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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.


      




Introduction


Short story or novel, novel or short story. Science fiction is a medium that presents unique opportunities for either. A single clear concept, a new idea or an invention can be outlined, explained and dramatised in a short story. The more complex concepts are worked into novels; the delineating of entire new societies or the complete change of old ones, as well as all other ideas that require the novel length to be examined in complete detail.


But the short story still has a most important place in the canon of science fiction. It is tempting to state that SF is keeping the short story alive in English letters with millions of words of original stories published every year. I will leave that to others to say, who hold more aggrandising beliefs. I am more interested in the unique nature of the science fiction story. Unique in that a faithful readership will seek out and buy collections of short stories by their favourite authors, will read anthologies of both new and reprint short stories in large numbers, will, after a year of reading short stories, still buy compilations of other people’s selections of the best stories of the year.


There is a reason for this loyalty. The SF short story is something new in the world, something that adds an additional dimension to the story form. The usual short story, like the novel, is a study in manners, the details and developments of interpersonal relationships.


With either an O. Henry twist-ending story or a New Yorkers slice-of-life, the interest is still focused on the people involved. Edgar Allan Poe added the mystery or horror short story that cared about things as well as people to the genre. The fate of the people sucked into the maelstrom is important – but so is the whirlpool itself and what lies below it. I can recall none of the characters in ‘The Purloined Letter’ but the letter itself and its hidden-but-obvious position has stayed with me. The concept of the idea as hero was born.


H. G. Wells, in the late nineteenth century, perfected the art with stories such as ‘The Land Ironclads’ where the idea was very obviously hero. Since that day SF has never looked back, has expanded in all directions with this new toy, exploring all the possibilities inherent in this novel idea.


David I. Masson is a master of the art form. It suits his particular needs and he makes the most of all the possibilities. He is well read and articulate, and obviously knows where the short story is and where it has been. Building on this position of strength he demonstrates other newer and exciting places for it to go.


My favourite story of his, read and reread many times since its original magazine publication, is ‘Mouth of Hell’.


Here he demonstrates most clearly a unique strength, the uncanny capacity to fit a physical situation to an abstract concept. Kafka could do this in a more generalised manner, placing his characters in an unreal world that is an analogue of ours; a warped mirror image. Masson is more specific. ‘Mouth of Hell’, to me, produces in literature all the symptoms felt while sleeping and dreaming of falling. Was this the author’s intent? Perhaps, though I have the feeling his answer would be as transparently ambiguous as his stories. He appears to reveal all – but does he? The stories are not about what they are apparently about most of the time. This is not an attempt at obfuscation but is a sincere attempt at analysis. On the surface Masson’s stories are simple and linear; following an exploring party perhaps, as in ‘Mouth of Hell’, or a man going to work as in ‘Lost Ground’. Yet they are about much more. What are the ‘emotion reports’ that replace the normal weather reports in the latter story? Masson tells one a good deal about them, but leaves it to the reader to draw his own conclusion.


One word of caution in reading these stories. If possible, resist temptation and do not even glance at the author’s introduction to each story until after reading it.


The introductions were prepared for this edition of Masson’s stories and did not appear on their original publication. The editors of the SF Master Series impose their will upon the books in this series only by selecting them. After that every effort is made to publish the definitive edition of each book, bowing to the author’s choice in all matters. This does not, however, preclude a comment by the introducer of this particular volume that the introductions take something away from the stories if read first. Masson builds far better than he knows and it would be better for the reader not to understand his intent beforehand. Had I the power I would have left out the captions and inserted a postcard in their place. To be sent off after reading so that the information could be returned in a plain brown wrapper. Resist if you can; the effort will be rewarding.


Masson is an educator as well as an artist. His position as a university antiquarian librarian makes that clear. Not for him the stamping of cards and the shelving of books, that image of the librarian that too often haunts us. The true librarian is the ultimate educator, making accessible for those who need to know the massed records of all mankind. Masson takes us gently by the arm, sits us down and tells us a fascinating story. We nod with pleasure and, only after he has left the room, do we realise that we have learned something quite important at the same time.


I have long had a personal interest in linguistics so was particularly charmed by ‘Not so Certain’. Here is the classic SF format; an exploration ship visiting a distant planet, the troubles with extraterrestrial natives. All good fun and to be read easily and joyfully on that level. Only after finishing it does one realise that a number of basic and fascinating linguistic facts have also been learned in the most painless manner.


Not to be forgotten for a moment is that Masson is a wonderful storyteller. There is a density of content in his stories as rich as the density of character in a Hemingway story. Hemingway never tells you too much about a character, his work always reveals so much – and implies more. Masson does the same with the society and its discoveries in ‘The Transfinite Choice’. We know that he is so well acquainted with this future world that he could write a book about it; the fullness of his imaginative knowledge is obvious. Just as Hemingway knew everything about his character, being so sure of this that what he left out was more important than what he put in, so does Masson know all about this particular world-to-come.


There is a temptation to write too much about these stories instead of letting them speak for themselves. Suffice to say that not only are they prime examples of short stories, but perfect examples of that unusual beast, the science fiction short story. They have all the strengths and none of the weaknesses of the form.


Harry Harrison, 1976




Lost Ground


The snake still lurks in the grass, the abductor in the Enna meadows, the caltrap thrust in the field of time, the trapdoor to Hell. True, some can make a life anywhere.


‘Eat up your bacon now, May,’ said Miriel. ‘Daddy’s ready to run you up – don’t keep him waiting.’ May, humming irrepressibly to herself, picked up her fork and began toying with the crisp fragments. ‘May!’ said Miriel sharply again. The ten-year-old’s brown curls tossed, but she fell to. Philip, his dark eyes scanning the faces of his mother and sister with the air of an anxious dog, spooned in his porridge. He was only in his third year. Roydon, shifting about a little in his chair, was hidden behind the paper, uneasily aware of its sour biscuity odour in the sun. ‘STRIKE DUE TO LAST BITTER SPELL?’ read one of the headlines, ‘LATE RAGE-STORMS STALL OHIO’ said another. Roydon frowned, inserted a tiny earphone into one ear and switched on the minitape recorder which he had set to the last forecast.


‘A system of depressions and associated troughs will follow one another in quick succession over Scotland and the north,’ it said. ‘Insecure, rather sad feeling today and tomorrow, followed by short-lived griefs, some heavy, some stormy, with cheerful intervals. By midweek the griefs will be dying out, rather sooner in the south. Drives weak to moderate, veering creative to instinctive. Temperament chillier than normal for the rest of the week, but serene; however, some early-morning fear in the latter half of the week is expected to form in low-lying areas, dispersing slowly each day.’


Roydon snapped off the recorder and removed his earplug. ‘Better give May a slow pep-pill before she goes. The forecast’s a bit gloomy; I shouldn’t be surprised if there were griefs on and off this afternoon, too.’


‘O.K. Here you are, May; swallow that with your tea,’ said Miriel. ‘And you might as well have one yourself, darling. I can give Phil a quick quarter-dose if he goes out to play.’


‘Oh need I, Mummy?’ from May. ‘The school’s O.K., and they always pass the stuff round at break.’


‘Yes, May – I think Miss Weatherbridge is a bit careless about these things; she has a lot of other things to think about, after all.’


‘Oh, all right!’


Roydon dumped a singing May from his little city-car, the green one. The pep-pill was already lifting his spirits, protected as they were by the car-aerosol. He had to check himself from chanting rowdily and dodging about in the workwards traffic. ‘I should have waited till lunchtime and had a quick one,’ he thought. ‘Miriel coddles me – and I take it from her.’ The vision of her brown oval face old-fashionedly curtained in the straight fall of soft dark hair hovered between him and the traffic for an instant. After eleven years it was still a mystery and an enchantment to him. He opened the draught and let the sadness seep in for a little. A few of the schoolchildren waiting to cross at the next school were in tears. ‘Feckless parents,’ he thought. They would be all right after a minute in the air-conditioned school.


In the studio office all was bustle and confusion. Panset, the chief, was in and out constantly, mood-weather bothered him comparatively little, except that in periods of unusually warm temperament he usually had to take a tranquilliser outside. The pep aerosols were functioning nicely all over the building. The night’s programme of current affairs was beginning to take shape, but must rest in a half-cooked state till late that afternoon, when Roydon would leave it in the hands and mouths of the studio people. He rang up Miriel at lunchtime to say he might be later than usual, the way things were running.


‘Are you coming out for lunch, Vic?’ he called to his mate across the table, fixing him unconsciously with a characteristically searching gaze under his thick brows; ‘I’m getting sick of the canteen stuff.’


‘Better pep yourself up again, then, Royo, there’s a nasty grief outside,’ said Ken Mattock, coming in, breathing deeply and erratically through pinched nostrils.


‘Oh, the corner place will do us. That’s not far, we’ll survive it, eh, Vic?’


‘I’ll take a quick booster first if you don’t mind. I’m a bit low this morning,’ said Vic, helping himself from his pharmapouch. ‘Right – that’ll fix me, I’m ready now.’


That night, a rather disturbed May eventually persuaded to bed, Miriel broached the subject of school precautions again. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘I don’t care for the way they hand out their peps and tranqs – much too rough and ready. I delivered May after lunch in the red city-car: she was quite upset coming in. I had a word with the head. I’m going to keep her carefully drugged up and the school will have her for lunch in future. That means she won’t be so easily exposed.’


‘You coddle her too much,’ said Roydon.


‘No, Roy, I can’t have her education going to pieces because of all these ups and downs. It may be all right for some parents, but not for us. We have her future to think of.’


Roydon gave way. He sighed for the Golden Ages of his parents’ memory, when the world’s atmosphere had nothing worse than true weather and a little fallout for men to contend with. A feature item on the chaos in Africa and India, scarcely mitigated by pharmacological aid, underlined his thoughts. The Indians and Africans were trying to ride out griefs by hectic dance-sessions on the lines of the old Mediterranean tarantella-remedy, and angers and fears by great choral chants, but these folk-remedies were naturally very chancy. Only the most advanced nations had been able to meet the new emotional influences in the air with air-conditioning and with drugs subtle enough to act quick enough or slow enough and without seriously affecting judgement or the body’s reactions. His own ‘World-Day’ programme came through and he watched it dutifully and critically. It was followed by a Men-of-Science interview with a microdiathesiologist.


‘You see,’ explained the pundit, ‘the mood-climate differs not only from country to country, but from place to place, from street to roof, from valley to slope, and often in quite spectacular ways. Take the corner of a high building or the top of a cliff. This sort of site is subject to great turbulence. While the general mood-weather round it may be gloomy one day or one hour and optimistic the next, the mood at the acron, as we call it, is often switching minute by minute from despair to ecstasy and back again. Hence the semi-mystical nature-loving joy one moment and the suicide-leap the next.’


‘But such violent changes are not met with in other places, are they?’


‘Not commonly. Indeed the micro-sentiment at many spots is more stable than that of the general mood-weather at man-height. The surface of marshes is nearly always depressed and fearful. That of a park or a well-kept garden are warm, friendly, serene. And of course there is a third class of microdiathesis which varies on a 24-hour cycle. A wood or a lake at noon is usually gay and serene, at midnight amorous in moonlight but hostile and intensely fearful in darkness. The nature of the cycle in this case depends on the illumination.’


Roydon, yawning ostentatiously, switched the set off at this point. Details of this sort were rather beyond him, his yawn implied. But his heartbeat was accelerating. Programmes like this one he found disquieting. The world was dangerous enough without these local effects. He preferred not to know. The shelter of Miriel’s arms and hair blotted out the world and its perils.


Three years later it happened. Roydon, now in the studio team of World-Day, and normally working from 3 to 11 p.m., was rung at the studio one March afternoon at 5.


‘I thought I told you not to ring me at night – it’s far too hectic here!’


‘Roy, Roy, it’s Phil! He – he –’


‘He had an accident!’ shouted Roydon. He recalled that Phil was usually brought home by some rather older children from infant school. Sobbing, Miriel told him that Phil and his friends had run into an unexpected pocket of terror in a dip in the road coming home. They had scattered, Phil darting insanely across the road, it seemed, and straight under a car. It was all over in a moment.


After the funeral, which ironically took place on a gay, serene morning, Miriel, who had kept herself on a tight rein, seemed to go to pieces. She refused all drugs, scarcely roused on the most cheerful of days, and gave herself up to a sort of resentfulness of sorrow. Roydon’s parents, who had stayed on for some days, took May under their roof not far off, and for the rest of term were to fetch her to school and back. Roydon managed to secure leave and took Miriel west to a wild part of the country neither of them had seen before, which she could not associate with Philip. They left the two city-cars behind and hired a runabout. Gradually she began to pick up, but there was a ghostly something about her look, an air of looking through or past Roydon, which worried him. It was a fine spring and the mood-weather was optimistic, with only the occasional grief. Roydon let the griefs wash over Miriel when they were out walking, and sometimes over himself, as he felt they would help to purge the emotional load.


The first Sunday they went to church. The rather meagre congregation huddled in the cool Early English interior. The sermon was uninspiring. But there was a soothing quality about the grey-green gloom and the thin arches. The motor of the tranquilliser-cordial hummed gently in the silences. Afterwards Roydon was rather sorry they had gone, for they were strolling through the churchyard when Miriel stopped with a shudder. The funeral was too recent. Drunken gravestones, their inscriptions worn to rivers in the soft local stone, leant around them. But she had stopped at a very tall and broad headstone.


‘Look,’ she said uncertainly, ‘Roy, you could have had an ancestor here.’


‘Well, could be, certainly ends with “Back”, and it certainly has an R as second letter, and the length looks right. Can’t make out the forename, can you?’


‘No, I don’t think I can. And what a long inscription.’


‘From the few words I can make out, it was one of those paragons of all the virtues. Local bigwig, I expect. They used to make them out to be saints, on their tombstones, in those days; whereas they probably fathered half the brats in the parish really, and twisted their tenants. I must have a look at the parish register some time, just in case he really had the same name. Still, it’s not absolutely unique as a name.’


‘What is all this about the Snevley Fields?’ said the big man at the bar.


Roydon turned half round from his half-pint. Miriel was upstairs. The big man, who looked like a landowner or a business man, was talking to a squat little fellow who might be a farmer or a lawyer.


‘What do you want to know about the Snevley Fields?’


‘Something queer is going on there – what is it?’


‘Something decidedly queer is certainly going on there,’ said the squat man, who, like the big man, had a whisky in front of him. Roydon cocked his World-Day-educated ear. ‘It seems that all Morris’s cattle have disappeared there. So has Midgley’s dog. Midgley was walking the Carruthers side and his dog went after rabbits. That was a week ago and no one has seen the dog since.’


‘But it’s perfectly open country, no badger-holes or foxholes either.’


‘Exactly. And no cow-holes! … Midgley’s a bit scared to go in himself. As for Morris, he thinks the place is bewitched. Talks about fairies and I don’t know what. Won’t stir near there. A bit superstitious, old Morris is.’


‘Was it in daylight?’


‘We don’t know about Morris’s cattle. But Midgley’s dog went early one afternoon.’


‘Any clues?’


‘No! Only thing is, the Snevley Fields seem to have been re-hedged by someone. The old hawthorn’s given way to hazel, Morris says. He looked through binoculars. Says it goes beyond the brook, too.’


‘Snevley’s is let, isn’t it?’


‘Yes – to someone from Scrutton. But they haven’t been there for weeks.’


‘You talking about them Snevley Fields?’ put in a long man in an overcoat, drinking stout, on the far side.


‘Yes, and Harry says it goes on beyond the brook.’


‘Too true; and another thing,’ said the long man; ‘you know that brook runs straight down a fair way between them two hedges? Someone digged it that way long since.’ The other two nodded assent. So did three other listeners. ‘Well now it don’t. It runs all squiggly-squaggly. And them hedges – they’ve gone!’


There was a heavy silence. ‘I know another man as lost a dog thereabouts,’ called a dark man in a corner. Silence. Heads turned. ‘’Twere Ted. His bitch were round Parker’s Knoll, a week come Friday ’twere. She were chasing rabbits, too. Ted says he had his eye on her, and she just vanished.’


‘How d’you mean, vanished?’ put in the big man.


‘Vanished in full view, right in the middle of the next field. Here, Fred, turn up the aero-what’sit. That crossness is seeping in again – I can feel me hackles rising.’


‘’Tis the whisky in you, Bill,’ called the squat man amid general laughter, but the landlord picked up an aerosol hand-sprayer and pumped the cordial-tranquilliser over the room.


‘Well, as I were saying. She vanished in full view. One moment she were there, going hell for leather in the middle of a field. Next moment – she weren’t there. Never came back no more.’


‘That’s a hell of a lot of land that is. From Snevley’s to Parker’s Knoll.’


‘And from Goff’s Brook to t’other side of Snevley, I shouldn’t wonder,’ came from a small man who had not yet spoken.


Roydon, who was used to interviewing, or failing to interview, rural types, held his peace, but after a moment or two found occasion to ask the barmen the name of the long man and the squat man, and still later buttonholed the landlord and got from him their addresses (they turned out to be the village grocer and the local garage man) and the approximate location of Goff’s Brook, Snevley’s, and Parker’s Knoll. He represented himself as an amateur landscape painter with some ideas about later fishing.


Next morning, with a strong instinctive drive prevalent and a cordial temperament abroad, Roydon took Miriel out on foot looking for the mystery area. The forecast was fairly optimistic and he thought it would be good for her to tramp around with him while he tried to work up what promised to be something of a news story. In two hours they were in sight of the farmhouse known as Snevley’s. Beyond it down a slight slope were the Snevley Fields, a set of meadows already powdered with buttercups. The pair paused. ‘Let’s work round this field and up to that copse. We might get a better view of that break in the hedges they were talking about.’


When they reached a field-corner next the copse, where a distinct drop in the emotional temperature could be felt, Roydon took some photographs. The chilliness was becoming palpable hostility, and his wife was unprotected by drugs. ‘You stick it out here, Miriel. I’ll walk uphill and see what can be seen from that tree.’ Roydon strode off. A brusquely suspicious mood dominated the summit. Reaching the tree at the top he turned. Miriel was not to be seen.


Roydon, shouting her name at the top of his voice, glared round an arc of countryside. Away down a narrow meadow between two hedges he thought he saw a flickering speck running, running very hard. An instant later it was swallowed up, in the line of the nearer hedge. Perhaps it was a rook in the air between. Moving cloud-shadows confused the view. After a minute of calling, Roydon ran back down the long slope and at length arrived, gasping and dizzy, his knees aching, at the spot where he had left her. There were some snapped twigs and after staring around he thought he could see the imprint of her shoes in the earth not far off, pointing homeward. But beyond this on all sides tall wiry grasses swallowed up everything. The feeling of hostility grew, mingled with acute fear. The wind hissed among the twigs and grasses. ‘Bitch, bitch!’ Roydon found himself muttering. He forced himself to swallow a pill, but found minutes later that it must have been a slow-acting one he had chosen. Hoarse with shouting and cursing, he began to stumble back the way they had come, convinced that she had started home. As he approached Snevley’s a squall of rage and grief burst upon him. Sobbing and swearing, tears coursing down his cheeks, he ran round the yard and burst in through the open doorway. No one was at home. He rushed through the rooms without finding anyone or any trace, tried all the cupboards, and finally ran out again, and on to the village. At last, in a state of maudlin warmth now that the pill had taken effect in more cordial surroundings, he stumbled into the inn. Miriel was not in their room. No one had seen her. Someone brought him to the police-station, in whose tranquillised air he told his story.


‘That settles it,’ said the sergeant; ‘I’m ringing HQ. These disappearances are beyond us.’


Roydon found himself at the receiving end of the interviewing on that evening’s World-Day. Ken had shot up from London by jet to see him personally. By next day the C.I.D. and half the newshawks of the west of the country were in the district. No one dare enter the ‘Forbidden Zone’ and a cordon was to be thrown up by the army. During the week a helicopter and a set of tracker-dogs on the end of microphoned long lines were brought up.


The tracker-dogs found nothing, but two disappeared, their lines neatly cut. The helicopter only discovered fields empty of all but birds; but two locals (Midgley and the squat man) who were persuaded to go up in it, averred that (so far as they could tell since they had never flown before) the country had changed quite a lot. The area was closed off now with rolls of barbed wire, military posts established round it, and a desultory watch was kept up, with an occasional searchlight at night. ‘I’d sooner run straight acrost a bleedin’ minefield ’n gow in theer,’ Roydon heard one soldier say to another.


‘Reckon it is a minefield – only the other sort. I reckon it’s holes in it, bloody great pits, all camouflaged up,’ said the other.
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