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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.







1


THE home of Arthur and Lucy Tredgard was little different from any other home, but to them it had all the appearance of a castle. This roseate appearance was produced by the fact that they had both sweated and toiled to buy the place—and since both of them were free-lance journalists and not in receipt of any vast sums of money—or even regular salary—the achievement was of a pretty high order.


The place was a modern villa, detached, with a fair amount of unkept ground around it. It lay ten miles outside London, well back from a main road, and it was gloriously superbly peaceful. That was the vital point! Nothing ever seemed to happen, and for Arthur and Lucy, accustomed so far to noisy lodgings and the superhuman task of concentrating amidst endless din, this was a close approach to heaven.


No, nothing ever seemed to happen—until they had been in the place about a month and got it into shipshape order. Then came a change, and it had to happen on the kind of night when a change was the last thing to be expected.


Outside it was raining hard with a cold wind blowing. The late February night had shut down early and forced Arthur and Lucy to the fireside, there to work out independently their particular articles for the periodicals with which they maintained a fair connection. The only sound in the “den”—which was also the lounge, dining room and everything else—was the bumping of the wind in the chimney and Lucy’s occasional murmurings to herself as she wrote on a thick scratchpad.


Lucy was not a pretty girl, but at least she was bright and had a ready smile. At the moment she was coiled up on the settee, her tumbled brown hair fallen over her face, her right hand wielding the ballpoint pen industriously. Opposite her Arthur sat musing—a bony-kneed, introspective fellow of thirty, to whom all women outside of his beloved wife were not even worth noticing. She, to him, represented the peak of feminine perfection, because when nearly every editor in London had received one of his best articles with cold indifference she had found a final market and secured for him a high fee. That had settled it: nothing for it after that but to merge their common interest in marriage.


Momentarily the rumbling of the wind in the chimney seemed to become considerably louder. There was even a remote kind of concussion as though part of the eaves had been torn off. Lucy looked up sharply, wondering, her dark blue eyes full of questions. Arthur caught her glance suddenly and then shook his head.


“I’m not stirring from here to find what’s missing,” he declared flatly. “I’m too comfortable for one thing and on the verge of a bright idea for another.”


Lucy shrugged her slim shoulders and returned to her scribbling. Arthur resumed his fathomless gazing into the bright fire. The scene was exactly as might be found in the home of countless newlyweds on that particular night, but it had to be for Arthur and Lucy Tredgard that the unexpected happened. It was half an hour later, just when they were both absorbed in their work, that the front door bell rang.


“Now who the blazes——?” Arthur looked up, surprise in his grey eyes. “Can’t be anybody important on a night like this. And we have a phone if it’s something vital.”


“Just the same we can’t pretend we’re not in,” Lucy reminded him. “The light through the curtains will prove otherwise. Maybe Bob or Ethel wanting to waste some time.”


“I devoutly hope not!” Grumbling, Arthur struggled to his feet and put down his notebook. The bell rang again as he crossed the hall, then ceased as he switched on the light. He opened the front door to a cascade of rain and wind and gazed upon the caller.


Or was he a caller? He looked rather like somebody from a fancy dress ball who had somehow lost his way. Blue silk shirt of extreme thinness, open collared, and saturated with rain. His trousers resembled satin and were completely without creases. Beautifully designed sandals graced his feet. Quite an extraordinary visitor, yet in spite of the icy wind and rain he looked healthy enough—pink-faced, blue eyed, and with a drenched mat of hair which seemed to be jet-black.


“Evening,” Arthur said brusquely, noting the details. “Having trouble?”


For answer the caller pointed upwards into the gale-ridden night sky and then downwards to the ground. Not a single word escaped him.


“Plane crash?” Arthur suggested hopefully, and the man shrugged his drenched shoulders.


“Who is it?” came Lucy’s rather irritable voice from the lounge. “Ask him or her in; there’s a frightful draught!”


Arthur stood aside and motioned into the hall. The man gave a little smile of acknowledgment and entered. He was tallish, but not uncommonly so. He stood waiting with what seemed an innate courtesy for the next move. Arthur shut the front door and then turned to him.


“Come into the lounge, Mr.—er——?”


The man did not finish the sentence by supplying his name. Instead he followed Arthur into the “den” and then stood looking at Lucy as she uncoiled from the settee and stood up expectantly.


“A—a caller,” Arthur explained. “He doesn’t seem to understand English. Anyway, he doesn’t reply when I speak to him.”


“Deaf-mute perhaps?” Lucy was taking in the queer attire and obviously trying to fathom the situation.


“Maybe.” Arthur gave a frown. “I get the impression myself that he hears all right but doesn’t understand——Come and get warm,” he suggested to the stranger, but he made no move until the fire was indicated—then he advanced towards it. Not that he seemed particularly bothered about his sodden shirt, however: he was not shivering, but appeared entirely at his ease.


“Queer sort of dress,” Lucy observed presently, and Arthur nodded.


“That struck me too. Maybe a fugitive from a fancy dress ball, or something. No, that can hardly be it——” Arthur reflected for a moment. “He pointed up and then down as though trying to explain himself.”


“He did? Perhaps an airplane then——A crash maybe——” Lucy broke off and snapped her fingers. “That could be it! Remember that booming sound we heard a while back and then a kind of concussion? Suppose it was an airliner breaking up?”


“Could be,” Arthur admitted. “But it doesn’t explain this chap’s unusual dress. I don’t know of any country whose national costume is anything like this.”


There was the silence of bafflement; then Lucy stirred.


“I’ll go and fix some hot coffee and sandwiches. Maybe that will help things a bit.”


She hurried from the den and Arthur looked again at his guest. He looked rather like a very intent bird, his bright blue eyes watching Arthur’s every move. His head, too, was slightly cocked on one side as though he meant making certain that he heard everything.


“How about a change of shirt whilst that one dries?” Arthur ventured, and though it was plain the man was doing his best to understand, he did not reply. So Arthur resorted to pantomime. Tugging off his house jacket he pulled at his shirt, pointed to the stranger, and then motioned to the fire. This seemed to have no effect, so Arthur left the room quickly and returned in a while with a shirt in his hands. He handed it over and watched the effect. The man took it, inspected the shirt’s texture carefully, and then nodded.


Without any more ado he tugged his own saturated garment from his well-developed body and tossed it aside. Arthur remained silent, admiring the packed strength of that torso. There seemed to be considerable muscular development and no trace of surplus fat. In other words, a man in superb physical condition.


“Better?” Arthur smiled as the stranger buttoned up the borrowed shirt, and even though he evidently did not understand the nature of the question he smiled pleasantly enough.


Then Lucy came in with a loaded tray and set it down. She gave the stranger a glance, noted the change he had made, and then picked up the shirt he had discarded. She could not help but contemplate it curiously. It was quite unlike any shirt or blouse she had ever seen before. All in one piece with a two-way stretch, and entirely creaseless. The texture was such that it felt almost liquid in her hands. Then she whisked it off to the kitchen to dry out, and returned to offer their guest refreshment.


The stranger, seated now in the chair nearest the fire, gave his usual smile as he took the coffee cup. He tasted the steaming liquid hesitantly, seemed to ponder for a second or two, then began drinking slowly. There was the same hesitation over the beef paste sandwiches, but he tackled them finally.


“We don’t seem to be getting very far,” Arthur said chattily as the stranger munched. “Isn’t there some way we can get to understand each other? If you’d only say something it might be possible to identify your language.”


The same look of polite interest, but no response came forth. Arthur sighed and gave Lucy a hopeless glance. She, however, more resourceful, pointed to herself deliberately and said:


“Lucy Tredgard. That is my name. Lu—cy Tred—gard.”


At last a sound came forth from the stranger. “Loo—see Tred—gard,” he repeated, and nodded vigorously.


“Arthur Tredgard,” Arthur said pointing to himself.


“Ar—thur Tred—gard,” the stranger acknowledged, and with a wide smile pointed a chubby finger to his chest and added: “Say—kom.”


At least that was what it sounded like. Arthur knitted his brows.


“Saycom? Seacombe? We’ll call you Seacombe.”


Vigorous nods, resumption of the coffee and sandwiches, and no further sounds from the stranger.


“I don’t get it,” Arthur murmured as Lucy glanced at him. “It’s obvious that he isn’t deaf, yet he makes no effort to give us a sample of his language so we can perhaps sort it out.”


Lucy considered this for a moment or two and then she seemed to suddenly make up her mind. Setting down her empty cup she got to her feet and went out to the telephone in the hall. Arthur only caught snatches of her conversation—in which the stranger did not appear in the least interested since he could not understand the language—and what he heard made it clear that Lucy was getting in touch with the nearest airline headquarters. In a while she returned into the den looking more puzzled than ever.


“All very strange,” she said as Arthur glanced at her. “It appears that there hasn’t been any news of an air crash, or of any planes being overdue or flying without official permission. That makes our queerly dressed friend here a bigger mystery than ever——Wonder what he meant by pointing up and then down?”


“No idea. Balloon perhaps, or could be a parachute jump.”


“In those clothes? I doubt it!”


Lucy sat down again and eyed the stranger intently. He did not seem to notice her for a while, and when he did Lucy gave a start and an apologetic smile.


“Just—just weighing things up,” she explained brightly.


In response he set down his empty cup and plate and rose to his feet. Crossing over to the large bookcase, which contained a host of informative volumes inseparable from a journalistic husband and wife, he studied the volumes intently, commencing to look troubled as the titles plainly made no sense to him. At length he began to remove the books and scan through them, paying particular attention to those which had drawings or photographs. Neither Lucy nor Arthur interfered. They continued to watch him interestedly.


“Say,” Arthur murmured, leaning towards Lucy, “I’ve just had an astonishing thought. Quite crazy, of course, but do you think our uninformative friend may have come——out of Time?”


“Huh?” Lucy gave a start. “Time? You—you mean a Time traveller? Good heavens, no! It’s idiotic—and impossible.”


“To us maybe, but not to him. Maybe he’s a lot cleverer than we are. I’m thinking of those amazing clothes of his. They’re far ahead of anything we’ve ever seen before. Even the material doesn’t resemble any stuff we’ve got.”


Lucy was silent, trying to absorb the astounding possibility that there stood a few feet from her a man out of Time. It made her flesh feel suddenly cold. Then she shook her dark head firmly.


“I don’t believe it, Art. Some other explanation. Besides, if he’d come out of Time he wouldn’t point upwards, would he?”


“I dunno. Depends what he was driving at——”


Arthur broke off as the stranger turned suddenly from studying the various books. He came towards the settee with one of them in his hand. In some surprise Arthur noticed that it was a dog-eared Webster’s Dictionary. Though the stranger did not say anything his expressions were enough to show that he desired the book for himself.


“Yes, certainly,” Lucy said promptly, nodding; then Arthur gave her a dubious glance.


“That’s all very well, Luce, but what do we do? I’m not so hot on spelling, as you know.”


Of these comments the stranger took no notice. He put back in place the books he did not want, shut the doors of the case, then with the dictionary in his hand he went over to his former chair by the fire and began studying the pages assiduously.


“Now what?” Lucy murmured, glancing at the clock. “How do we tell him he’s commencing to out-stay his welcome?”


“We don’t, m’dear.”


Lucy looked surprised. “Don’t? But he can’t stop here and read a dictionary! He’ll have to go home—or something. Even if he doesn’t understand our language he’ll know what the door means if we open it for him.”


“We’re not going to do anything like that! Think what we may have here right in our own home! A Time traveller perhaps! If that is what he happens to be we have the chance of exclusive articles about him! Our guest! Why, he might earn us a fortune.”


“Could be,” Lucy agreed, her eyes widening.


“If, on the other hand, our Time travelling theory is all haywire, I still think he’s valuable material. He certainly isn’t anybody ordinary, and therein lies a lucrative return for us. Best thing we can do is give him the spare bedroom, treat him as one of ourselves, and hope that finally he’ll be able to give us a story fit to knock anybody’s eye out!”


Lucy nodded. “The dictionary angle is hopeful. Maybe he’s trying to pick up the language.”


“Meantime, his source of origin interests me,” Arthur said, musing. “I get the idea he didn’t come from very far away, and this house of ours was perhaps his nearest sign of habitation. We’re pretty isolated, remember. I’ve a good mind to take a walk and see if I can discover anything.”


“What! And leave me here with him? Not if I know it!”


“Mmmm, I’d forgotten that. And if you come with me he’ll perhaps pinch the typewriters or something. Wonder if he’d like to come with us if I got the car out?”


“Try him out and see.”


Arthur nodded, rose, and left the den. In ten minutes he had the car out of the garage into the pelting rain and high wind, then returned into the den to find Lucy and the stranger’s positions quite unchanged. He was still studying the dictionary and Lucy was still covertly watching him and pretending to make notes on her scratchpad at the same time.


“Right!” Arthur said, slapping his hands together to attract attention—then as the stranger looked up Arthur pointed to him, then to himself and finally to Lucy. He ended up by motioning to the hall and doing a beckoning motion. The stranger understood, smiled pleasantly and set down the dictionary carefully. Rising, he stood waiting.


“He’ll need a coat,” Lucy said, getting up.


Arthur went for his last year’s model and handed it over. Once again the stranger examined it as though he found it profoundly interesting, then he drew it on but left the buttons undone. It even looked as though he did not know their purpose, for he watched interestedly as Arthur stepped across and secured them in place.


“Worse than having a child wished on us,” he growled as Lucy returned struggling into her mackintosh. “You ready, Luce? Right—let’s go.”


Apparently understanding everything which was required of him, the stranger walked out with them into the hall and finally through the streaming rain to the car. He seemed profoundly fascinated by the somewhat ancient model, parading around it in the wet and surveying it in the reflected light from the headlamps. It took Arthur all his time to finally persuade him to settle in the empty rear seat.


Then Arthur began driving out on to the wind-lashed main road and peered through the windscreen and side windows intently as he drove along. Not that there was anything to see—only the darkness of the inclement night, the rain-sodden fields looming darkly sinister to either side, and the empty stretch of usually busy main road to the front.


“This seems pretty crazy to me,” Lucy complained finally. “What on earth do you hope to find in this deluge? We can hardly see through the windows.”


“I’m aware of it. In a while I propose to do a little walking, and our uncommunicative friend is going to direct us if it can be managed.”


It sounded, a simple enough theory, but it was not so simple to put it into practice. After driving for perhaps a mile, Arthur put on the brakes and then turned to the silent stranger in the back of the car. In the glow of the roof light his face was cordially smiling. He looked entirely comfortable in his loaned overcoat, hands thrust deep into the pockets.


“We—go—look—for—reason—for—you,” Arthur explained, and pointing upward several times he finally pointed outwards to the dark fields. And the stranger stared at him placidly.


“Do you have to talk to him as though you’re a primitive savage?” Lucy asked in wonder. “He won’t understand that crazy way of talking any more than he understands anything else we’ve said to him.”


“Perhaps not, but somehow I get the feeling it’s an easier way of conveying my meaning.”


From the flat, uninterested stare in the stranger’s eyes it appeared Arthur had completely miscalculated. He went through his miming again, got no reaction, so finally climbed out into the road and pulled open the rear door. He jerked his head fiercely.


“Out, you!” he commanded; and Lucy grabbed his arm tightly.


“For heaven’s sake keep your temper, Art! Don’t start to antagonise the goose that lays the golden eggs!”


Arthur muttered something like an apology. “Sorry—but that moonlike stare of his gives me the pip when I’m trying to get sense out of him. Out—please!”


Unhurriedly the stranger alighted. The rain and wind lashing into his face seemed somehow to fascinate him. He turned his face up to the heavens and allowed the deluge to beat into it, a performance which the drenched and shivering Arthur and Lucy watched in blank astonishment.


“He seems to like it,” Lucy commented. “Maybe it doesn’t rain in the future, or something.”


Arthur had no time for such theoretical considerations. He finally compelled the stranger to take notice of him in the glow of the car lights, and then stabbed his hand upwards and afterwards downwards.


“We’re looking for your—er—Time machine,” Arthur explained. “Machine—you—came—in. Must—have—come—in—machine.”


The stranger seemed to be brooding. He even seemed about to speak, and Lucy and Arthur held their breath; then he suddenly relaxed and shrugged.


“We’ll look anyway!” Arthur insisted, dragging a torch from his pocket—and they did, the stranger seeming to enjoy every moment of the struggle with the gale and the rain. After half an hour of floundering in the mud and wet Lucy made a comment.


“What made your majestic brain think that this particular region might contain signs of his machine, or whatever it is?”
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