them completing their work and quietly circulating it, and then, she visualised the descent of the secret police, the capture of the books the destruction of the printers. The slow solemn procession to the forbidden room, the hiding of the books, the lettering and locking of the door. Why, she wondered, was the door unlocked now? No one but the chief librarian and herself could have access to the keys. If this was a forbidden room, the door would obviously be locked … if the door was locked it could only be opened with a key. A key which would only be in her hands or the hands of the chief librarian. The chief librarian Thur—it didn’t seem likely that he would have been down here, and yet, as she further looked round, some tell-tale sign of disturbance should have been visible, but there was the thick dust on the door … that seemed to cut out this possibility all together.


Carefully and quietly she retraced her steps to the outside and began examining the door from without. Although the door itself was thickly begrimed except for the part where she had cleaned the name plate, there was no dust at all on the handle! Some one had been there! She called herself every kind of fool for not noticing this earlier. Darting back inside, she made a thorough search of the place for signs of recent occupation. Yes. Here. And Here. The dust was less thick. There were two or three footprints. Close to them, two round scratch marks on the floor where the feet of a ladder had been placed. Some of the books bore the marks of fingers and hands, as they had been taken out, presumably read, and replaced. Yet why would Thur come down here? What he could want was difficult to imagine … why had he said nothing to her? She began to feel a little frightened, and laughed nervously to herself. She decided another cigarette was needed. Her hand trembled as she produced one from the packet and lit it with difficulty … The whole thing didn’t really seem to make much sense. Thur was such an urbane, prosaic sort of man … what could he possibly want in the archives, and above all, in this forbidden room? Why had he never said anything to her. Why, come to that, had she never noticed him going down?


She realised that she was probably being very foolish in exaggerating the whole issue. She had never told him of her visits, why should he tell her of his. After all he was the chief librarian. He had every right to go in the archives. Perhaps he was doing some research. Yet, if that was the case, why hadn’t he asked her to do some of the donkey work for him? Surely that was the whole point of him having an assistant? To look up odd facts in the remote places, while he got on with the business of his bibliographical research?


No, it was no ordinary research which had brought Thur down into the archives. It was no ordinary research that had taken him to the forbidden room, among these strange alien documents. Of that she was certain. She began studying the shelves again, and now noticed that most of the books had been replaced in one particular spot. There was a label above it. She crossed to the place, wiped the dust from the label and read Theology. She was not quite certain what theology meant. She believed it was one of the ancient sciences that had fallen into disuse. Something to do with philosophy or religion, she wasn’t quite sure which. She took a book from the shelf a heavy black book, and began looking at the cover, which said ‘Holy Bible’.




CHAPTER II


The Word of the Ancients


THERE was an air of great antiquity about the book in Twen’s hand. It frightened her almost, yet she couldn’t think why … It seemed to be part of another age, another culture, another race. It seemed odd and alien and unfamiliar. It didn’t belong in the realm of New Thought and materialistic science. It was somehow transcendental, and yet at the same time, it seemed to contain everything. As though it was looking down from above at the phantasmagoria panorama of human society, looking at it, containing it all in one. An aura of inexplicable power seemed to radiate from it. Twen’s grip on it relaxed … she could feel that power like a presence in the room with her.


She was as a child who has stumbled inadvertently in the heart of an atomic pile. There was something about the old Black Book which was tremendously frightening and tremendously powerful. Something that seemed a million times bigger than either she herself or her entire culture.


As her grip relaxed, something fluttered to the floor. Quietly she replaced the book in the shelf and stooped to pick up the papers. In the same ancient script, which she had first had difficulty in deciphering, she read an “Explanation and Exposition of the Bible”. Her heart missed a beat. The book itself, she realised, with her expert knowledge as a librarian, would have been difficult to decipher—but this was different. This was the kind of thing she understood. It was an explanation of a literary work, and this was her subject … this was her world! She felt somehow, less alien, less detached, less frightened.


There was a sudden footstep. Not close, but close enough to tell her that Thur must be descending into the archives. A sudden blind panic seized her. She was desperately afraid of being found in this forbidden document room, though why she couldn’t tell. Quickly thrusting the sheaf of papers into her overall and covering it with her duster, she made her way swiftly out of the room, closed the door, and flicked dust back over the name plate as well as she could. Dragging the duster behind her, she obliterated her footprints as best she might, and made her way back to another section of the archives.


“Twen.” It was Thur’s voice, deep rugged, masculine.


“Yes, Thur,” she called.


“I wondered where you were,” there was a note almost of alarm, certainly of anxiety, in the librarian’s voice. “Thought something must have happened to you. Whatever are you doing down here?”


“Oh, I do pop down from time to time,” she said, her heart beating like a trip hammer. “I get bored sometimes, and this seems like another world, down here. I like to just browse quietly among the books,” wondering if he knew she was lying. It seemed to her that Thur could read her mind, that he knew she had been in the ‘forbidden’ room. That she had picked up that article. That she had actually handled that strange exciting old black book.


“I have similar feelings occasionally,” he murmured at last, but it was just a cover up, words for the sake of words. Something to say, something to break the tense, awkward silence.


“Have you been round all the archives?” there was a pointed meaning in his voice. She shook her head.


“I don’t think so, there’s so much of them.” “I see,” Thur’s reply was enigmatical. “That’s all right then, so long as nothing awful had happened to you. I imagined you had been kidnapped, or something peculiar.”


“What, in the middle of the city? The Grek beasts don’t penetrate as far as this. Besides, there’s been no break in the force field.”


“One never knows. One never knows. I sometimes wonder if they are capable of getting under the force field.”


He’s changed the subject deliberately, she thought, nobody’s been kidnapped by a Grek beast for months, and they certainly never come near the cities.


“I’d better be getting back,” she said suddenly, “I’d better get the new intake sorted.”


“Right-oh,” agreed Thur. “There are one or two things I want to look up, so I’ll let you be getting along.”


“Is there anything I can do for you?” she tried to make it sound natural.


“No, no, its perfectly all right. He eyed her darkly, inscrutably. She wondered what he was thinking, wondered what was going on in that keen scientific brain. She had the greatest respect for Thur’s intellect, she wondered how much he had guessed already. How much he had observed from the dust on her clothing, from the nervousness and the tension she must be betraying with every word she uttered, and every movement she made. But still he said nothing, just passed her quietly and made his way in the direction from which she had just come. By the galaxy, she thought, he’s going to that document room, I’m sure he is! She desperately wanted to follow him quietly and unobtrusively at a distance, wanted to see whether he had been taken in by her clumsy efforts at camouflaging her footprints. She wondered whether he would notice the document was missing. Perhaps he was not aware of its existence, or perhaps he had found it and put it carefully in the book. It was too late now to return it, she realised only too well. Her breath was coming in short, quick gasps, her heart was still pounding madly against her ribs. In the distance she heard the squeak of an opening door and she knew only too well which door it was!


Suddenly the archives were no longer attractive to her. She wanted to be out. Out of the dust and the atmosphere of long dead civilisations, and up into the clear, cool, prosaic, air-conditioned atmosphere of the city and the library above. …


It was like stepping between two worlds, stepping through that green baize door separating the archives from the rest of the building. She sped swiftly, breathlessly up the stairs, and darted back towards the filing cabinets. Now that she was up in the glass and beryllium palace once more, her earlier fears seemed groundless and stupid, like nightmares that fade with the coming of daylight. She walked slowly from the filing cabinets to her own private office and carefully locked the door. A burning curiosity had replaced her earlier anxiety, she had to read that manuscript, to find out all there was to know about the strange black book, that strange and unfamiliar black book with the title ‘Holy Bible’. Something to do with Theology—but what was theology. She must make an effort to look it up. Silly to forget a simple word like that. She had done it during her training, she knew, yet it was a word never used these days. Her earlier thought about infallible memories came back, moved swiftly through her mind, and was lost again in her subconscious.


She pressed a switch and the room was immediately flooded with cool yet non-dazzling iridescence from the sama-light plant which supplied the office, the library, the city and indeed, the whole civilisation. It was far in advance of electricity, as that earlier form of lighting had been ahead of gas or candles. In the good light of the office, the ancient manuscript looked less faded than it had done in the pale electric bulbs of the archives.


As she read, her pretty brow creased with perplexity. Most of the words made little sense to her, for they referred to things and people of whom she had no knowledge at all. It was as if she was reading a book of an ancient culture. So old were the things to which most of the words referred that it seemed to her as though fact and mythology had become strangely interwoven. ‘To the who were Jews’, she read ‘the Law and the Prophets were first Christians, who were Jews’, she read, ‘the Law and the Prophets were already sacred’, it meant practically nothing ‘their national sacred writings were to them, the oracles of God, though they could no longer be regarded as containing the whole truth of God. The coming of the Messiah had revealed God with a completeness that could not be discovered in the Old Testament. The word of the Lord was authoritative, as even Moses and the Prophets were not. Yet since the hopes of the Old Testament seemed to these Jewish Christians to be fulfilled in Jesus Christ, they more than ever were convinced that the national sacred books were divinely inspired. From this source they drew, if not the articles of their Creed, at least the proofs and supports of their doctrines. Christ died and rose again, all this was in accordance to the Scriptures. The writings of the Old Testament spoke of Christ to those early Jewish Christians, no matter whether it be legal enactment, prophetic utterance, emotional psalm, or simple historical record, everything could be covered by one phrase, ‘The Scripture says’.


Everything was treated as being part of a united whole and by a diligent use of type and allegory, single passages torn ruthlessly from any context were used as proof texts, to commend or defend belief in Christ. It is not strange by any means that the Jewish Christians claimed the Old Testament as their book, and found in it the confirmation of their faith, what is a great deal more strange, is the fact that the Old Testament, in its awkward Greek dress, appealed to the Gentile world and became a valued weapon in the armoury of the Christian evangelist. This could never have been on account of the charm of its literary style. Educated readers, indeed were very often offended by the poor prose of the Septuagint.
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