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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.


      




Depersonalization takes him over once again and as usual he does not quite feel like himself. This is for the best: the man as he is known could hardly manage these embarrassing circumstances. Adaptability, that is the key. Swim the fast waters. There is no other way that he, let alone I, could get through.


“Pardonnez tout ils,” he says, feeling himself twirling upon the crucifix in the absent Roman breezes, a sensation not unlike flight. “Mais ils ne comprendre pas que ils fait.”


Oh my, oh my, is that awful! He wishes that he could do better than that. Still, there is no one around, strictly speaking, to criticize and besides he is merely following impulse which is the purpose of the program. I can do what I want, he tells himself. “Ah pere this is a bitch,” he mutters.


The thief to his left, an utterly untrustworthy type, murmurs curses, and the man, losing patience with his companions who certainly look as culpable as all hell, stares down. Casting his glance he thinks he can see the onlookers, not so many as one would hope, far less than the Gospels would indicate but certainly enough (fair is fair and simple Mark had made an effort to get it right) to cast lots over his vestments. They should be starting that stuff just about now.


Oh, well. This too shall pass. He considers the sky, noting with interest that the formation of clouds against the dazzling sunlight must yield the aspect of stigmata. For everything, a natural explanation. It is a rational world back here after all, if a little on the monolithic side.


“I wonder how long this is going to go on,” he says. Just making conversation while the blood congeals. “It does seem to be taking a long time.”


“Long time?” the thief on the left says. “Until we die, that’s how long, chief, and not an instant sooner. It’s easier,” the thief adds confidentially, “if you breathe in tight little gasps. Less pain. You’re kind of grabbing for the air.”


“Am I? Really?”


“What you got to try to do is not reach so deeply inside yourself,” the thief says helpfully. “Pant a little; you get more shallow than going far inside. There’s less pain, too.”


“I’ll have to try that.”


“It’s a matter of experience,” the thief says mysteriously. “You go through these things, you learn.”


“Leave him alone,” the other thief says. “Don’t talk to him. Why give advice? Do you think that he’d give you any help? The filthy buggers nailed you up here in the first place; that’s how much caring there is.”


“Just trying to help a mate on the stations, that’s all.”


“Help yourself,” the second thief grumbles. “That’s the only possibility.”


“Didn’t get you no different place, chief?” the first thief says almost cheerfully. “Did it now?”


“No it didn’t,” I say. “We’ve all wound up in exactly the same place and so much for human circumstance.”


“Stuff it chief.”


“Where?” I say but there is no answer. So much for relationships. It is impossible to deal with these people. The texts imbue them through sentimental focus with what I might call pathos but, truly, they are swine. I can grasp Pilate’s dilemma.


Thinking of Pilate as my blood rots leads me into another channel, the question of choices as they cross with circumstance, motive with fate but before I can truly consider these interesting metaphysical issues, pain of new dimension slashes and there I am, there I am, suspended from the great cross groaning, all the syllables of thought trapped within.


“Ah,” I murmur, “ah,” he murmurs. “Ah, monsieurs, c’est le plus,” but it is not to be sure le plus at all. There are always further levels of potential descent.


Indeed there are and it goes on, in fact, for an unsatisfactorily extended and quite spiritually laden period of time. The lot casting goes quickly and there is little to divert on the hillside; one can only take so much of that silly woman’s cries before all emotional impact is lost. It becomes a long and screaming difficulty, a passage broken only by the careless deaths of the thieves who surrender in babble and finally, not an instant too soon, the man’s brain bursts … but there is time, crucifixion being what it is, for further slow dimunition. Lessened color; black and grey. If there is one thing to be said about the process it is this: it is exceeding generous. One will be spared nothing.


Of course I had pointed out that I did not want to be spared anything. “Give me Jesus,” I had asked and cooperating in their patient way they had given me Jesus. There is neither irony nor restraint to the process and this is exactly the way that it should be.


The thief’s instructions on how to breathe were a particularly good touch: I can appreciate fine work on every level. I am not unaware of the value of fine work.


“Depersonalization, the tendency to think of or refer to oneself in the third person, is one of the characteristics of schizophrenia, you know,” he said to me. “It is an ancient and mysterious disease about which we have not been able to do as much as we had hoped.”


“Is that so?” I said. “Is that so?” he said. “What is it exactly?” the man asked.


“The slow or rapid shattering of the psyche, the disintegration of the personality. Once considered to be functional in origin but now suspected to have an organic base, to be caused by a circulatory or cellular imbalance. Of course,” the advisor said, “this is completely off the record. It is considered quite risky to discuss symptoms or diagnosis with the subject.”


“I appreciate your doing that.”


“Not to mention. Just keep it in confidence.”


“Oh I will,” I said, “I won’t tell anyone.”


“I’ll deny everything if you say that I’ve been sharing confidential information with you.”


“I am a man of honor,” he said. “I am not only a voyager but a conservative.”


Alive, alive to the tenor of the strange and difficult times, I found myself moved to consider the question of religious knowledge as it may blur into fanaticism. Hard choices have to be made even in pursuit of self-indulgence. Both were dangerous to the technocratic state of 2219 of course, but of the two religion was considered the more risky because fanaticism could well be turned to the advantage of institutions. (The state did not know, as I did, that the two were often indistinguishable.) Sexuality was another pursuit possibly dangerous to the state but it held no interest for me; the general Privacy and Social Taboo acts of the previous century had been taken very seriously by my subdivision and I inherited neither genetic nor socially-derived interest in sex for its own non-procreative sake.


Religion interested me more than fanaticism for a permanent program but fanaticism was not without its temptations. “Religion, after all, imposes a certain rigor,” I was instructed. “There is some kind of rationalizing force and also the need to learn a good deal of material. Then too there is the reliance upon another, so to speak higher, power. One cannot ultimately fulfill narcissistic tendencies. On the other hand fanaticism dwells wholly within the poles of self. You can destroy the systems, find immortality, lead a crushing revolt, discover immortality within the crevices. It is not to be neglected; it is also purgative and satisfying and removes much of that indecision and social alienation of which you have complained. No fanatic is truly lonely. He has learned to bear his isolation in grandeur.”


“I think I’d rather have the religious program,” I say after having considered all of this. “The lives of the prophets, the question of the validity of the text, matters of the passion attract me.”


“You will find,” they pointed out, “that much of the religious experience is misinterpreted. It leads only to increasing doubt for many and most of the religious figures of history were severely maladjusted. You would be surprised how many were psychotics whose madness was retrospectively falsified by others for their own purpose.”


“Still,” I said, “there are levels of feeling worth investigating. Levels of belief.”


“That of course is your decision,” they said, relenting. Pressed on the point they will always relent; this is how they maintain their power. Under the revised acts of 2202 severely liberalizing board procedures there have been many improvements of this illusory sort. “If you wish to pursue religion we will do nothing at all to stop you. It is your inheritance and our decree. We can only warn that there is apt to be disappointment.”


“Disappointment!” I screamed, allowing affect to bloom perilously forth. “I am not interested in disappointment. This is of no concern to me whatsoever; what interests me is the truth. After all and was it not said that it is the truth which shall make ye free?”


“Not in this lifetime,” they say, “you will find that it is very much different here,” and sadly, sadly they cut me off and sent me on my way with a proper program, a schedule of appointments with the sinister technicians, the necessary literature to explain the effect that all of this would have upon my personal landscape: inevitable changes, the rules of dysfunction, little instances of psychotic break, but all of it to be contained within the larger pattern. By the time I exit the transverse I have used up the literature and so I dispose of it, tearing it into wide strips, throwing strips into the empty, sparkling air above the passage lanes, watching them catch the little filters of light for the moment before they flutter soundless to the metallic, glittering earth of this most unspeakable yet interesting time.


“I’m sorry,” Pilate said. His eyes did indeed seem reflective. “I offered them a choice; I would have been willing to accept their judgement. Barabbas is a fine fellow, very popular nowadays; perhaps I should have forced the issue—”


“It’s all right,” I say, “I don’t mind. Let’s get on with it.”


“You don’t understand,” Pilate says. “Crucifixion is an extremely painful process; you would have to have undergone it to know of what I am speaking, but it is not to be taken lightly. You’ll see what I mean.” His eyes become vague, he clutches his robes. “Perhaps we could have a recount,” he says, “another ballot or failing that I could allow you to slip out the side, say that the prisoner escaped, there’s precedent for that and besides—” His voice mumbles off. “No,” he says, “it can’t possibly work. There’s got to be a crucifixion; I just wish that there were some way not to go through with it.”


“I am ready,” I say, “let it be done.”


“You’re saying that now,” Pilate shrugs, “but later on you’ll be thinking differently. Oh well,” he says after a pause, “there really is no free will, we have to come to understand that and I’m not prepared to separate you from what you take to be your destiny.” He walks to an alcove, gestures. “You’ll just be on your way, then.”


“I’m really grateful for the opportunity that you’re giving me,” I say, “you don’t think so but it’s true. You don’t know how much you’re helping.”


“One of the characteristics of schizophrenia,” Pilate points out quietly, “is disassociation reaction, a separation from the physical consequences of one’s acts. One regards oneself as insensate machinery, not capable of feeling.”


The soldiers enter.


“Let’s go,” I say boldly.


Pilate sighs and turns away.


* * *


I find myself at an earlier point of the process the Grand Lubavitcher Rabbi of Bruck Linn, administering counsel to all who would seek it. The Lubavitcher Sect of the Judaic religion was, I understand, a twenty- or twenty-first reconstitution of the older, stricter European forms which were composed of refugees who fled to Bruck Linn in the wake of one of the numerous purges of that time. Now defunct, the Judaicists are, as I understand, a sect characterized by a long history of ritual persecution from which they or at least the surviving remnants flourished but then again the persecution might have been the most important part of the ritual. At this remove in time, it is hard to tell. The hypnotics, as the literature and procedures have made utterly clear, work upon personal projections and do not claim historical accuracy as historical accuracy exists. The times being what they are. The times are not oriented toward history.


It is, in any case, interesting to be the Lubavitcher Rabbi in Bruck Linn; regardless of the origins of the sect or its reality there is a certain power in it. I can respect power even as I administer it. In frock coat and heavy beard I sit behind a desk in cramped quarters surrounded by murmuring advisors and render judgements one by one upon members of the congregation as they appear before me. Penalty for compelled intercourse during an unclean period is three months of abstention. I mete that out despite explanations that the young bride had pleaded for comfort. The Book of Daniel no matter how perused does not signal the resumption of Holocaust within the coming month; the congregant is sent away relieved. Two rabbis appear with a Talmudic dispute: one says that Zephaniah meant that merely all pagans, not all things were to be consumed utterly off the face of the Earth but the other says that the edict of Zephaniah was literal and that one cannot subdivide “pagans” from “all things”. I return to the text for clarification, remind them that Zephaniah no less than Second Isaiah or the sullen Ecclesiastes spoke perversely and advise that the literal interpretation would have made this conference unecessary and therefore metaphor must apply. My advisors nod in approval. There are gasps of wonder and admiration. Bemused the two rabbis leave, hand in hand. A woman asks for a ruling on mikvah for a pre-menstrual daughter who is nonetheless fifteen and on this I wisely reserve decision. A conservative rabbi from Yawk comes to give humble request that I give a statement to his congregation for one of the minor festivals and this I decline pointing out that for the Lubavitcher fallen members of the Judaicists are more reprehensible than those who have never arrived. Once again my advisors applaud. There is a momentary break in the consultations and I am left to pace the study alone while advisors and questioners withdraw to give me more time for contemplation.


It is interesting to be the Lubavitcher, although somewhat puzzling. One of the elements of which I was not aware was that in addition to the grander passions, the greater persona, I would also find myself enacting a number of smaller roles, the busy worker ants of the religious life as it were and it was pointed out to me that I must observe them no less rigorously. Faith is discipline; passion is formed against stone.


So I am accepting but the absence of emotion in the persona of the Lubavitcher Rabbi is puzzling. The questions of Talmudic interpretation are arid: what do they have to do with the thrashings of Calvary? Nevertheless, the indoctrinative techniques have done their job; I am able to make my way through these roles even as the others on the basis of encoded knowledge and although the superficialities I babble seem meaningless to me, they seem to please those who surround. I adjust my cuffs with grandeur; Bruck Linn may not be all of the glistening spaces of Rome but it is not an inconsiderable part of history and within it I seem to wield a great deal of power. (This was certainly not true in Rome.)


“Rabbi,” an advisor says, opening the door, “I hesitate to interrupt your musings.”


I look up at him, an uneasy young chassid with an open, wistful face. “Then why interrupt them at all?”


“We have a crisis.”


“Life is a crisis.”


“This is a particular crisis and your intervention is needed at this time.”


“It is dangerous to interrupt me at brooding,” I say. A squall of panic whisks across the chassid’s face. “Anything might happen,” I say. “Or fail to happen.”


“We respect your meditations, Rabbi. It is wrong to impose, I am shamed to do so, I argued against it but they insisted, they said that one must go to talk to him—”


Some edge of agony within his voice, the broken aspect of his face touches me even as he stumbles against the door. “This is not necessary,” I say, standing. “Very well then, what is it?”


“We will protect, Rabbi,” he says, “we will respect, we will fructify and relate and pray,” and now I am really concerned; from large hat to enormous pointed shoe he is trembling. I push past him into the dense and smoky air of the vestibule where congregants, advisors, women and children have gathered. As they see me their faces one by one register intent and then they are screaming, their voices inchoate but massed. Save us, Rabbi, they are saying, save us and I do not know what is going on here, an awkward position for a Talmudic judge to be sure but I simply do not know; I push my way through the clinging throng pushing them aside, oh my God, Rabbi, they are saying, oh my God, and I thrust by them to the outer doors, stare down the street and see the massed armaments, see the troops eight abreast moving in great columns toward the building, behind them the terrible engines of the night and in the sky, sound. The Holocaust, Rabbi, someone says, the Holocaust has come, they will kill us and I feel disbelief. What is going on? How can this be happening? There was no purge in Bruck Linn to the best of my recollection; there have never been any great purges on this part of the continent. Nevertheless, here they are and behind me I can hear the children screaming. It is all that I can do to spread my arms and facing the massed congregants and advisors say, “Be calm, this is not happening. It is an aspect of the imagination, some misdirection of the machinery. It is a case of historical anachronism and even at this moment it is being corrected.”


Surely it must be that, some flaws in the fabric of my own perception being fed through the machines, creating history out of context and yet the thunder and smell of the armies is great in the air and I realize that they are heading directly toward this place, that they have been coming toward it all this time and that there is nothing I can do to stop them.


“Be calm, be calm,” I cry, “you are imagining this, indeed you are all imagining,” but the words do not help, and as I look at the people, as they look at me, as the sounds of Holocaust overwhelm, I seem to fall through the situation, leaving them to a worse fate … or perhaps it is a better and it is only I who have exited, leaving the rest, these fragments of my imagination, to shore themselves against their ruins and not a moment not a moment not a moment too soon.


“Events may occur out of sequence, strange intrusions may be found in the replications, the texts may not be accurately reproduced,” they had pointed out to me. “We are dealing not with objective truth, all of this is opinion anyway, but with your perceptions of the truth and if they are skewed or faulty so will the events be. We can only order your mind and project, we cannot really structure it anew; we cannot put in what is not there and it is your interior which will be re-enacted over and again.”


“No problem,” I said, somewhat smugly I admit. “I have more knowledge of these texts than you do, more than anyone in these desolate times. Anachronisms will be kept to a minimum.”


“Nonetheless you must be alerted. Events as portrayed may not be as you had suspected; it is your unconscious which will be rendering the images and the unconscious is stupider than you might think.”


“Administrators, clerks, third-level servants of the distant and gleaming engines,” I said, “don’t threaten me; simply be technicians and make the proper adjustments.”


So, efficiently and without further counsel, they did.


Outside of the machines, life proceeds as always. The hypnotics and the project must be served but there are commitments otherwise: to eat, sleep, participate in the slight but always bizarre social activities of the complex; even, on occasion, to copulate which I accomplish with method to the madness. The construction, I have been counselled, is only a portion of my life; responsibilities do not cease on its account. I maintain my cubicle, convey the usual depositions from level to level, busy myself in the perpetuation of microcosm. Only at odd times do I find myself thinking of the nature of the hypnotic experiences and then I try to push the recollections away. They are extremely painful and this subtext, as it were, is difficult to integrate into the wider arch of my life. In due course I am assured that fusion will be made but in the meantime it cannot be hastened.


“You have changed, Harold,” Edna says to me. Edna is my current companion. She is not named Edna nor I Harold but these are the names assigned for contemporary interaction and Harold is as good as any; it is a name by which I would as soon be known. Harold in Galilee. And I have spoken his name and it is Harold. She leans toward me confidentially. “You are not the same person that you were.”


“That is a common illusion provided by the treatments,” I say. “I am exactly the same person. Nothing is any different than it was.”


“Yes it is,” she murmurs. “You have become very withdrawn and distracted.”


She is an attractive woman, this Edna, and there are times during our more or less mechanical transactions when I have felt real surges of feeling but they have only been incidental to the main purpose. In truth I am incapable of feeling for anyone but myself; I found this out a long time ago. It was a difficult insight but enriching. “I don’t think that’s so,” I say to her. “The process doesn’t affect the outer life, certainly not at the beginning. They were very clear on this.”


She puts an intense hand against mine. “What are they doing to you? Tell me the truth.”


“Nothing,” I say quite truthfully. “It is merely what they are permitting me to do to myself, bringing out of me. They are merely providing the equipment. Everything that is done I am doing myself, this is the principle, of the treatment. Otherwise, for instance, there would be no anachronisms.”


“You are deluded,” she says. She loops an arm around me, drags me into stinging but pleasurable embrace. Forehead to forehead we lay nestled amidst the bedclothes; I feel the tentative stroke of fingers. “Now,” she says, moving her hand against me. “Do it now. You’ll like it.”


I shrink at her embrace. “No, it’s impossible.”


“Why?”


“During the treatments it can’t be done. The sympathetic nervous system has been altered, there are neurological changes—”
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