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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.










… for Domino Chains the tiles are stood on end in a line, separated by a distance of not more than an inch. The first one in the line is then touched with the finger causing it to fall against the one behind it, which in its turn falls against the next, and so on, right to the end of the line.’


from


‘An A.B.C. of Nursery Games and Pastimes’


(1863)







I’ve often wondered how long it had been going on before I became aware of it—one’s memories of early childhood are notoriously unreliable—but today I’m inclined to suspect that the nightmares which afflicted me at the age of four or five, and which my mental censor worked so hard to obliterate, may well have had a less obvious cause than my mother’s untimely death. Yet all that remains of them now is a vestigial shudder of terror; a sick remembrance of thrusting things blindly away from me; a remote echo of a mindless, terrified howling in the long watches of the night and a memory of the perplexity in my aunt’s voice as she strove to reassure me that it was ‘all right now’ and that they had all ‘gone away’. She spoke truer than she knew, for after we moved to Chelmswich I have no recollection of the nightmares ever returning. But I never forgot them entirely, nor did they simply diminish into the blue-grey mists of infancy. What happened was that they acquired a strange sort of dual perspective. As I grew older they became ever more remote in time and yet I half suspected that they were not really remote at all and that I could become once again that gibbering little creature beating against the face of the darkness in an effort to ward off the nameless invaders. I suppose I sensed that they, like the past itself, were within me, though I never let the knowledge disturb me unduly.


Had Aunt Dorrie been ‘educated’ she would, no doubt, have taken me to the child psychiatrist and we would both have been convinced that I was ‘different’ and would have lived our lives accordingly. As it was she decided that all I needed was plenty of fresh air and exercise, and so, shortly before my sixth birthday, we left the small house in Lewes and moved north to Glebe Farm near Chelmswich in Essex where, by a combination of good luck and fecklessness, my Uncle Jim contrived to make a fair living as a tenant farmer on a hundred and seventy-five acres of Lord Arlingford’s estates. Here among my aunts, my uncle and my five cousins I grew up in a world which seemed infinitely more real than the ‘swinging’ civilization we glimpsed on the television. International crises came and went: governments fell and were replaced by other governments which fell in their turn; Uncle Jim became a fanatical Anti-Common-Marketeer and engaged in an interminable battle with the Egg-Marketing Board; Auntie Meg gave birth to twins who both died within a week; I passed my ‘eleven plus’ and followed my cousin Arthur to the local grammar school; Aunt Dorrie got religion.


It’s a mystery to me why Aunt Dorrie never married. The photographs I’ve seen of her as a girl show that she was undeniably pretty, and she has always had that innate capacity for sympathy which makes some women born confidantes. Furthermore there was about her an indefinable quality of wonder, as though she were always being mildly astonished and secretly amused by what other people did and said. Aunt Meg hinted at a war-time romance but when I taxed Aunt Dorrie with it she just smiled in that sleepy, enigmatic way of hers and said that she was still waiting for ‘Mr Right’. When, in the course of time, I became curious about my father who had been killed in a flying accident when I was two years old, it was to Aunt Dorrie I turned for information. I learnt that he had been taught to fly during the closing years of the war and, after being demobilized with the rank of F/Lt., had become a charter pilot in one of the ‘3-Dakotas-and-an-overdraft: go-anywhere-do-anything’ companies that were saved from insolvency in the nick of time by the Berlin airlift. Thanks to Soviet foreign policy the shares in the company that ex-Lieutenant Blackburn had received in lieu of salary during the difficult early days had become worth considerably more than the paper they were printed on, and when, some years after his death, the now prosperous company sold out to an international air-freight consortium, his shares passed to my mother and thence to Aunt Dorrie who held them in trust for me. Thus it came about that early in 1966, at the age of eighteen, I learnt to my utter astonishment that I was heir to an estate of some five hundred and fifty pounds a year.


The news had the effect of unsettling me badly. Five-fifty a year may not sound a lot to anyone who is used to money, but when you are young and single and conditioned to thinking in terms of ten shillings a week, it seems like a licence to lifelong liberty. Up to that point my horizons had been bounded by my forthcoming examinations and the prospect of three or four years at university specializing in zoology. Overnight this particular landscape lost its attraction and I spent the following week toying with schemes of hitch-hiking round the world, spending a couple of years in the States or raising a loan on my prospects and using the money to get the local pop group I was associated with on to the London scene. Each alternative seemed to have charms which outweighed the others and all had obvious drawbacks. The most obvious of the lot, and the one which for that very reason I had put off considering, was Aunt Dorrie. For reasons founded quite frankly on love and affection I did not want to do anything of which she might disapprove. Accordingly, and with an elaborate casualness which could not possibly have deceived her, I contrived to get her on her own one evening and unburdened myself. She let me say my piece, nodding her head from time to time to show that she was attending. When I had done, she drew a deep breath, closed her eyes for a long ten seconds then opened them and smiled at me. ‘We’ll ask Peter what he thinks.’


‘Who’s Peter?’


‘Why, your dad, of course.’


To cover my embarrassment I fumbled a packet of cigarettes out of my pocket and took a long time over lighting one. ‘You’ll let me know then?’ I said.


‘I think he’d like to tell you himself,’ she said with a gentle simplicity that I couldn’t hope to convey in mere words. ‘After all you might think I was making it up.’


I wanted to laugh, to tell her it was all a load of phoney crap and that I wouldn’t be seen dead at one of her Astral meetings, but I couldn’t do it. Instead I found myself agreeing to go along with her on Sunday evening to ‘The Seekers’ Temple’ which occupied premises at 28 Cornmarket Lane, Chelmswich, and there to consult the resident Priestess who, it emerged, was on the mundane plane a certain Mrs Samuel Bigglesworth.


‘Healthy scepticism’ may have become a somewhat tarnished phrase but no other describes so fittingly my state of mind during my adolescence. With the possible exception of old Higsey my chemistry teacher, who was by way of being a secret Homoeopath in the same shamefaced way that other men are secret drinkers, all the savants whose duty it was to guide my footsteps along the high road of science were cast in the same rigid 19th Century intellectual mould. As far as they were concerned, and despite all the evidence to the contrary we ourselves afforded, homo sapiens was a rational creature and eventually all phenomena would be explained in their kind of rationalism. I sometimes got the impression that to them the universe and everything within it was some sort of super-sophisticated meccano set and God—even if one smiled tolerantly as one mentioned the word—had much in common with the Presidents of the Royal Society. They never allowed themselves to be drawn into discussion on the morality of scientific investigation on the grounds that it did not feature on the ‘A’ level syllabus. If any one of them had had a single original thought in his life, no trace of the shameful experience remained, and they had a surprisingly effective way of discouraging our speculations by a twitch of the eyebrow, a quiver of the nostril, or occasionally, if we persisted, a dry injunction to ‘save it for your Ph.D., lad’.


The possibility that one of my teachers might see me entering ‘The Seekers’ Temple’ caused me acute discomfort as I descended from the bus behind Aunt Dorrie. Fortunately it was raining just hard enough to keep people off the streets and a quick glance to left and right as we turned into Cornmarket Lane did something to restore my peace of mind. Aunt Dorrie trotted briskly up the narrow street and nodded at the scattering of vehicles parked along the kerb outside a substantial but depressing Victorian house. ‘That’s Mr Cobley’s car,’ she said. ‘He’s a councillor.’


I wasn’t sure whether this was some priestly office in the hierarchy of the faithful or a reference to his social standing so I just nodded non-committally and followed her up the steps to the front door.


As I glanced up at the chain-suspended slice of varnished log on which the legend ‘The Temple’ had been burnt out by a red hot poker, a trickle of rain slid down between my neck and my collar. At the same moment I became aware that one of my shoes was leaking. Then the door was opened by a small, grey-haired woman wearing a beige smock, across the bosom of which was embroidered a solitary forbidding eye. She smiled when she saw Aunt Dorrie. ‘Cora told me you were coming,’ she whispered. ‘And this young man will be Christopher.’


She turned her head as she spoke so that the smile included me. I murmured, ‘How do you do,’ scrubbed my wet shoes on the mat and edged past her into the hall.


The door closed with a solid clunk! I helped Aunt Dorrie out of her rain-beaded coat, handed it to the grey-haired acolyte and then unzipped my windcheater. Aunt Dorrie patted her hair tidy and gave me a reassuring smile. ‘That’s Miss Trooby,’ she whispered as the acolyte trotted off down the hallway bearing our wet coats. ‘She’s Mrs Bigglesworth’s secretary.’


From a shadowed recess half way up the stairs a clock pinged seven times. ‘What happens now?’ I asked.


Aunt Dorrie shushed me and Miss Trooby pattered back. ‘Do come through, Miss Camberley,’ she murmured, and led the way down a carpeted hall to a white-painted door with a fan-light above it. She ushered us into a large, bow-windowed room in which some dozen people, mostly elderly or middle-aged, were sitting in a double semicircle of chairs facing a small wooden dais. Aunt Dorrie effected the whispered introductions and we edged into two vacant seats at the end of the back row. I bent down, surreptitiously unlaced my shoe and fingered my damp sock. Miss Trooby trotted up to the dais, placed upon it a spindle-backed arm chair, then ducked away into a far corner of the room from which presently emerged the recorded strains of an ecclesiastical choir. The other members of the congregation shifted expectantly on their seats and Aunt Dorrie laid her hand on my sleeve. I wriggled my foot back into my shoe and glanced up in time to see a curtain over a concealed doorway pulled aside and a solid-looking woman dressed in a tweed skirt, a cashmere twin-set and a pair of ‘sensible’ shoes, walk confidently over to the dais and take her seat on the chair Miss Trooby had placed in readiness. ‘Good evening,’ she said in an unmistakable American accent. There was a murmured response. Her grey eyes flickered reflectively over the faces before her, met mine, hesitated fractionally and then moved on. Through the netted windows behind her I could just make out the lamplit branches of a leafless tree swaying slightly against the dark sky.


Mrs Bigglesworth settled her hands comfortably on the wooden arms of her chair, breathed deeply through her nose and then fixed her gaze on a point some feet in the air above our heads. ‘The Reality which pervades the universe is indestructible.’ She spoke in clear, ringing tones which brooked no dissent. ‘No one has the power to change the Changeless. Worn out clothes are shed by the body: worn out bodies are shed by the Dweller within the body.’ She paused as though to give this time to sink in, then continued: ‘He who dwells within all living bodies remains for ever indestructible. Therefore we must never mourn. I am the form through whom the Unmanifest shall become Manifest. I am the instrument of the Innermost Element; the Being of Beings; the Immortal; the Changeless. I await His command.’


She lowered her head and, relapsing into a familiar, conversational tone that was distinctly disconcerting, continued: ‘I shall now go into a trance. Don’t be alarmed. While I am in my trance those elements of the Unmanifest who have accompanied you here tonight and have communications which they may wish to pass on to you will be able to make use of me for that purpose. May I take this opportunity to remind you that all communications are sacrosanct?’


With that parting shot she smiled at us, let her chin sink on to her breast, and began to breathe in deep, slow breaths. The music faded away until it was no more than a mere hint in the background. I shivered violently and wondered if I was catching a cold. A voice, still recognizably Mrs Bigglesworth’s, though higher pitched said: ‘Good evening, Dorothy, I’m glad you took my advice about the arthritis. We’re making a lot of progress with our research right now and we feel it’s right that you Seekers should be the first to benefit.’


The pseudo-voice rumbled on in this vein passing on messages of advice and good cheer while the members of the congregation nodded and looked pleased. It struck me as all rather pathetic and I was wondering what advice was likely to come my way when suddenly Mrs Bigglesworth jerked back in her chair, twisted her head savagely over her left shoulder and wrenched her face into a series of quite horrifying contortions, the tendons in her neck taut as bowstrings. Her eyes stared wide open and a voice totally unlike the other gasped out: ‘Doctor Blackburn, I’ve got to—’


Seemingly of their own volition, Mrs Bigglesworth’s hands leapt from the arms of the chair and gripped her savagely by the throat. The chair jerked sideways, one leg slipped off the dais, and before anyone could move, the Priestess of the Temple was sprawling on the floor, blue in the face, with the chair on top of her.


A man in the front row sprang forward, dragged her rigid fingers away from her throat, and got her up into a sitting position. Whereupon she went completely limp and flopped forward against him like a half-empty sack.


Not more than twenty seconds could have elapsed between the choking off of the sentence and Mrs Bigglesworth’s collapse. By the time Miss Trooby scurried up with a bottle of smelling salts we were all on our feet and pushing forward to the dais. ‘Lay her down!’ ‘Give her air!’ ‘Rub her hands, Mr Cobley.’ ‘Don’t all crowd round!’ The little congregation was totally united in its desire to help. Craning forward over Aunt Dorrie’s shoulder, I stared at the still pale blotches on the well-fleshed neck, and found my own fingers crooking as I imagined the force necessary to produce such bruising. Then Mrs Bigglesworth’s chest heaved conclusively; she shuddered; she opened her eyes. A murmur of satisfaction rippled through the audience and everyone moved back a pace, nodding and smiling at one another. The serried frown on Miss Trooby’s face relaxed. She re-stoppered her bottle and slipped it into the pocket of her smock. Mrs Bigglesworth gripped Mr Cobley by the forearm and, with Miss Trooby’s assistance, rose somewhat unsteadily to her feet. We all watched her expectantly. She moved hesitantly across to the chair which had been replaced on the dais, lowered herself into it, nodded briefly to Miss Trooby and gave Mr Cobley a grateful smile. Then she looked round at us. ‘I really do apologize for that unfortunate accident,’ she whispered huskily. ‘When one is strongly moved by the Spirit one becomes a hapless instrument of the Unmanifest. In the circumstances I must ask you to forgive me for suspending the meeting this evening.’ As she said this she caught my eye and a strange expression dusked across her face—a curious mingling of apprehension and distaste which vanished as suddenly as it had come leaving me to wonder if I had imagined it.


The faithful, muttering sympathetically, began filing out of the room. Aunt Dorrie plucked me by the sleeve. I lingered just long enough to re-tie my shoelace then joined her in the hall where the ubiquitous Miss Trooby was already busy dispensing coats and wraps.


We were the last to receive ours and, after we had put them on and moved down the passage to the front door, Miss Trooby followed us and stood with one hand resting on the yale catch. As I paused to let Aunt Dorrie pass down the steps, Miss Trooby put out her hand and touched me on the arm. It was such a curious, nervous little gesture that I jerked my head round. She shrank back mouselike, a tremulous smile quivering at the corners of her lips and, almost imperceptibly, shook her head. ‘Good night,’ I said, smiling at her. ‘It was—very interesting.’


She simply stared at me, wide eyed, as though I had addressed her in a language she did not understand and then, with gentle finality, closed the door behind me. ‘Nutty as a fruitcake,’ I thought unkindly.


The rain had stopped and the street lamps were reflected in gleaming patches from the wet pavements as we made our way back to the bus station. I could see that Aunt Dorrie was upset by what had happened and I did not know how to open the subject without embarrassing her still further. Finally I said: ‘Does she often go off like that?’


‘Oh no, never. Never that I’ve seen.’


‘So we’re back where we started, I suppose. As far as getting Dad’s help is concerned, I mean. Maybe we’d better try and work it out for ourselves.’


Aunt Dorrie turned her head and looked up at me intensely. ‘But he was trying to get through. You heard him. Just before Mrs Bigglesworth was taken.’


I suppressed a smile. ‘How do you know that was him? He didn’t say much.’


Aunt Dorrie frowned. ‘It wasn’t Peter’s voice, but it wasn’t hers either. I’ve never heard it before.’


This time I couldn’t restrain a grin. ‘And he’d got the wrong Blackburn too. You must have been looking ahead a bit when you briefed her.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, that “Doctor Blackburn” stuff.’


Aunt Dorrie looked nonplussed.


‘You must have told her something about me,’ I insisted.


‘I told her I’d like to bring my nephew Christopher,’ she said.


‘And that’s all? You must have given her my surname.’


‘I never did.’


‘She could have found it out easily enough.’


‘I’ve never seen her like that before. Never. I was frightened.’


‘Cheer up,’ I said. ‘Think what might have happened. She could have foamed at the mouth and bitten Mr Cobley. Can’t you see The Chronicle’s banner headline—“Mad Medium Savages Chelmswich Councillor. Religious Orgy Ends in Tragedy”? or—wait—how about: “Changeless Chomps Again! Councillor Cobley Mauled by Manifest!”’ I giggled and felt in the pocket of my windcheater for a cigarette. My fingers encountered a scrap of paper which I didn’t remember being there. I pulled it out and glanced at it by the glow of a street lamp. It was a single leaf from a day-by-day calendar and its date was today’s. On the point of dropping it into the gutter I caught sight of something scribbled on the back in what looked like green ballpoint. Holding it up to catch the light I read: ‘You are oranges ring 2206.’ At that moment Aunt Dorrie cried: ‘There’s one in! We’ll just catch it!’ and set off at the double across the square. I thrust the incomprehensible message back into my pocket and belted after her.


There were a number of people we knew on the bus and in the general conversation I forgot all about the slip of paper. When we reached home I found the rest of the family watching the telly and sat down with them while Aunt Dorrie went off to the kitchen to make a pot of tea. It wasn’t till I was on the point of going to bed that I remembered ‘You are oranges’. I went and routed the paper out of my pocket and carried it up to my bedroom.


By the light of my desk lamp I saw at once that the word was not ‘oranges’ at all but ‘danger’—the pen that had written it must have been on its last legs for the ink hadn’t run for the stalk of the ‘d’—but there was no doubt that ‘danger’ was the word. I stared at it mystified. ‘You are danger.’ I picked up a pen from the desk before me and tried scribbling out the message myself. As I did so I became convinced that the word ‘in’ had got dropped out. I wrote it out yet again. Yes, there was no doubt about it. Whoever had written it had been concentrating on the important word. But even so it still didn’t make sense, it just wasn’t relevant. I wondered whether to show it to Aunt Dorrie and dismissed the thought. I knew in my heart that Miss Trooby had written it. I imagined her pattering down the hall of ‘The Temple’ to collect our coats, catching sight of the calendar beside the telephone and the pen lying handy, scribbling down her message and thrusting it into my pocket. ‘A proper nut case,’ I muttered. Yet even as my lips shaped the words I wondered if I was trying to convince myself.


I walked over to the window, pulled back the curtains and looked out. All round me were the familiar night-time sounds: a door banging: the rush of a toilet being flushed, followed inevitably by the corresponding hissing in the attic cistern: footsteps fading: the click of a light switch: Prince whining out in the yard: all as well known to me as the sound of my own voice, and yet never had I felt more alone. I wandered back to the desk and gazed down moodily at a half labelled drawing of the central nervous system of Amphioxus. The essay was due in tomorrow. ‘You are danger.’ And suddenly, as though a tiny cinema screen had flicked to life inside my head, I saw Mrs Bigglesworth’s jaw strain over her shoulder and heard that gasping frightened voice choking out: ‘Doctor Blackburn, I’ve got to—’ Got to what? And why ‘Doctor’? ‘Phoney bitch,’ I grunted, and in a spasm of self-contempt screwed up the calendar message and flung it into the wastepaper basket. Then I sat myself down at the desk and set to work on my too-long neglected essay.


Perhaps indirectly that odd experience at ‘The Temple’ did help me to make up my mind. At least I decided to go for the best ‘A’ levels I could get and thus keep as many options open as possible. I spent the next four months in a frenzy of swotting and had the kind of inspired luck with my question spotting that seems to come to the least deserving. As I threaded the little bit of string through the holes in the foolscap sheets of my final theory paper and tied the specified knot I felt pretty sure I’d got at least the two ‘B’s’ required to see me into one of the ‘redbricks’ I’d nominated on my U.C.C.A. form. What was missing was any sense of elation. It occurred to me at that moment that whereas I thought I had been opening doors into the future I had in fact been closing them. The better I did academically, the more inevitable my destiny. Three years working for a good degree—that would be the next door. Through that one into research for, say, another three years. Specialization. What had appeared to be a highroad was in fact a monorail. No chance of stopping the train and getting off. The predestined stations loomed up and whirled away. Where was I going? Where did I want to go? ‘Christopher Blackburn, B.Sc.’; Christopher Blackburn, B.Sc., Ph.D.’; ‘Doctor Blackburn!’ My mental express slammed to a juddering halt. The intervening months were as though they had never been. I shivered and felt the flesh on my shoulder blades creep into goose pimples. I became aware that the examination hall was rapidly emptying and that the invigilator was regarding me expectantly. I picked up my script, walked like a somnambulist down the aisle, placed the script on the top of the pile and moved out into the warm afternoon sunshine.


Immediately voices assailed me. ‘You were right about Amphioxus, Chris.’ ‘Ceratodus is Autostylic, isn’t it, Chris?’ ‘Are you sure Polypterus and Acipenser are exceptions? Oh, bloody hell and damnation!’ ‘Chris, Chalky’s looking for you.’


I caught sight of my friend Chalky White and edged my way out of the press by the notice boards. ‘How did it go, Chalky?’


‘Please, amigo. De mortuis nil nisi. And you?’


‘Okay, I suppose.’


Chalky made an expansive gesture. ‘Yonder all before us lie deserts of paternit-eye.’


‘Do you believe in predestination, Chalky?’


‘But of course! From the moment we first gazed into each other’s eyes I knew this thing was bigger than both of us.’


‘No, seriously.’


‘Ah, seriously.’ He paused. ‘Does it matter? I mean to say you can’t prove it one way or the other.’


‘No, I suppose not.’


‘Then why the idle speculation?’


‘I’m not a hundred percent sure myself. Maybe because every single one of my spot questions came up. Some of them word for word.’


‘Lucky sod.’


‘It couldn’t have been anything else, could it?’


‘Such as what, for instance!’


‘That’s just it. Such as what? What else could there be?’


Chalky pinched the tip of his long pointy nose. ‘A little crafty trowel work by the Almighty Architect of The Universe? Aren’t we being just a weeny bit extra-terrestrial? Or is there more to this than meets my tiny beady eye?’


We had strolled out of the school gates and were wandering in the direction of the tow path. It occurred to me to wonder why I had never mentioned ‘The Temple’ incident to Chalky in the first place. I knew he’d be as close as any clam if I made a point of it. Yet still I hesitated. Of all the fears an adolescent is prey to, none compares with the fear of appearing a fool in the eyes of his contemporaries. Was I prepared to risk that? I contemplated Chalky’s interrogatively quirked eyebrow and grinned. ‘You’re asking me?’
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