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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.







 


Do you know what circular insanity is? It’s the sort of insanity that takes you full circle to the point from which you started.


For example – do you know a song that goes There’s a hole in my bucket, Eliza, Eliza? I bet you don’t. A century and more before your time, that song. This is 2079. When was Eliza last sung, I wonder? 1970, 1980, 2001? Never mind – the song shows just what is meant by circular insanity. It’s a joke duet sung by a stupid boy and a girl to a sad, silly, whining tune. The boy holds a bucket with a hole in it. He sings –




There’s a hole in my bucket, Eliza, Eliza,


There’s a hole in my bucket, Eliza, a hole.


With what shall I mend it, Eliza, Eliza,


With what shall I mend it, Eliza, with what?





She replies. She tells the boy to mend the bucket with straw.


He says, with what shall I cut it?


She says, with a knife.


The knife is blunt. With what shall I sharpen it, he asks.


She says, with a stone.


He says, with what shall I wet the stone?


She says, with water.


He says, in what shall I fetch it, Eliza, Eliza?


She says, in a bucket.


And he says – ah, you’ve guessed it – he says,




But there’s a hole in my bucket, Eliza, Eliza !





That’s circular insanity. And circular insanity is what I’m suffering from.


Circular insanity and my Galactic Uncle Lipton.


He’s not really my uncle, of course. I began calling him uncle years ago, when I was young and his magic was still real and alive to me. Now it’s a habit.


There he is, over there with the other Oldies. You’re seeing him at his worst. Just look at him ! It’s his tot time, his ‘Cheers, chaps !’ time. He’s beginning to nudge and wink and hunch his shoulders. He’s reaching into his back pocket. Now it’s out, the leather-bound antique silver flask, almost hidden in his big paw. Nudge, wink, chortle. Some of the other old phonies are looking embarrassed – look, one’s walking away ! – but Galactic Uncle Lipton takes no notice, he tips the silver flask over the Bevvie mug. Glig-glog-glug. Chortle wink nudge. Aaaaah ! Smack-smack ! Uncle Lipton has had his little tot ! Uncle Lipton has defied the NO ALCOHOL notices on the wall ! The daring of him ! The defiance of authority ! The reckless courage of the man ! Uncle Lipton is a deuced fine chap !


But not really, of course. What I know and he knows and the others don’t know is that Uncle Lipton has Official Authority to drink himself rotten. The Official Authority wants him to drink himself into a seizure – would go down on its hands and knees to beg him to kill himself with the stuff.


Now is your cue to look me straight in the eye and say ‘Very well. They want him to die. And how about you, Dano Gazzard? Do you want him to die?’ And I’m supposed to flinch and look uneasy, before answering ‘Of course not !’ What else can I answer? I’m as much a part of Uncle Lipton as his silver flask (ask him to show you the hallmark, he’ll like that). I’m tied to Uncle. He’s got me in his pocket, just like that flask. And I’ll never get out of it as long as Uncle Lipton lives. Because if he goes, I’d go. If I want to live, I have to want Uncle Lipton to live. I have to help him to keep alive, actually help him…


There’s another reason. Although I sound bitter about Uncle Lipton – although I make him sound just a fat old relic – there’s still that magic I mentioned. The magic began in my childhood, in the days when there was only one person in the world who could tell me stories and truths that made me hold my breath. He picked on me because, as he used to tell me, ‘You’ve got imagination, boy. You’re different.’ I picked on him for just the same reason. I can see myself now, sitting at his feet, wide-eyed and boggling, while he transported me light-years away from 2079 and the Homebody Unit. I can see him, too – not booming and shouting, not the Uncle Lipton of the Bevvie Lounge – just a big, quiet, deep-voiced, rumbling figure who might at any moment dig up yet another treasure from his limitless store.


‘But why did your bicycle have three speeds, Uncle?’ ‘Ah, that was because –’ and he’d tell me, and I’d imagine myself riding through a forest (a forest ! Thousands of real trees, big trees !) on a green bicycle, pedalling mile after mile …


‘But when you were in space, drinking liquids, what happened if you spilled a drop? What did the spilled stuff do?’ ‘Ah, well, that could be amusing. You see –’ and he’d tell me, and I’d see myself as an astronaut, an adventurer at the controls of a metal township hurtling through nothingness on its way to an incredible destination.


Nobody else in the Homebody Unit wanted to know these things. I did. Nobody – except a few Topmosts of the Official Authority – knew Uncle Lipton’s secret. I alone did – and you must admit, it’s an amazing secret. The fact is (and it is a fact, not just another of Uncle Lipton’s Bevvie Lounge stories) that he might live for another hundred years … and has already lived one hundred and thirty-seven years!


As I say, no one here in Homebody Unit 362 knows that But then, nobody in Unit 362 knows anything very much. They just amble about doing their thing. A pretty dull thing it is. The old ones drink True T and Coffymost and all the other synths in the Bevvie Lounge. Some of them drink gallons a day, I swear they do. Sometimes, when they get their Senior Citizen Credits and it’s a Saturday night – they can drink alcohol then – they lash out and buy each other Wizzky or Brand-E or = Gin. Some of them even pretend to get drunk on the stuff though it isn’t strong enough to wiffle a mouse. None of them has even tasted the real thing, of course (but I have. In the 1940s).


Then we’ve got the Primers, the middle-aged ones. Primers because they’re supposed to be in the prime of life. I can only just bring myself to write about them. Even the ones with jobs or the ones with filled Kiddie Quotas (the full quota is two children, precisely two; when I was an evacuee in the 1940s, one of the kids I was with came from a family of nine children) – even the Primers with something to do, something real in their lives, are just Permitted Proudies. The Official Authority permits them to be proud of their zoomdrive cars, proud of their horrible homes (I’d call them hutches), proud of their ten-foot-square back gardens (look ! a real shrub !) – yes and proud of their Partners, their wives. Proud even of them ! They like being Proudies.


But I’ve got pride too and I will not, repeat will not, write about the Partners. I suppose there was some dignity for women in the days when they had jobs or became wives – when they actually had to do something, bring up children, cook and worry and be nice when they didn’t feel like it. But this is 2079 and the State brings up the children. They hardly see their parents until they are Teens. So the Primers haven’t anything to do, and the Partners …


Look, I could tell you everything you need to know about the typical Partner in Unit 362 or any other Unit simply by showing you the only thing she ever reads, the Catalogue. You press the buttons and up comes the Catalogue on the Viddy wall – endless beauty aids, endless things to make you thin here, sticking out there, firm or soft or pneumatic or bunjy in the other place … endless paints and wigs and stilts and uplifts and soothers and smoothers. The Catalogue is the only thing they ever read, I really mean it.


Then there’s us. Oh, you’d just love us. The Hopefuls, they call us, the Teens. First I was a Bud, then a Blossom or Kiddie, and now I’m a Hopeful, a Teen. Just like the others, I’ve got a skimmer that can do 100 mph before you even hit the plus-drive booster. I’ve got all the sportsgear in the Catalogue. I’ve even got some muscles left over from that brief period when I lived in the 1940s, one hundred and thirty-something years ago, when I was twelve.


But back to the present. In the last two years, I’ve experienced all the official stuff – the Grand Adventure (twice), Onward !, Your Awakening Body, the lot. Just like all the others, I might actually do something one day, not just sit facing the Viddy wall. I’ve already killed three people with my skimmer, but that hardly counts – they were all Senior Citizens. I mean really do something, something real, something you can’t talk yourself out of if it goes wrong (Teen skimmer accidents, for instance, are officially O.K., like beatings up).


No, I want something with meaning. Something like the 1940s, the only time I really lived and did things.


But of course I couldn’t have done those things without Uncle Lipton. I can’t really do anything without Uncle Lipton. He’s got me in his pocket all right.


I’ve just been writing on and on, I apologize. I suppose it doesn’t make much sense to you yet. But I like writing for its own sake, it gets you near doing something, something of your own. And I’m proud of my secret vice, my writing. Not many people can write at all – what would be the point these days, with the Viddy doing everything for you? – so just sitting down and writing makes me feel important. And reading Uncle Upton’s books has given me a taste for written words. He has all these books, hundreds of them. I don’t think he reads them any more. He just talks about them. But to me, the books really mean something.


Just now, I wrote that the Viddy does everything for you. I should rewrite that. It does everything and nothing. You don’t really experience anything when you hook yourself up to the Viddy, do you? Sight, sound, touch, taste, smell – they’re all there, I admit it. The Viddy really does provide it all. All but for one thing – responsibility. It’s because you have no responsibility for the things happening on the Viddy that you can make no real response. People come up to you and you say ‘Wow ! Fantass ! Peakview ! That programme last night when the big skimmers were blasting that town apart ! – and the scene in the starship with the pressure leak ! –I thought I’d die !’


But that’s the whole point, you didn’t think you would die. You thought that when the programme was over, you’d go to bed and that’s what you did. So you couldn’t really respond, could you? Because you weren’t responsible, were you?


If you’d been in England during the 1940s you really would have responded. There were bombs – only little ones, not fission bombs – but they were real and they were falling on you and you couldn’t switch them off. Do you see the difference ?


Now, where was I? I remember, I was going to start explaining what I am writing about. Here we go, then.


Once, my Uncle Lipton was a really important man. He was important because he was going to the Galaxy. He was one of the international crew of the spaceship, the biggest and best spaceship the world had ever known.


The date was 1983. Get that in your mind – 1983 – or you’ll never follow me.


In 1983, Uncle Lipton was exactly forty-one years old. So he was born in 1942.


In 1942, what was known as World War II was being fought. It was a very big war – as big as the war of 2029 and longer-lasting. Russia, America and the British Empire were fighting Germany, Italy and other European countries and also Japan. The war ended in 1945, when Uncle Lipton was still a little child.


Uncle Lipton grew up where he was born, in Euroseven. They called it England then, of course. As he grew, he played war games like all the other children. He could just remember things about World War II – the aeroplanes in the sky, for instance – and he grew up thinking that the war must have been a very wonderful time.


When he was old enough he took up flying, first with the Royal Air Force, then in civil aviation (they had big airliners even in those days) and then, in his thirties, with the RAF again. Space travel was just beginning. Uncle Lipton was fascinated by space travel. Through his RAF training, he became the sort of person needed to man a spaceship. He was selected for the shot that was going to take man to the Galaxy in 1983.


We didn’t set foot in any part of the Galaxy until 2004, you say? Quite right, we didn’t. Uncle Lipton took part in a complete disaster. Nearly complete, anyhow. The spaceshot petered out, most of the people in the ship died, somehow or other they got the messed-up ship back on this planet. Uncle Lipton survived and so did another dozen or so men and women. It might have been better if they had died. It would certainly have been better for me. If Uncle Lipton had died, I might be a contented little Hopeful or Teen or moron, instead of what I am. Which is, fed up.


But that is beside the point. Let’s get on with the explaining. Uncle Lipton didn’t get back to the Galaxy, but he did get back to Earth. He set out for the Galaxy amid all the fuss and hoo-hah and Viddy coverage that the very first Russian and American moonshots got, back in the 1960s and 70s. Big hero.


He came back a failure, a survivor, a man you turned the cameras away from. Nobody wanted to remember the disastrous failure of the spaceshot. And no one wanted to think about the survivors, men like Uncle Lipton.


Nobody, that is, except a very few officials and scientists. To the scientists, he continued to be of interest, the greatest possible interest. Uncle Lipton, you see, had been given a drug called Xtend.


It makes me feel quite brave just writing that word down, really it does. To show how brave I am, I’ll do it again. Xtend ! And again. Xtend ! If any official gets hold of this, his hair will turn white on the spot. Xtend Xtend Xtend !


Uncle Lipton’s hair didn’t turn white. That was the whole point of Xtend. You see, the spaceshot to the Galaxy was intended to take the crew and passengers millions and millions of miles. The people in the craft were in for a voyage that would last years – so many years that some of the people would very probably die on the voyage.


Uncle Lipton, as a member of the crew, could not be allowed to die. He was truly important. Therefore he and other key men and women were given the drug Xtend – the drug that extends human life. Xtend makes you live longer. Simple. Simply disastrous, as it turned out, because the shot missed – the survivors were brought back – and among them was Uncle Lipton, failed hero and confirmed pill-taker, whose life expectation (thanks to Xtend) was perhaps another two hundred years !


Just picture it. Here they come, the Galaxy failures, being carried off the spacecraft. They’ve been in space for about fifteen years. They’ve had an awful time. Some of the stretcher cases look incredibly old – white hair, skin falling away from their bones, mad eyes. Really, of course, no one on the ship is much above fifty-five, but some of them look ninety after what they’ve been through. All are dead or dying but one.


Ah, and here he comes : Uncle Lipton. He looks tired, perhaps. A trifle peaky. A little out of sorts. More than a little worried about the nasty silence, the absence of Viddy cameras, the non-heroes’ non-welcome. But young, remarkably young ! Hardly a day older ! That Xtend stuff really did work, it really did keep the wrinkles at bay.
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