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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.







CHAPTER 1


NO ONE can tell you exactly who it was now, but it was quite certainly one of the youngest children that invented the name “Trillions.” You can imagine a group of children squatting on the ground, scraping together heaps of brightly colored, mysterious grit that had fallen from the sky…


“I’ve got millions!”


“I’ve got billions!”


“I’ve got trillions!”


Trillions it was from then on. The name fitted perfectly. It had the right hard, bright sound to it—and Trillions were hard and bright. It suggests millions upon millions—and the Trillions were everywhere, sprinkling roads and gardens and roofs and even the firesides of people’s homes with a glittery dusting of tiny jewels (but Trillions were not jewels).


And the name Trillions had a foreign sound to it—a suggestion of other worlds, star-studded skies, the cold emptiness of space. That was right, too. For wherever Trillions came from, it was not this world.


So everyone—the children, then the adults, then the local newspapers, then the national newspapers and TV stations and at last the world authorities—came to call the strange, jewel-like dust by the name the children invented: Trillions.


It is strange about names. Ten years before the Trillions came, Mr. and Mrs. Harding had christened their well-behaved, sandy-haired baby “James.” When he was five, it was found that he would have to wear spectacles, so James Harding became Specs. When he was six or seven, his schoolfriends began to call him Prof, because his appearance reminded them of an absent-minded professor.


But this name was wrong too—James turned out to be anything but absent-minded. In fact, he was the very opposite. He was the sort of boy who wanted a place for everything and everything in its place. He wanted hard facts, not soft opinions. When he had got the facts right, he would act.


It was James who solemnly, earnestly and thoroughly cleared the name of the oil-delivery man who was accused—wrongly—of stealing central-heating oil from the tanker he drove, then selling it. (The local newspaper called James The Boy Detective, which made him furious. “I am not a boy detective,” he said, “I am someone who can do arithmetic.”)


By then, James’ name had already become Bem. Bem suited him perfectly. It had the solid, sober sound of “Ben.” In addition, it meant B.E.M. or Bug-Eyed Monster. For James, with his round face, round spectacles and passion for science, “Bem” was the name that made sense.


Or—still talking about names—take Panda. Bem’s eight-year old sister was christened Penelope, rather a grand name. But even as a baby, she had been tiny, burning-eyed, round-faced yet spiky. Very soon her “real” name suggested itself. Her eyes were black, and slightly shadowed, her skin was white, her face was round. What other name was there for her but Panda?


Mina, the Olivellis’ girl who lived next door, needed no nickname. Mina—you say it “Meena”—suited her perfectly. She was nine and a half, olive-skinned, black-haired, very slightly plump—Italian-looking. You could call her a female girl. If you dressed Mina in a top hat, lumberjack coat, riding breeches and coalminer’s boots and finished off with a burnt-cork moustache, everyone would still say “What a pretty girl!”


You can imagine for yourself how Mina responded to the Trillions. When they arrived, her large, dark-brown eyes widened and glistened. Her neat, long-nailed, tapered fingers began to prod and pick. By the end of that day, she had found out how to use Trillions. She used them to decorate herself.


Which leaves Scott Houghton.


Scott is the most important person in this story after the Trillions themselves, yet it is hard to find the right things to say about him. He was of average height for his age—thirteen. His hair was average brown. So were his eyes. His school record was average or above average. He was averagely popular. He never had a nickname—you can hardly count “Scotty”—because he was too average to need one.


He was also extraordinary. The things that made him so unusual were unknown to his friends and barely noticed by his parents, who took him for granted (which suited Scott very well). His extraordinary qualities are hard to explain. Is it extraordinary for a schoolboy to keep bees? Scott did and had done so for four years. To Mr. Bygrave, the strange old man who had first interested him in bees, Scott was extraordinary because he came to know more than his teacher. At first, the man had said, “Ah, you’ve got an instinct for them! That’s what it is, an instinct!” Later, he changed his mind. It wasn’t instinct that Scott had—it was ability to observe, study, think, compare, invent.


Most modern beekeepers nowadays use a gadget called the Bygrave Controlled Demand Winter Feeder. Only one beekeeper, Mr. Bygrave, knows that it should have been called the “Houghton” Feeder. For the invention was Scott’s, made when he was eleven.


His other interests were just as extraordinary. Scott was given a toy star telescope—made a real one from a kit of parts—rapidly became an expert observer—quickly tired of observing—and spent hours, from then on, in comparing astronomy and astrology; he was trying to make sense of the battle between science and mysticism.


When there was a craze for guitars and folk singing at his school, Scott tried to find a form of guitar amplification that did not spoil the sound of the guitar. He failed, but found instead a method for making very small loudspeaker enclosures that could still deliver a good bass tone. The little transistor radio Scott had in his bedroom sounded like a big set with a twelve-inch speaker. His mother complained about the booming of the bass, so he turned a switch and cut it down. Now the set sounded like any other portable radio. It never occurred to Scott’s mother to ask him how such a small radio could produce such big tone—mothers are not curious about such things. Nor did it ever occur to Scott to do anything about his loudspeaker invention—he had lost interest in the thing when he had got it working properly and had become interested instead in four-wheel drive for motor cars. His room became a maze of Meccano and the little radio’s batteries ran flat.


Scott never spoke about his ideas and inventions, not even to his father. He was, after all, a schoolboy. Why should his father, a grown man, be interested in schoolboy ideas? In fact, his interests were shared by only one other person—Bem. But Bem was younger than Scott and also perhaps a smaller-minded person. Bem had an “old” mind, Scott had an ageless mind. So Scott was really alone with his extraordinariness.


Meanwhile, the ordinary world went on. Scott suffered cut knees, punches in the nose, sarcasm from the English teacher and falls off bicycles, just like everyone else; he enjoyed chocolate ice-cream, certain funny programs on TV, air rifles and all the things that thousands and millions of other boys liked. He did not think himself extraordinary. He knew only that certain things that interested him might bore other people. So he kept his mouth shut. It seemed the simplest thing to do.


But when the Trillions came, everything about him and around him became complicated. For the Trillions were very extraordinary indeed and it was to take more than ordinary ways of thinking and acting to deal with them.


Much more.




CHAPTER 2


JUST WHAT were the Trillions?


Start at the beginning. Scott, Mina, Panda and Bem all lived in the same road in Harbortown West. Once, this town had been a fishing village. Now, it was just a pleasant place to live, with pleasure boats of all shapes, sizes and colors filling the harbor. Scott’s father ran the yachting marina and made a comfortable living from it.


The important thing about Harbortown West, as far as the Trillions were concerned, was that the place was situated on a narrow spur of land sticking out into the ocean. Harbortown could be a windy, stormy place to live. It could get weather that no one else got.


On a sunny but windy day in May, Harbortown and Harbortown alone received a heavy shower of Trillions.


There was no rain and no cloud. In the windy, open sky there was a slight darkening—a cloudy patch that glittered in the sunlight. Then there was the sandstormy, rattling hiss as the Trillions came. Their showering lasted p+erhaps fifteen minutes. When it was over, there were drifts of Trillions everywhere. Trillions packed inches deep against a garden fence; Trillions glittering in drifts over roads and gardens; Trillions caught between the windows and window frames of houses and cars; Trillions edging the gutters, sparkling in the clefts of branches, lying thinly on the roofs of cars.


A few people were frightened by the Trillions. Most were puzzled and curious. The children were excited. “I’ve got millions … billions … Trillions!” they cried.


While the other children squeaked and jumped or sifted and sorted the Trillions, Bem collected a single jar full of them and walked down the road to Scott’s house—and nearly collided with Scott, who was just leaving his house to visit Bem.


“Come inside, Bem” said Scott. “What do you make of it?”


Bem did not answer for some time, then he said, “Can we have a sheet of your father’s layout paper from the big pad?”


“Sure. Hold on.”


Bem looked closely at his handful of Trillions.


“Make it four sheets.”


Scott came back with four large sheets of the half-transparent white paper and spread them on the floor.


“What are you going to do—sort them into sizes, or colors, or what?” he asked Bem.


“Sizes first. We could use strainers—”


“Yes, a wire coffee strainer and a nylon strainer. Two different sizes of mesh to begin with.”


Scott got the strainers from the kitchen. Bem took one strainer, then the other, and poured Trillions through them to grade them into two sizes. While he did this, he and Scott said nothing. They were used to doing things together.


They lay on the floor and studied the two heaps. A shaft of sunlight lit them and they glittered fiercely.


“They’re beautiful,” said Scott, softly.


“Bigs and smalls. Most of the pale colors are smalls: most of the darker colors are bigs,” said Bem, without bothering to reply to Scott.


“Look at this sapphire one—”


“We need the microscope.”


“I’ll get it” said Scott, raising one eyebrow at Bem and smiling slightly.


“Yes, get it,” said Bem simply. Scott laughed to himself and went to get the microscope. It was always like this. Though Scott was older than Bem, it was Scott who fetched and carried. Not because Bem was selfish or rude, but because it never occurred to him to concentrate on more than one thing at a time. At this moment, he was concentrating on Trillions.


“Let’s have it,” said Bem when Scott came back. Again Scott smiled. The microscope was his, Scott’s.


“Here you are, you bossy little squirt,” said Scott.


For the first time, Bem looked up at him, startled. “What did I—?”


“Never mind,” said Scott. “Get on with it.”


Bem put a few Trillions on a dished glass slide, set up the microscope rapidly and peered into it.


“Two!” he said. “That’s odd. You look.”


“Two what?”


“Two sorts. See for yourself.”


Scott put his eye to the microscope. What he saw amazed and dazzled him. “They’re beaut—” he said, then remembered he had said it before. But they were beautiful all the same. It was as if he looked at priceless jewels, cut and faceted into superb circular gemstones. Under the microscope, the colors were even more startling than they were under normal light. He increased the magnification to concentrate on one particular Trillion. It looked like a great ruby. Then he shifted the slide to what appeared as a giant emerald, with a thousand geometrical faces cut in it.


“Do you notice? Two sorts?” said Bem.


Scott looked again, comparing one Trillion with another.


“You’re right, Bem. Two sorts. Only two…. One like a doughnut, with a hollow in the center—”


“Not a hollow, a complete hole,” interrupted Bem.


“And the other with—”


“The other like a doughnut again, but with a spike sticking out of the center. I suppose it’s the same on both sides?”


Bem silently handed him a needle. Scott licked the point of it to make it sticky, touched the point to the Trillion and turned it over on the glass slide.


“Yes, the same both sides. Just the same. Like a jeweled doughnut with jeweled pyramids coming out of the center. You could spin it like a top.”


“While the other sort has a hole in the center … do you notice something else?”


“What about?”


“About the edges. Look at the way the outside edges are cut.”


Scott peered down the microscope, then lifted his head. His eye was watering.


“You should keep both eyes open, I’ve often told you—” said Bem.


“Oh, shut up. What do you mean about the edges? All I can see is a whole lot of regular triangular cuttings, like teeth in a gear wheel. The cuttings cover the whole of the outside of the doughnut shape—”


“Let me look for a moment,” said Bem, butting his head against Scott so that Scott had to move. Bem fiddled with the needle as he looked, then said “Keep still. Don’t jog me. Nearly there!”


He licked the needle again, and picked at the Trillions on the glass slide for a long time. Then said, “Whatever you do, don’t jog. But have a look!”


Scott carefully put his eye to the microscope. Bem, he saw, had moved two Trillions together so that they touched. Although the Trillions were of different size, they “geared” together perfectly.


“They’re like interlocking bricks—you know, those children’s construction things!” said Scott. “If you put a whole lot of Trillions they’d lock together!”


“That’s not all. They fit together edge to edge, but they also fit together on top of each other. You can see how the ones with pyramids in the middle could lock into the ones with doughnut holes. You could build with them!”


Scott sat back and stared at Bem. Bem stared owlishly back at him.


“What does it mean?” said Scott at last.


“I don’t know.”


“Well, have you ever seen anything like it before? In nature, I mean?”


“I suppose there must be lots of things like it,” said Bem. “But I just can’t think of them. I mean, there’s honeycomb, and crystals, and molecular structures—they all have shapes that fit together. But I can’t think of anything just like this…”


Scott was about to look through the microscope again, when Bem’s sister Panda came rushing in, trampling over the sheets of paper on the floor and shaking the microscope.


“Watch out!” shouted Bem, too late.


“They’re fantastic!” shouted Panda. “Oh, never mind the microscope, who cares about—they’re marvelous!” She went on, “I bet you don’t know about them!”


“Know what about what?”


“About the Trillion things! They can do tricks! All on their own! Come and see!”


IT TURNED out that Panda—along with most of the children in Harbortown West—had already discovered the most important and startling thing about Trillions. Just as she said, they could do tricks. All on their own.


“Watch!” she told Bem and Scott.


She squatted down on the stones of the patio, holding a piece of chalk. With this she made a simple squiggle—a rough “S.” She scattered Trillions loosely over the “S,” then she sat back on her heels, looking triumphant.


“Well, what happens now?” demanded Bem.


“Wait!” said Panda. Everyone waited, silently.


It took about three minutes to happen.


Very slowly, piece by piece, the Trillions began to move. Looking closely, you could see one Trillion nudge another—gear with it—turn it—move it!


Then more Trillions would combine to form a geared-together mass. The process would go faster now. Some Trillions would lock with more Trillions, and still more, until the whole collection would shift and tumble like sand.


Scott looked quickly at Bem. His eyes and mouth were wide open.


At last, the Trillions finished their work. And now, replacing the “S” that Panda had made, was another “S” made entirely of Trillions. An “S” correct in every detail, however tiny. Where Panda’s finger had slipped slightly and made a jerky curve, the Trillions’ curve was jerky too. Where the chalk line was grainy, the Trillions’ line was grainy.
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