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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.







Just before things got really serious – at the time when Vinny and Toby had mastered their minds – but before they knew what they were getting into – this happened …




Mindbenders


Vinny said, ‘No, don’t, we mustn’t, it’s cruel, it’s mean.’


But her brother Toby saw the corners of her mouth twitch. ‘Ah, come on,’ he said. ‘Do old Bloggs good. Wake him up.’


They were upstairs looking out of the window and down on the garden. It was sunny, hot. Bloggs lay on his favourite paving stone, legs stretched, golden eyes narrowed to slits. Happy fat black cat.


‘Look at his bulging belly!’ Toby said. ‘Middle-age spread. He needs exercise. We’d be doing him a favour.’


‘He’s not middle-aged,’ Vinny said.


‘He is. You’re nine, he’s ten, I’m eleven. Bang in the middle.’


‘Ten’s not middle-aged for a cat,’ Vinny said. She stared worriedly at Bloggs. You multiply a cat’s age by seven, or is it five? Either way, she thought, I suppose Bloggs is getting middle-aged. How sad.


At that moment, Bloggs rolled over and lay on his back, with limp front paws dangling over his chest and his rear legs stretched out rigidly, like stilts. Even at this distance, you could see the smirk on his face. Vinny had to smile, then laugh.


‘Go on!’ Toby insisted.


‘Well …,’ she said. The frown came back to her face, but a different frown, a frown of intense concentration. Her dark eyes became black, her lower lip pouted. ‘Little brown mouse …,’ she murmured.


‘Terrific, that’s it, keep at it!’ Toby whispered.


‘Little brown mouse, little brown mouse!’ Vinny repeated.


And there it was: a little brown mouse, sleek and plump! It sat on its haunches almost in front of Bloggs’s nose. Its whiskers vibrated. It washed itself.


‘Great, terrific, brill, genius!’ Toby murmured.


At first, Bloggs saw nothing, He was too busy enjoying the sun. But then he rolled over, yawning – and glimpsed something small, brown, glossy and plump. A mouse! A mouth-watering, succulent mouse!


His sun-bathing position became a stalking crouch. His chin touched the warm paving stone. His shoulder-blades made two devilish humps, higher than his head. The tip of his tail twitched.


The mouse washed behind its ears with paws that moved as fast as an electric buzzer.


Bloggs crawled forward on his belly, a centimetre at a time.


The mouse kept washing itself.


Vinny bit her lip and stared, fascinated.


Bloggs was within springing distance.


Toby rubbed his hands and stared, wide-eyed.


Bloggs bunched his muscles. He had only to spring, claws spread, hooked teeth ready to crunch shut—


‘Cancel!’ Vinny shouted


And suddenly, there was no mouse.


Instantly, Bloggs changed from mighty hunter to puzzled pussycat. He sniffed at the place where the mouse had been. He even patted the place with his paw. He raised his head and gave a complaining ‘Miaow!’ No mouse.


‘Oh!’ cried Vinny, melodramatically, ‘Oh, how mean! How rotten we are! How awful! Oh, poor Bloggs!’


‘Don’t drivel,’ Toby said. ‘It was a fantastic success. You’re getting better every day.’


‘That’s true,’ Vinny said, forgetting the dramatics. ‘I am getting good. Of course, you helped. I can’t do it alone.’


‘I don’t think I help all that much. I mean, I concentrate like mad and try and make rays of thought come out of my eyes and all that. But it’s still you.’


‘Me and you – and the ants,’ Vinny said, slowly. ‘Don’t ever forget the ants. They changed everything.’


‘If you’re going to get all mystical,’ Toby began.


‘But it is all mystical!’ Vinny said. ‘That was a Mystical Mouse!’


Toby did not answer. He bit his lip for a little while, then said, ‘You say things have changed. When? How? What?’


They were in the bedroom they used to share when they were little. Now it was Toby’s room and a mess. To find a place to sit down, Vinny had to push things aside with her foot – bicycle chainwheels, magazines, a busted computer, DM boots, pyjamas. ‘You really are a filthy pig,’ she said, but her heart wasn’t in the remark. Like Toby, she was thinking deeply about the Mystical Mouse and other amazing things. Unexplainable things.


They sat thinking. ‘Absolutely filthy,’ Vinny said vaguely. Then – ‘Let’s start at the beginning,’ she said. ‘Let’s find out what we are and who we are and what we’re doing.’


‘Frodsham’s Fun Book,’ Toby said. ‘That was where it began. “Why is a race horse like an ice-cream? Because the more you lick it, the faster it goes.” ’


‘Ha, ha,’ Vinny said, hollowly.


‘ “Barber to Customer: ‘My goodness, sir, your hair is getting thin!’ Customer to Barber: ‘Who wants fat hair?’ ” ’


‘Ho, ho, ho,’ Toby said, mournfully. ‘To think we once laughed.’


‘We were young, then,’ Vinny said. ‘Just jolly little toddlers. Grotty old Frodsham’s Fun Book … all those blurry drawings and optical illusions and card tricks and everything …’


‘And “How to Amaze Your Friends”,’ Toby said. ‘ “100 Mystifying Tricks that Any Bright Youngster Can Learn”.’


‘The Sealed-Envelope Mind-reading Trick,’ Vinny said. ‘Remember that? Good, that was. So simple, but nobody ever saw through it.’


They laughed at the memory. Card tricks, mental tricks, conjuring tricks – they had learned them all. The mystical tricks went down best. People wanted to believe the mystical impossible, they discovered.


But then everyone became older. The old tricks no longer thrilled and mystified. Vinny and Toby grew tired of being magicians. More interesting things came up: computers, video games, BMX bikes, camping holidays, all sorts of things. Yet the glamour of the old days, when Toby and Vinny had Amazed their Friends, still lingered on.


All at once, magic was back in fashion. The TV, particularly, was full of magic. A British magician made impossible feats look easy, week after week. In America, a magician made a complete airliner disappear, then the Statue of Liberty. Vinny and Toby saw it happen on the gogglebox.


‘Wow!’ Vinny said, switching off the TV. ‘The things they’re doing nowadays! Perhaps we ought to start again. But we’d have to find something really unusual, really interesting. I mean, like that man who bent spoons and stopped clocks.’


Toby said, ‘We only know about him because Dad put him on video. Everyone else has forgotten him.’


‘Maybe. But his act – mental powers and all that – it’s better than plain conjuring. Bending spoons and stopping clocks and everything. Mystical powers. Mindbending. If we could let people see something like that –’


‘They just thought they saw. Really, there was nothing to see. It was all in the mind.’


‘But that’s just what I’m saying. I bet if we practised enough, we could do mind tricks. You know, willing to make things move. Or knowing which card would be dealt next.’


‘The only thing you could do with your mind,’ Toby said, ‘is stop a clock. Or perhaps your face would do it better.’


‘Don’t be childish,’ Vinny said, primly. She did not want to argue. Something told her that there was more to Mental Magic than clever conjuring. But she did not yet know what that something might be.


Then Aunt Craven came to stay.


Aunt Craven’s visits, like Christmas, didn’t occur often, but they stayed in the mind. Again like Christmas, you could feel the tension building up before the event.


Toby’s and Vinny’s mother, Bets, suffered most from the tension. You could tell that she was frightened of her older sister, Craven, by the way she fussed over everything.


‘Mum’s cooking again!’ Toby told Vinny.


‘Not again,’ Vinny replied. ‘She’ll burst the freezer! What’s she cooking now?’


‘One of those crummy cakes, the health-food ones,’ Toby said. ‘You know, all bran and roughage and free-range sultanas. Real Aunt Craven cake.’


Vinny made a groaning noise. ‘So we’re going to have to eat vegetarian muck,’ she said. ‘No meat, no white bread, no buttered crumpets –’


‘It’s the wrong time of year for crumpets,’ Toby said. ‘Still, I see what you mean. I hate pure food made from natural ingredients.’


‘I hate Aunt Craven,’ Vinny said. ‘Bullying Mum, dominating everything, making us eat horrible food.’


Toby said, ‘Look at old Bloggs! Even he knows Aunt Craven’s coming!’ Bloggs was standing in the doorway, looking humpy and embarrassed. He didn’t seem to know where to put himself. He said, ‘M-roop?’ in a miserable sort of voice. Vinny picked him up, but he felt awkward and his hind legs stuck out like furry sticks.


‘Poor old Bloggs,’ Vinny said. ‘You know she’s coming, don’t you? And soon she’ll be here, and you’ll be disapproved of and have to lurk about in the garden.’


Toby said, ‘It’s funny how cats and dogs know things. There’s Mental Magic for you!’ He leaned out of the window, trying to see the road through the trees and shrubs that encircled the house, cutting it off from the neighbours. ‘No sign of her yet,’ he reported.


Then – ‘Oh-oh! Here comes trouble!’


He’d spotted Aunt Craven’s Daimler Conquest.


Vinny spilled Bloggs from her lap and joined Toby at the window. ‘Same old Daimler!’ she whispered. She did not have to whisper, but she did.


‘Smoking worse than ever!’ Toby grinned. ‘And that front wheel looks a bit umpty. It’s got a wobble.’


The solid, bulbous, convertible car, a relic of the 1950s, ponderously grunched to a halt. Aunt Craven switched off the engine, but the engine did not stop. It ran on, going, ‘Boo-boo-BOOMP, boo-boo-boo-BOOMP, boo-boo-BANG!’ Toby grinned. The BANG! had been a real shatterer. ‘Bet that blew the exhaust!’ he said, happily.


The driver’s door opened and Aunt Craven got out. She was scowling. The BANG! had upset her. She went to the back of the car and wrenched at the boot’s handle. It came off in her hand.


‘ “Don’t believe in your modern tinware,” ’ Toby whispered in Vinny’s ear. She giggled.


‘ “Old-style British craftsmanship is good enough for me,” ’ she whispered back. They could both imitate Aunt Craven’s voice perfectly.


They watched Aunt Craven fiddle with the boot handle – get it back and working again – and tug cases out. She had a lot of luggage, as usual.


‘She hasn’t seen us,’ Vinny said.


But at that moment, Aunt Craven bawled, ‘Toby! Vinny! I can see you! Come down here and lend us a hand with this lot!’


Bloggs hid under the bed, and Toby and Vinny went downstairs, pulling faces at each other and tidying their clothes.


After they’d lugged all the luggage into the hall, they entered the living-room: Vinny a dear little girlie with wide, innocent eyes and Toby a fine, manly young fellow with an open countenance. His hands were filthy, so he kept them behind his back.


Their mother, Bets, had a smile on her face. It was what Toby and Vinny called her Loony Smile, the fixed smile that meant she was thoroughly ill at ease. ‘Oh, there you are,’ Bets said, as if her children had been missing for three weeks. ‘Say hallo properly to Aunt Craven!’


‘Hallo, Aunt Craven,’ Vinny said, girlishly.


‘Hallo, Aunt Craven,’ Toby said, manfully.


‘Hah!’ Aunt Craven barked. There was a short silence until Aunt Craven added, ‘Your shirt’s hanging out.’ Toby flinched and tucked his shirt in, remembering too late about his dirty hands: she’d spot them. He thought, Round One to Aunt Craven.


‘Aunt Craven’s staying four whole days!’ Bets said, her voice about fifty per cent too enthusiastic. Vinny thought, She’s been at the sherry. Don’t blame her.


Another silence fell. Toby and Vinny studied Aunt Craven. She was both like and unlike her sister Bets. Both were solidly built, with neat arms and legs. Both had curling dark hair, round faces and noticeable dark eyes. But where Bets’s eyes glowed, Aunt Craven’s glared. Where Bets’s arms looked as if they might be good at cuddling small children, Aunt Craven’s somehow suggested unarmed combat. Where Bets’s hair looked as if it might be a bit difficult to style and cut, Aunt Craven’s seemed to say, ‘Go on scissors – I dare you!’


Aunt Craven broke the silence. ‘Hands could do with a wash,’ she announced, staring at Toby. ‘But that can come after you’ve fixed my Daimler’s boot handle. Suitable nail – hacksaw – tap with a hammer. Nothing to it, right?’


For a moment, Toby was thrown. Then, a sidelong glance showed him Vinny’s face and eyes: the face like a party jelly, sweet and nice and shiny and soft. But her eyes were shiny and hard. They were fixed on Aunt Craven’s hands. Toby stared at them too.


Unwinking, they stared at Aunt Craven’s hands, letting the silence build. The fingers of the right hand were stained a bright orange-brown. Smoker’s fingers.


They stared until Aunt Craven cracked. She pretended to smooth her skirt – and hid the tell-tale hand behind her.


Round Two to us, thought Toby. He said, ‘My hands are dirty, you’re quite right, Aunt Craven. I’ll go and wash my hands, Mum.’


‘Ooo, yes, wash your hands!’ Vinny cooed.


They left the room, went upstairs to the bathroom and closed the door. ‘Ciggies!’ Toby said. ‘Her one and only weakness. Still puffing away, in spite of all her pure food and organically grown veg. Bossy as ever, of course – but she’s got her one weak spot.’ He washed his hands, smoothed his hair and adjusted his collar. The mirror showed him a noble British boy.


‘We’ll have her guts for garters,’ Vinny replied. She looked more than ever the perfect English rosebud.


Both of them knew, from long experience, the value of relatives. Their affectionate Auntie Vi, suitably prodded, produced whole-nut milk chocolate till the cows came home. Uncle Fred, if you kept him talking about his Jaguar, could be milked of 50p pieces – even £s. Uncle Vic, the Cost Accountant, could be relied on for small change if only you let him keep telling you all about the vital role of the Cost Accountant in commerce.


All you had to do with the relations was handle them skilfully. ‘But Aunt Craven’s different,’ Vinny said. ‘She handles us. She handles everyone. Old Bossyboots.’
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