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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


To be at the top of his profession as a physical scientist at the age of thirty-five was an accomplishment which Dr. Mark Haslam owed entirely to his own efforts. From earliest youth he had allowed nothing to baulk his endeavours, with the result that he had finally gained his Ph.D., and several other degrees besides.


But gratifying though these routine accomplishments were in themselves, they ranked as nothing compared to this particular day. He was to be made President of the Bureau of Advanced Science and lecture upon his discovery of disintegration and its application to basic forces. To the layman, dry stuff indeed, but to the profession a subject of absorbing interest. In this year of grace nobody had yet found the secret of pure disintegration. It might even change the face of the world.


Dr. Mark Haslam mused on these things as he drove his powerful Jaguar down the sunny country lanes. It was June—and June at its best—with the green of the fields and hedgerows, and the blue sky streaked with ribbon-like clouds, looking as though a gigantic but lazy painter had smeared a white paint brush across it. So quiet was the car’s engine that the silver song of a lark came clearly to Mark Haslam’s ears as he drove steadily onwards.


His home was in Godalming, Surrey, and his destination was London. Behind him he had left a wife who cared little for science but everything for her husband; and ahead of him was the unparalleled honour of becoming President of the greatest natural scientific institution in the country.


Mark Haslam smiled to himself and hummed a tune. The world was bright and gay and the future brilliant. Years of mental toil were producing their dividend at last. Then the car sailed straight off the road and into the dry ditch bordering it.


He had not the slightest idea how it happened, but it seemed to him that the steering column behaved strangely, or else he took the corner too swiftly. Whatever the reason the car’s bonnet lurched downwards and, though he himself was not in the least hurt, Mark Haslam found himself well and truly “ditched”.


“Blast!” he declared frankly, and struggled awkwardly out of the up-ended car. Then, his feet sliding in the slippery grass, he stood and surveyed, hands on hips. Definitely nothing short of a breakdown crane could put him on the road again.


Muttering to himself, his immaculate suit dust and grass-stained, he scrambled up to the road and looked about him. Nothing. Just plain nothing. The hot afternoon sun, the lazy wind, that infernal lark chirruping its inside out, some confounded cattle lazing in the distance—and that was all. No garage in sight and nothing on the ribbon of road which went away over the shimmering horizon.


Nothing? Mark Haslam looked again. He narrowed his eyes, tilted his homburg hat over them, and focused into the blaze of sunlight. He had been mistaken. A solitary individual was approaching, perhaps half a mile away, and at this distance he appeared from his aimless walk and leisurely thwacking at the weeds bordering the road, to be either a rustic or a tramp.


“Not that he’ll be any good,” Mark declared irritably. “But he might know the nearest breakdown telephone.”


Whilst he waited for the languid unknown to catch up he examined the car again, finally locating the trouble. The steering wheel had become unbolted, probably through a defect in the metal. The accident could have been a lot worse. It could have happened in traffic, for instance.


So, at last, the wanderer in the sunlight came into clear view, dust curling about his heavy boots. He was wearing an old sports jacket, corduroy trousers, and had a battered haversack swinging from one shoulder. He looked around forty, with a genial, weather-beaten face very indifferently shaved, and a panama hat, much the worse for wear, on the back of his black haired head.


“In trouble?” he inquired, pausing, and his voice revealed that for all his vagabond appearance he had refinement.


“What do you think?” Mask Haslam asked acidly.


“I think you are—definitely.”


Mark Haslam’s sharply cut features revealed his annoyance as the tramp smiled blandly, surveying the up-ended car.


“Miss the edge?” the tramp asked, reflecting.


“No. Fault in the steering wheel. Where’s the nearest patrol ’phone? I need help in a hurry. I’ve got to reach London for a special convention.”


“Tonight?”


“Exactly.”


“In that case, Dr. Haslam, I’d better see what I can do. The nearest patrol ’phone is three miles back—quite a way in this heat, and the nearest garage is a good deal further than that.”


The tramp eased his haversack from his shoulder and then plunged his hands in the pocket of his corduroys, still studying the Jaguar as he did so. Mark Haslam looked at him curiously.


“You know my name, apparently,” he said.


“Uh-huh. Seen you in the magazines occasionally. Go easy with that disintegration idea, though. It could be dangerous.”


“Thanks for the warning.” Haslam’s voice was sardonic. That a no-account tramp should dare to criticise such a marvel as disintegration was nothing less than blasphemy.


Still the tramp stared at the Jaguar, a curiously abstracted look in his eyes. Finally Mark Haslam could tolerate it no longer.


“Look, there isn’t much use in your just standing there, is there? I’d better get on my way to——”


Haslam stopped, and if somebody had put ten thousand volts through him he could not have had a bigger shock. For right before his starting eyes the Jaguar pulled itself backwards out of the ditch on to the road, as though some super-driver, quite invisible, were in control. It was not that the motor was running even though the wheels distinctly moved. The whole thing was, in truth, a complete miracle in broad daylight.


“I used the wrong formula to begin with,” the tramp apologized, grinning again. “Seems it needed B formula to work this one. I thought C or D would have done it. Never mind, I got it. You’ll find the steering is okay now.”


Haslam gulped. “Will—will I?” he asked faintly.


“Surely. Try it.”


Utterly stupefied, he opened the side door and tested the steering wheel. It was perfectly in order. Everything was in order, as though he’d never driven into the ditch. Yet he had, for the gouge marks from the wheels were still there.


“Who the—what are you?” Mark Haslam gasped, turning sharply.


The tramp shrugged, returning his haversack to his shoulder.


“Just a wanderer, Dr. Haslam. Can’t stay long in one place. Gets irksome. I like the fresh air, the wind, and the good clean earth.”


“But dammit, man, you’re a magician!”


“Me? Not a bit of it. All a matter of control. Anyway, glad I put you right. See you again someday, maybe. And remember to go easy with that disintegration of yours. I still say it’s dangerous.”


Utterly petrified, Haslam watched his benefactor turn on his heel and continued his ambling, slip-shod walk up the road, his hand thwacking the weeds as he went. He was singing now in a rich baritone, something about, “The kiss of the sun for pardon, the song of the birds for mirth; you’re nearer God’s heart in a garden than anywhere else on earth.”


“Hey!” Mark Haslam yelled suddenly, coming back to life, and forgetting all about his professional dignity he chased down the road. The tramp paused, waiting for him to catch up.


“I didn’t miss anything, did I?” he asked thinking.


“Miss anything! I want to know what you did—how you did it! It was a complete infraction of all known laws! I ought to know—as a physicist.”


“I suppose you ought,” the tramp agreed, and the sunlight showed that he had humorously twinkling grey eyes. There was about him an inexplicable air of happiness as though nothing in the world mattered.


For the moment Mark Haslam had forgotten that he had an appointment in London. He had forgotten that he was a professional man at the highest peak conversing with a tramp in a dusty country lane. Only one thing mattered: the miracle of the ditched car.


“What’s your name?” he asked abruptly.


“Esau Jones.”


“Esau Jones.”


“Sounds Biblical.”


“So I’ve been told. Just happened that my mother and father were very God-fearing folk. They had high hopes for me, bless ’em, so Esau I became. Welsh folk they were, and——”


“What,” Mark Haslam interrupted, “did you do to make my car come back on the road?”


“Well now, that would take some explaining.”


“Are you telling me!”


“And you have an appointment. Why don’t you accept the thing for what it was and let it go at that? I got you out of a mess, and I was glad to do it.”


“Which means,” Haslam asked, “that you don’t want to explain it?”


“No, it isn’t that. It’s——” Esau Jones scratched his whiskery chin. “It’s just that I don’t think you’d grasp it if I did.”


“I am a physicist of the highest possible scientific attainment. I defy you to put forward a theory which I can’t understand.”


Esau Jones smiled good-humouredly. “All right, Dr. Haslam, if that’s how you want it. How about joining me in some tea and sandwiches whilst we talk it over?”


“I assume you mean from your haversack?”


Esau Jones laughed. “No. I would not dream of asking a man of your position to indulge in the kind of fare which suits me—cheese sandwiches and rather tepid old English beer. So tea and sandwiches it is.”


He nodded towards the field adjoining the lane and Haslam felt very much inclined to faint. It must be the heat of the sun or something, or else he had encountered a master-hypnotist; for there in the field, nicely placed on a spot where the grass was smoother than elsewhere, was a folding table and upon it, on a perfectly white cloth, a fully-laid tea in the true English style.


“I forgot,” Esau Jones said in regret. “We need chairs, of course.”


He contemplated the setting for a moment and two chairs leapt into being like magic. Haslam mopped his streaming face.


“Let us dine,” Esau Jones smiled, and made an elaborate gesture.


Weak in the knees Haslam climbed the bank and settled himself, staring fixedly at piled-up sandwiches, variously made up of lettuce, meat paste, and fish; tea in a silver pot, cream in a likewise silver jug, and spotless white china.


“This does my heart good,” Esau Jones commented, settling down and ridding himself of his haversack. “Help yourself, Dr. Haslam. Plenty more where this came from.”


Haslam looked about him in bewilderment. Nothing but the empty fields, his not far distant car, and he and Esau Jones seated like characters in Alice in Wonderland at the Mad Hatter’s tea party.


“Obviously,” Haslam said, taking a sandwich, “I was knocked unconscious in the car and I’m dreaming all this. Obviously it couldn’t happen.”


“Sugar?” Esau Jones asked, silver tongs poised.


“Er—yes, thanks. I said it obviously couldn’t happen.”


“I think, Dr. Haslam, that a man of your scientific repute should not be so inclined to stress the word ‘obviously’. In your capacity you should approach any seeming infraction of basic laws with an open mind.”


“But look what I’m asked to believe!” Haslam cried, his cup in mid-air. “A fully-laid tea in an empty field, and a car yanked backwards out of a ditch by no known physical means. I must be either delirious or dreaming. It’s the only answer.”


Esau Jones chuckled. “I admire your ostrich-like approach, sir. Since you can’t credit it, you assume that these things aren’t actually happening. That’s sheer ignorance, much though I regret saying it.”


Haslam gave a bewildered stare, then with the look of a man hopelessly boggled down he miserably drank his tea. Esau Jones’s smile widened as he sat at ease, eating sandwich after sandwich.


“First,” he said, “let us get one or two things clear. I am not a natural magician—if such a thing exists; I am not a mystic from Tibet; and I am not from another world. I am an honest-to-goodness Welshman and I know everything there is to know.”


“You—what?” Haslam asked, incredulously.


“I know everything there is to know. I never learned it. Never read anything seriously in all of my life. I just know. It’s a quality—a gift. There isn’t a thing in this world I cannot do. And because of that I’m not particularly interested in doing any of them. Summing up, I am the living example of familiarity breeding contempt.”


“But this is impossible!” Haslam cried. “A man who knows would be master of the world!”


“That’s where you’re wrong. It is the ignoramuses who want to be masters of the world. Wise men have no wish to be. To me, supreme happiness is to be found only in wandering from place to place, alone with my thoughts and the fresh air. This world is very lovely, Dr. Haslam.”


By slow degrees Haslam got a grip on himself.


“I refuse to believe,” he said deliberately, “that any living man, or woman either, can have a complete grasp of everything, much less so without learning it. Why, even in my own experience, it has taken me twenty years of hard work to become what I am as a physicist.”


“Which is your hard luck,” Esau Jones sighed. “I just know the answer to anything without having learned it. Music, the arts, any branch of science, medicine, whatever you care to name, I can practise to the fullest possible human degree. One does not deny the infant prodigy who conducts a cantata at the age of two. Why deny me?”


“Because it can’t be done!” Haslam yelled, forgetting himself. Then he looked at the tea-table and realized he was talking like an idiot. An apparent miracle had been done, right in front of him.


“And it isn’t hypnotism,” Esau Jones added. “I never tamper with the mind of an individual. I regard that as sacrosanct.”


Haslam drank some of his tea and then said deliberately: “You said something about formulae—B., C. and D. or something. What on earth did that mean? And you also said you’d explain. That’s why we’re having this tea, isn’t it?”


“Yes—it certainly is. Well, it’s all a matter of putting material objects where they belong and not where they choose to go.”


Haslam wrinkled his brow painfully.


“I mean,” Esau Jones elaborated, “that in the case of your car you ran off the lane and into a ditch. Right! You accepted that fact as unalterable. You, a living, thinking being with the power of thought to motivate you, actually tolerated the behaviour of a dumb, unreasoning mass of metal in the shape of your car. I came along and by the force of thought compelled that car to behave itself and return to the lane.”


“Now I know I’m dreaming,” Haslam whispered.


“Not at all. As a physicist you must admit that which science has always proclaimed—namely, that the power of thought is infinitely stronger than the power of matter. There are instruments in any up-to-date physical laboratory which prove it. From this fact has arisen that very loose phrase: ‘The triumph of mind over matter.’ ”


“Which is what it is?”


“I suppose so,” Esau Jones admitted, squinting into the sunlight. “You see, nearly everybody makes the mistake of letting his thoughts remain uncontrolled. He does not realize, and has not trained himself to understand, that thought is always greater than that which does not think. That surely, is plain logic?”


“In theory, yes,” Haslam admitted. “But physical laws say that——”


“Physical laws have nothing to do with it,” Esau Jones interrupted. “The fact remains that thought is dominant. In that way, since everything material is made up of atoms, molecules, and what-have-you, it is plain that any object can be created, or dissipated. It is simply a matter of having the type of mind which can do it. One which thoroughly knows it is the dominator of material things.”


“Then what was all that formula business you spoke of?”


“Oh, that!” Esau Jones laughed and poured more tea. “I have different formulae for different situations. The ‘A’ formula is for something really complicated, and ‘D’ for the simple jobs. The larger the problem the more thought-wave variants you have to move in order to set up the correct agitation to make molecules and atoms obey your will. It isn’t anything uncanny, you know,” he went on seriously, as he saw Haslam’s vacant stare. “We’ve all of us got the power by very reason of the fact that we are capable of thinking and reasoning. But as far as I can make out I’m the only person who can do it without much effort. As I said I never learned it: it just is.”
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