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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.
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Queer Gappenings in Coxwold


I had been looking at the object for a long time and its very strangeness fascinated me. After all it is not common to behold a dome of blue glass — or at least that was what it looked like — perching in the midst of the tranquil English countryside


How I had come upon this object doesn’t really signify, but I suppose I ought to lead up to it. Matter of fact, I was on holiday at the time, a camera holiday, and my wanderings had taken me into southern England in the midst of a blazing July. Then, one mid-afternoon, after toiling up a long slope which somehow looked as though it had once been a paved roadway, I came across the blue glass dome.


There it was, right before me, surrounded by the wilderness of the countryside. The bright sun, the soft wind, the twittering of birds — all the adjuncts of the countryside grouped around this monstrous silent thing. As I said, I just stood and stared.


The object was pretty nearly four miles square I reckoned, and some twenty feet in height. But the odd thing was there seemed to be no way of getting into it. For over two hours I prowled round this huge black greenhouse, taking a photograph or two, and all the time wondering how the blazes such a thing came to be here in the lonely countryside. It seemed to be made of glass — the one-way variety, for I could see nothing through it. It just reflected the glare of the midsummer sun in one purply-black dome.


So I passed the afternoon, mystifying myself more deeply with every moment. It was only the need for tea that got me on the move again at last, and I finished up at a local inn that was still within sight — very distinctly — of the dome.


‘What is it? That thing?’ I asked mine host, as he brought me beer and ham sandwiches onto the inn’s little garden.


‘You be meanin’ the blue dome, sir?’ He cocked a curiously grim eye upon me.


‘Naturally. I never saw anything quite like it. Is it some sort of building?’


He was silent for a moment, his thumbs latched in the strings of his apron.


‘No, it’s not a building,’ he said finally. ‘It’s a shield — and y’might call it a sort of monument too. A monument to something mighty queer which happened when I was a lad …’


I waited, reflecting that that must have been some time ago. He was well into his sixties I judged.


‘You won’t be much age, sir, will you?’ he asked presently.


‘Me? I’m thirty-two.’


‘Aye. You wouldn’t be born when the Slitherers were here. That dome was used to deal with ’em …’


I slowly picked up my glass of beer. ‘Slitherers did you say? What the hell are Slitherers?’


‘That’s the funny part — Ain’t anybody knows, really — save perhaps some of these scientific fellers. I did hear it might have bin the end of the world if they hadn’t built that blue dome.’ He hauled across a chair and sat on it. ‘I’ve got a bit of time to spare so I could tell about it … I’m always being asked,’ he finished broodingly.


‘Be glad if you would,’ I told him, and started on my ham sandwiches — but believe me I soon forgot all about them as he told his tale. How much of it was true I cannot say, but I suppose it could be checked by reference to old newspapers. Anyway, see what you think.


In 2010 the mystery of flying saucers reared itself again. The almost forgotten controversies of earlier years received a fresh impetus by the appearance in March of a veritable flock of the strange craft. Most of them were seen to be moving with enormous velocity and trailing a queer grey smoke screen that settled rapidly into a dense mist. In all parts of the world visitations were noted and prompt measures were taken — uselessly. The world’s fastest planes and guided missiles carrying movie cameras were powerless to keep up with the disk-shaped objects, and in most cases the mist-screen acted as a complete visual blanket.


Almost before anybody could do anything the saucers had come and gone — leaving behind them a settling pearl-grey mist which, the experts assumed, had been used solely as a smoke screen. That was all. The hue and cry and banner headlines faded out and the visit of the saucers, en masse, was forgotten, except for one or two scientists who made the usual announcement that there was no doubt whatever that Earth was being watched.


Being watched did not, however, interfere with the normal pursuits of Mr. and Mrs. Citizen. Work and pleasure continued as usual and nobody was particularly concerned. There were perhaps one or two puzzled people, mostly in the farming community — so puzzled indeed that a conference of farmers was called for in London — whilst in other countries other members of the rural fraternity congregated at the meetings in their particular capitals.


Out of these specially reported meetings there emerged the fact that the value of wheat in particular would have to undergo radical changes for the simple reason that nearly every farmer was growing wheat over nine feet high. It was unbelievable, and yet a fact. Even the most efficient fertilizers and modern methods could hardly account for this gargantuan result, and in the main, farmers did not know whether to be pleased or worried about it. Certainly something would have to be done in regard to the currency value since for every acre of wheat there was now approximately three times the normal yield.


Some suggested naively that it was the unusually hot, fine summer in England that had caused this attack of giantism — but that did not explain why almost every agricultural country had got the same result. Certainly it was peculiar, but as usual it did not interest the average man and woman for long. The curious mystery of gargantuanism faded from the public eye and became the plaything of the professionals.


One professional in particular was assigned the task of trying to solve the problem for the British Ministry of Agriculture — Hartley Norcross by name, an analytical chemist in the Ministry’s scientific division. And so Hartley Norcross came to the little village of Coxwold in Hertfordshire, choosing this spot as about the heart of the farming community.


Here Norcross talked with farmers, lived with farmers, and drank with farmers in the local pub.


He wrote lengthy reports back to the Ministry, but in each one he unashamedly confessed that he had not solved the problem. The reply was swift and to the point: Find something or come back to London.


Faced with this ultimatum, Norcross made a last, desperate effort. That same evening he cornered one of the leading farmers in the pub.


‘I’ve got to get to the bottom of this business, Mr. Henshaw,’ Norcross was briefly explanatory concerning London’s dictum. ‘The Ministry is a bit short-tempered about my having got no results. What can you tell me?’


‘I don’t see there’s anything more,’ the farmer responded. ‘I can only repeat what I’ve said before. We’re all growing wheat the like of which you never saw before. All of us.’


Norcross led the way to a corner table and ordered beer. ‘I think I’ll try a fresh track, Mr. Henshaw. Is it only wheat which is affected?’


‘You’ve seen my farm and pasture land.’


‘I know, but I looked particularly at the wheat. How about other things like — like turnips, carrots, and potatoes?’


‘Fairly big yield, I’d say, but nothing like the outsize in wheat.’


‘How does the barley behave?’


‘Normal.’


‘Yes. That’s the damnable thing.’


Norcross slitted his eyes and took a drink of his beer. He was a small, officious man with a long, inquiring nose.


‘What’s so damnable?’ the farmer asked, wiping his moustache.


‘Why, the wheat growing whilst the barley doesn’t. One could picture some kind of fertilizer that has an unusually powerful property causing giantism, but it wouldn’t single out wheat and leave the barley untouched. That wouldn’t make sense.’


‘No. But then, nothing does in this business.’


‘Would you say,’ Norcross persisted, ‘that each plant has an individual plan of nourishment? I mean, would a fertilizer for turnips act equally well for — say, rose bushes?’


‘It might — and then again it might not. There are rose bushes and rose bushes.’


‘The wheat is perfect? It is not deprived of essential ingredients by being outsize?’


Henshaw shook his head. ‘Everything’s there — full to overflowing. The finest wheat the world has ever known. If you ask me, Mr. Norcross, it’s a warning. There’ll be a famine after this, and the Good Lord is giving us the chance to fill our storehouses.’


Being a materialist, Norcross took no notice of spiritual warnings. Instead he did what he ought to have done at first — took a sample of the soil and fertilizer used on Farmer Henshaw’s fields and returned with it to the Ministry’s Laboratories. Not that this did any particular good, either, for analysis showed the fertilizer to contain all the ingredients one would expect of a good plant food — bar one, which was presumably a secret of the manufacturers.


This one ingredient worried Norcross more than somewhat. When he had completed his analysis he sat at the bench, studying the results of his work.


‘Nitrates, phosphates, sodium, they’re all here,’ he muttered. ‘But what the hell’s this one?’


‘This one’ had no name and was brownish grey when detached from its brother elements. It refused to respond to any reagent, and as far as Norcross could tell did not enter into any of the known tables of elements, either. It had something of the quality of brown dung, yet it wasn’t that either.


Finally Norcross rose to his feet, glanced at his watch, and then searched the telephone directory. In another moment he was speaking to the manager of one of the biggest fertilizer concerns in the country.


‘This is confidential,’ Norcross said briefly. ‘The Ministry of Agriculture, Scientific Division, speaking. I’m Norcross. I understand from one Mr. Henshaw that you supply him with all his fertilizer?’


‘Quite right,’ the manager agreed. ‘Can I help you?’


‘You can. Give me the formula for your X-1 fertilizer, specially intended for crops.’


There was a brief delay, then the manager complied. The more ingredients he reeled off the more puzzled Norcross looked. At length he said:


‘You are quite certain that is the formula you sold to Mr. Henshaw?’


‘Why yes. Not only to him, either, but to hundreds of other farmers as well.’


‘I see. Thanks very much. Just checking up.’


Norcross put the telephone back on its rest and stared in front of him. The peculiar thing was that, though the ingredients themselves had been mentioned, the proportions were utterly different from Norcross’s analysis — and even more surprising, the brown substance had not been referred to at all.


‘Something had been added to the fertilizer since it was sold to Henshaw,’ Norcross said, to the empty reaches of the laboratory. Then he shook his head. ‘No, not that. The proportions aren’t even the same. And there’s this brown substance.’


He considered the matter for a moment or two, then went into an even more exhaustive test — this time solely on the brown substance. For close to an hour he studied the stuff through the electronic microscope, comparing its strange makeup with all the known photographs and plates of different fertilizing material, but in none of them could he find even a near match.


‘Looks like some sort of animal matter,’ Norcross mused. ‘That isn’t unusual in fertilizer, of course, but if it wasn’t put in by the makers, where did it come from? And how does it happen to be selective in choosing wheat in preference to anything else?’


Quite frankly, Norcross did not know what to make of it, but on the reasonable assumption that he could not be alone in his bafflement he contacted other agriculture headquarters in other countries to see what their version was. And it was the same as his own: The fertilizer contained an unknown quantity, and nobody knew how it had gotten there. Even where the fertilizer had not come from the same manufacturer as Henshaw’s, there was still that unaccountable brown ingredient to be accounted for.


And it couldn’t be accounted for. Therein lay the problem. Meanwhile, amidst the titanic cornstalks of Coxwold, life was continuing as usual — or rather, existence was. The harvest was so far advanced, and so unnatural, that Farmer Henshaw and his neighbours were already gathering in the results of their labours. A quarter of the cornstalks lay bare, showing promise of a second amazing crop under the sweltering sunshine — and, in a manner not uncommon, there were holidaymakers assisting in the harvest, and picnicking in their spare time.


Two of the holidaymakers — assistants, the youngest of the whole batch, chose on one particularly hot afternoon to have tea in the shelter of the unreaped cornfield. There was nothing unusual about this since there was ample shelter from the sun amidst the lusty yellow growths. Besides, the youth of the two picnickers — they were neither of them more than eighteen — made them regard the unnatural forest as a centre of attraction.


So they ate and drank and lounged, lying on their backs at the base of the growths, glimpsing the occasional views of the cobalt sky as the wind stirred the fantastic corn above their heads.


A boy and a girl, supremely happy, of the same age, deep in a forest of yellow and enjoying every minute of it. What more natural than this? Grim situations have arisen from far less simple beginnings.


‘Harry,’ the girl said, thinking. ‘Harry, isn’t it a bit queer about this corn? About it being so big, I mean? I never saw anything like it.’


Harry shrugged, tossing the problem from his shoulders with the inconsequence of youth.


‘Neither did I, but it’s just the place to hide out in. It’s hot working in the field. Least, I think so.’


There was silence for a moment between them.


Rita drained a mineral water bottle and then flung it to one side. It vanished immediately amidst the growths, and Harry looked at her grimly.


‘That’s going to be a nice thing for a reaper to find in its track,’ he said. ‘Go and pick it up. What’s the use of all these signs about keeping the countryside tidy?’


Rita sighed and scrambled to her feet, clutching to her a half-wrapped parcel of meat-paste sandwiches. Muttering to herself she went through the yellow undergrowth in search of the mineral bottle, and Harry watched her go. He could not help noticing the amazing height of the cornstalks in comparison to her own five feet. The stalks themselves were as thick as bamboo poles, and pretty nearly as hard.


After a while Rita returned, the empty bottle in one hand and sandwiches fiercely clutched in the other.


‘You and your bottle!’ she protested. ‘I’ve lost half my sandwiches in getting it back.’


She put it down beside her as she squatted, and Harry looked at her in surprise.


‘Lost half your sandwiches? How do you mean?’


‘They fell out of the parcel, that’s what I mean!’


‘Well, couldn’t you have picked them up?’


‘What? Covered in dirty old fertilizer? You know how it sticks to meat paste! Hardly!’


‘Ummm,’ Harry said, and let the subject drop. Though disinclined to argue, he had to admit the logic of Rita’s observation. Meat paste and fertilizer would hardly mix. And Rita said no more, save to complain about the scarcity of sandwiches. She did not know any more than Harry that she had participated in a world-shaking event.


After their somewhat abbreviated tea they resumed the labours of gathering corn, and they did the same next day, and the day after that as the weather still continued blazingly fine. Each day they sought the slowly diminishing region of the cornfield for their tea-break, with Rita taking extra care of her sandwiches and mineral bottle disposal.


‘I wonder,’ Harry mused, ‘how much longer this kind of weather is going to continue? It’s been at it for about eight weeks already with hardly a cloud, and there isn’t a sign of a break even yet. Pity the holiday’s up tomorrow. I don’t feel at all like going back to city life.’


‘No more than I do. If we had plenty of money we could do a lot of things …’ Rita lay back, hands behind her head, and surveyed the patchwork of sunny blue sky overhead. ‘Harry, why is it always such a struggle to get hold of money?’


Harry did not reply. He was staring fixedly into the depths of the cornstalks. Presently he shut his eyes and then opened them again.


‘Probably the heat,’ he said at length, and Rita turned lazily to look at him.


‘Why does the heat make it difficult to get hold of money? That doesn’t make sense.’


‘What I’m looking at doesn’t make sense either. That’s why I said it must be the heat.’


There was an odd note in Harry’s voice that brought Rita from her reclining position to sudden alertness. She followed the direction of Harry’s gaze into the bamboo-like jungle, and for a while failed completely to detect what had fascinated him. Then she saw it — or rather them. Reddish-grey objects like tadpoles darting up, down, and around the cornstalks with such prodigious velocity they were a mere blur. Sometimes there seemed to be only a couple of them, then at others a good dozen. It was difficult to tell.


‘What are they?’ Rita questioned, surprised.


‘Dunno. Sort of dragonflies …’


Dragonflies without wings? Things that didn’t even look like dragonflies? Things that travelled with terrific speed, darting about with the speed of minnows? Harry realized how utterly wrong he was even as he spoke.


‘How many are there?’ Some instinct of precaution set Rita rising slowly to her feet.


‘No idea. ’Bout a dozen actually, I’d say. Looks like more because they move so fast they’re almost in two places at once.’


Rita looked for a little while and then shuddered. In spite of herself she felt an instinctive revulsion, without really knowing why she felt it.


‘They’re — they’re horrible!’ she exclaimed suddenly. ‘Look at the way they just — just slither round and over everything.’


‘So they do!’ Harry had not noticed it before, but now that Rita came to mention it he saw what she meant. The things were definitely serpentine in their movements, yet faster than any reptile ever created.


Suddenly Harry realized that he did not know what they were. He was fairly knowledgeable on matters of nature and so forth, but never in his life had he seen anything like these things before.


‘I’m going to take a closer look,’ he said finally, and with sudden resolution strode forward. Rita half made to follow him, then that curious instinct warned her to stay put.


No such instincts troubled the materialistic Harry. He went close to the blur of grey objects and watched them intently. In the brief seconds of the creatures’ repose he could see a tiny, froglike face with beady eyes and tightly clamped mouth. The things didn’t look harmful. The pity was that they couldn’t be classified.


‘Queer,’ Harry muttered to himself, and turned to go — but that was as far as he got. As though shot from a gun three or four of the creatures literally flung themselves at him like tiny projectiles — and stuck. With the tenacity of leeches they clung to his forehead and temples, resisting all his efforts to brush them off.


The instant Rita saw what had happened she stood for a moment in sheer horror, staring at the objects depending from Harry’s forehead — then swung round and fled through the cornstalks to the freedom of the sunshine and fresh air. There she slowed up, waiting with mixed feelings for Harry to appear. Here she felt safer. There was room to turn around. In the distance the rest of the holidaymakers-cum-harvesters were having their tea. If the situation proved too much for her she could always call on them for assistance.


Moments passed. Rita waited, unable to analyse what she was thinking. Then after a while Harry came stumbling into view, groping his way with the uncertainty of a blind man. The slithering objects were no longer anchored to his forehead, but there were blood streaks where they had been. Rita took a step backwards, immensely uncertain.
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