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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.




BOOK ONE




CHAPTER I


CONCERNING MR. RAQUEL


IT has been said by many thinkers, who are far more learned than I, that the truth requires no apology; nevertheless, though I certainly do not intend to apologize for actual facts, I look upon it as my duty to give the reader a solemn warning. Before we proceed one line further I wish to prepare him for the incredible singularity of my tale. For a long time I have purposed to write it all out, but even now, as I sit working in my study with the sway of damson boughs outside the window and cars zooming cheerfully along the highway beyond, the whole thing seems little more than a vivid dream to me. It is still strange to think that men could lie at the mercy of such insignificant creatures as grasshoppers and ants and beetles. It requires a real effort of the imagination to realize that they had to hide in flowercups and march down earth-cracks to safety. The truth seems to be that ordinary things do not happen for ever. Thousands of lives may pass rationally, then suddenly the firm sand of circumstance slips away, and men once more are men, fighting for their lives, standing alone in a bewildering universe, yet showing always that spark of courage without which we should not be men.


It was a hot afternoon in mid-June when I first made acquaintance with Raquel. We had been neighbours for some weeks, but until that day I had never set eyes on him. Truly I had things by which to remember him, for he was one of those people who manual work early, late, and indeed at all sorts of unchristian hours. On this particular afternoon, however, I could hear him pottering about in his workshed. Beyond an occasional hammering he was remarkably quiet.


As was my custom after lunch I strolled into the garden, and, seating myself in a deck-chair, prepared for a nap. The day, I repeat, was one of those glorious perfections that are only possible in June. A heavy fragrance hung over all. Birds chirruped, hens made drowsy drone, the leaves sighed. Lulled by the peacefulness of the world my head nodded pleasantly to the monotonous hum of a bee, and soon everything merged in a delightful obscurity of silence.


I was suddenly and violently aroused from my doze by a most preposterous noise. My beautiful unconsciousness fell away, and I was guilty of an overpowering desire to murder the man from whose machine this din arose. I sat up abruptly.


‘Confound the fellow!’ I swore, and almost simultaneously the noise ceased.


Silence continued for a period, and so, thinking that Raquel did not intend to use his machine again, I yielded once more to the influence of sleep. Very few minutes seemed to have passed before the hullabaloo broke out afresh. This time it began with a series of crescendoes, leading finally to a deafening crash. I jumped up, boiling with indignation. I made dismissive remarks about Raquel and his work. Still muttering, I strode towards the house.


It was then that I first saw Raquel.


He was leaning indolently against a withered apple tree, resting one hand on his hip. He was regarding me as one would a curious specimen of tadpole….


Raquel was a small frail man, with brown eyes which gleamed quite startlingly. His high protruding cheekbones, pointed chin, arched eyebrows, and outstanding crudely shaped ears, contrived to endow him with a singularly demoniacal appearance. His face was oil-smeared and sported a three days’ growth of beard; his black hair was brushed straight back. Though his intelligent face was strangely attractive, it could in no degree rival the oddness of his garments. They were an astonishing lot. He wore an oily white apron over a pair of striped trousers, and there were poorly matched patches at vital points of his anatomy. His waistcoat had once been brown, and he had somehow induced a shrunken dinner jacket to fit him. Raquel had a remarkable constitution: he was never idle for a moment, but in spite of his comfortable income lived in one vast surge of activity. He was a man of unnatural moods, and was also, I discovered later, obsessed by the desire to appear original.


For a space we looked at each other in silence, and then:


‘Hullo,’ he remarked casually. His voice was thin and high pitched. ‘Where are you going in such a hurry?’


‘Going?’ I exploded. ‘Going? I’m trying to get away from your infernal din!’


He made no answer for a moment, but nodded his head sharply. Suddenly he seemed to remember that he was expected to speak.


‘Sorry,’ he burst out. ‘You see, I forget other people. I am busy with an invention.’ He stopped musingly. ‘You wouldn’t care to come round and see?’ he jerked out.


I assented readily, for somehow my anger had vanished at sight of this queer little man. I was unaccountably interested in his peculiar mannerisms. He opened the garden gate rather automatically; then, with a sense of hospitality no doubt, he produced a cigarette from behind an expansive ear and lighted it. For a time he fumbled in a mysterious pocket, and finally, with an air of triumph, he extracted a crumpled cigar and offered it to me. I refused it with many thanks and a profuse apology.


‘All right,’ he said in a distant manner. ‘It will do for me, later.’


We walked in silence over a patchy lawn to a big wooden shed which, he explained, was his workroom. As we entered, the place was an expanse of almost impenetrable shadow: vague shapes loomed dim and weird before me, until he unexpectedly switched on a flood of electric light. Then the impression one received was that of unbelievable disorder. The room was dotted with batteries, drills, electric saws, metal-cutters, and in each corner was a disarray of wheels, cogs, twisted wires, and sheets of tin. It was one vast confusion of mechanical lumber coated with, and in some cases smothered by, dust, oil, and all manner of filth.


For some little time I looked around me; then I turned my gaze to the little man who was the centre of all this irregularity. He was quietly smoking his crumpled cigarette, resting one hand on his hip and generally appearing to have forgotten me altogether.


‘Well?’ I exclaimed blankly.


He jumped at the sound of my voice.


‘Well?’


‘Interesting, isn’t it?’ he remarked.


‘What is there to be interesting?’


He indicated the whole room in one comprehensive gesture, and with a sideward nod of his head drew my attention to a huddled mass of cogs and rocking levers.


‘That,’ he declared, ‘is my invention.’


‘And what is it for?’ I asked.


‘Ah,’ he said, and made a queer noise in his throat which I took to be a chuckle. ‘That I can’t say. You see, if it is to be a failure there is only myself to disappoint; but if it is a success——’ He shrugged his shoulders.


He continued to show me his toys, for I can hardly call them anything else. Everything in that room he exhibited with a sort of childish glee, and we should have remained there all day had I not suggested that it was about tea-time.


‘Oh,’ he said, casting about for some further means of detaining me. ‘Come along; I will show you my theatre.’


‘Theatre?’ I echoed.


He ignored my question and switched out the light. Without further ceremony he walked into the garden, followed somewhat aimlessly by myself. And so we entered the house. As we made our way through the hall it occurred to me that Raquel possessed a quality rarely found in true genius—conceit. It was evident that he was showing off before me, for as we walked he performed little facial contortions such as are usually associated with abstruse thought. Now and again he made that odd noise in his throat.


We mounted a flight of steps, and passed into a narrow curtained room laid out and decorated in oriental style. I made an exclamation of surprise.


‘What on earth——’


But he interrupted me.


‘Indian,’ he said, and stopped. ‘You see this is my place of amusement. When I have been working down there——’ his face took on a worried expression—‘my brain turns to pulp; I grow tired and come up here at last for relaxation. You didn’t know I was a conjuror?’


‘Conjuror?’ I stammered, for at that time I took him seriously.


‘My name is Aziz.’


‘Aziz? And you——’


‘And I have an Indian show.’


I gasped. It appeared that there were no limits to the conceited idiosyncrasies of this man.


‘Yes, it is a wonderful show,’ he added in dignified tones. ‘Behind these curtains you see——’


He pulled back a purple curtain, disclosing a sort of platform with jungle scenery. I drew nearer.


‘Where did you have it painted?’


In reply he tapped his head.


‘You paint as well?’ I asked in surprise, and he nodded indulgently.


Raquel seated himself on a luxurious divan. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘this is my theatre.’


I sat taking it all in. ‘And is this everything?’ I queried, half expecting more.


‘My Crikey, no!’ he bawled offensively. ‘In the cellar I have a cinema show.’ He dragged out an ancient timepiece, and meditated. ‘Look here, Blease, I haven’t time to show you more now. Come round might: I’m giving a show for a few friends. It will be sure to interest you. All my own tricks, all my own tricks!’


I accepted his invitation with alacrity, for I had become extremely interested in his queer personality.


The rest of that afternoon passed quietly enough, for I was too preoccupied to work. I made a caricature of him to while away the time. Shortly before seven I put on my hat, and walked round to his workroom. He was inside: I could hear him walking about, but there was no answer to my first knock, and when I knocked again he set some sort of engine going—making a most diabolical noise. I found that the door was locked, so I kicked upon it.


‘Can’t see you, can’t see you,’ proclaimed a voice. ‘I’m too busy, too busy, much too busy.’


‘But this is Blease,’ I said in explanation.


The machine stopped, the door opened. Raquel protruded his head. He was oilier than ever. I remember there was a big streak running across his forehead and down his left cheek, where he had rubbed his fist. His face was a curious mixture of oil and haste.


‘Come in quickly,’ he snapped.


I entered, and squatting myself on an upturned box I watched him scurrying to and fro like a startled rabbit. Now I think of it, he was more like a startled rabbit than anything else in the world. The more I watched, the more pronounced did this impression become. He was fumbling with a tin cube in a far corner of the room. Ever and again he would dart into a pile of odds and ends, producing unexpected things, cans, chisels, copper wire, a paint brush—all sorts of things.


And quite suddenly he began to talk, to deliver a sort of lecture on mechanics in solemn monologue. I tried to distract him, but could not. He talked like a thing insane, a kind of living gramophone. His chatter was worse than his conceit, but the most peculiar thing about it was its irrelevance. It was as though he was attempting to drill his tongue or clear a dry throat.


‘I say, Raquel, aren’t you giving a show tonight?’


My voice was drowned in the clatter made by a sheet of falling tin. I repeated the question.


‘Eh?’ he exclaimed, issuing rabbit-wise from under a bench where he had been looking for a spanner.


‘Why, man! Have you forgotten? Your show!’


‘Oh yes,’ he said, his face lighting up. ‘It had slipped my memory. The housekeeper will have shown my friends up to the theatre, though. Come along: we’d better go.’


A little later, as we were mounting the flight of steps, I heard voices in the oriental room.


‘Do I know any of your friends?’ I asked apprehensively.


‘I don’t think so. Molgar, the eminent scientist, is coming. You’ll be pleased to meet him.’


‘Good evening all,’ Raquel said as we entered the theatre, and he proceeded to introduce me. Now I detest anything so formal as introductions for I never know what to say; therefore it was with something like relief that I heard the door open behind me.


‘Hullo, Molgar,’ I remember Raquel saying; then I turned and saw Molgar standing in the doorway, hat in hand.


He was certainly the most commanding figure I have seen in my life.




CHAPTER II


MR. MOLGAR CONVERSES


RAQUEL introduced me to Molgar very hastily, and then, nodding to every one, he vanished behind the stage in order to prepare his performance. Meanwhile Molgar hung up his hat and stick and came to sit beside me on the divan.


The scientist was the owner of an expansive beard, a beard which thrust itself upon your attention long before you noticed anything else. It was a marvellously strong growth of iron grey, rippling over his chest in a luxurious cascade. He had a handsome cast of features, a somewhat swarthy complexion, and there was intense earnestness written all over him. Molgar was not really tall, but he was powerfully built: it was the concentration of the man that gave him his air of command. He surveyed me closely with his searching eyes for some time, then leaned forward and addressed me.


‘I know you well by sight, Mr. Blease,’ he began, ‘but I’ve never seen you with Raquel before. Have you known him long?’


‘No,’ I replied courteously: somehow I could never be anything else but courteous with Molgar. ‘I only made his acquaintance to-day.’


Molgar raised his bushy eyebrows.


‘Ah, then you will be surprised at his little peculiarities. In time you will get used to them. We do. His astounding conceit is his only drawback; otherwise he’s quite a decent fellow.’


I must confess that I was pleased by the frank tone of this speech. It expressed exactly what I thought myself. But it was clear that Molgar was direct by nature, for he spoke of Raquel much as a father would do of a misled child. He meditated through an interval, and then I offered another remark in order to keep the conversation going, for at that time Molgar was not a ready talker.


Presently I had exhausted my thin stock of conversational openings and, as the scientist did not seem anxious to express any independent opinions, I fell to re-examining the room. A peculiar atmosphere hung about the place, a sense of striving after an effect that was always escaping. Everything spoke of forced splendour, the purple curtain, the gaily coloured hangings, the portraits of rajahs, the tom-toms, swords, knives, carved sticks…. The floor was richly carpeted and strewn with cushions; and behind the stage stood the man who was the centre of all the froth and the fuss. With a feeling of welcome relief my gaze rested once more on the handsome profile of the contemplative Molgar. Here at least was a sane man. Somehow, for his mental alertness, Molgar always conveyed to me a sense of restrained power. He was evidently weighing some knotty problem, for his brow was furrowed d his lips seemed forming inaudible words.


My attention was diverted by the sound of a curtain being drawn back, and looking to the stage I saw that performance was beginning. I will not attempt to describe it, for apart from its gorgeous setting it was much like every other conjuring show.


It was during the third act that Molgar broke the silence. He broke it suddenly and violently with an smothered grunt. I swung round to find him covering the back of an envelope with figures. He calculated rapidly, in the manner of one working towards a preconceived end. I was amazed by his excitement. His lips moved tremulously, his eyes shone with eagerness; then he threw down both paper and pencil with a triumphant gesture.


‘That settles the whole thing!’ he bellowed.


For the moment we were struck dumb. That the reserved Molgar should suddenly cry ‘That settles the whole thing,’ in the middle of a conjuring entertainment, was certainly outside the usual. All sorts of ideas rushed into my head. We gazed at Molgar as though he was developing horns and hoofs and a tail. His beard wagged convulsively for a time, and then he rushed out of the room.


Fearing that he was suffering some temporary mental trouble, I felt it incumbent upon me to follow him. Looking back, after my subsequent experience of the man, I can afford to laugh at such an idea, but just then my surprise was so complete that I was prepared for anything. Had I not followed him, the momentous adventures of which I write would never have taken place. There is a certain luxury in admitting that, at least.


I found him in the garden, pacing up and down. I approached him somewhat nervously, addressing him in faltering tones.


‘Pardon me,’ I commenced, ‘can I—can I give you any help, Mr. Molgar?’


It was an absurd opening and I repented the moment the question had left my lips.


‘Help? Help? What sort of help?’


‘Well—you—er——’


‘Exactly.’


He turned his gaze full on me, and I mentally withered away.


‘You see, I thought perhaps——’


‘Oh yes, I follow you.’


I became righteously indignant. ‘Hang it all,’ I cried, ‘I thought you were ill.’


‘Ill?’ He protruded his beard in an aggressive way.


‘Just now—you left the room—somewhat—hastily, shall I say?’


‘And must I ask your permission to leave a room?’


‘Very well,’ I rejoined stiffly, ‘I see that I am intruding. I am sorry,’ I said, and turned back towards the house.


His manner changed suddenly. ‘Don’t go, Mr. Blease,’ he called after me. ‘I confess that I was a little excited. But so would you be worked up if you had reached the end of twenty years’ research.’


I echoed his last word. ‘Research?’


‘A score of years of hard labour,’ he extended.


May I ask what you were seeking?’


‘Yes,’ he replied, his excitement having for the moment died away. ‘I will tell you. Do you object to a little stroll? I can talk better if I am walking.’


I placed myself beside him, and together we passed down the quiet lane. It was not until we had left the houses behind that Molgar began to talk, and then he seemed very anxious to make up for lost time.


‘Without any beating about the bush,’ he commenced, ‘I will explain my whole thesis. First of all, I wish you no know that it has taken me years to attain this success—years. My idea was to find an all-round protection for the human frame against disease germs——’


‘Oh, that——’ I said with an air of great knowledge, but my remark was swallowed up in the roar of his discourse.


He had launched forth into a detailed account of his work, using all sorts of technical terms. He worked his hypothesis up into an oration, punctuating his phrases with a gesture or a wag of his beard. He argued, explained, and worried over trifles until I was embarrassed by the profundity of my own ignorance. But what he said in half an hour I can say at least superficially in two sentences. Human life is eaten away day after day by intrusive bacilli, bringing disease and the infirmities of age in their train. If Molgar could aid the white phagocytes of the blood by means of a new serum, formed from the properties of certain herbs and chemicals, he could suspend the steady flow of disease and so make it possible to preserve life far beyond the normal three score years and ten. How he was going to make this serum I cannot pretend to know: for all that I could understand of his discourse he might have been talking in Hebrew, with an odd English quotation thrown in here and there. At the beginning he certainly spoke with an air of great lucidity; soon, however, his interest warmed, and his talk developed into what was to me a meaningless jingle of words. Once he stopped for a space, but just as I was going to speak he began again….


At my repeated suggestion we eventually turned back towards Raquel’s house. Molgar accepted the suggestion without any comment upon it, swinging round mechanically without the slightest change in the rhythm of his talk. And at last he became confidential.


‘I was,’ he declared, ‘simply dying to tell all this to somebody. Now I feel relieved. In there I was so bored by Raquel. At times, you know, he is absurdly childish.’


We walked a few paces farther, then he broke off at a tangent. ‘And by the way, Blease, there is something I wish to ask you.’


I became alarmed. Was he going to seek my advice on some point of his research? Was he going to check my knowledge in any way? If so, I was sunk without trace.


‘Ask what you want, Mr. Molgar,’ I said, putting the bravest face on it.


‘My serum will be actually finished to-morrow, and I am going to inoculate myself with it.’


I guessed what was coming, but I gave no sign.


‘I was wondering,’ he went on, with a curious hesitation, ‘if you—er—if you would care to join me? An experiment is doubled in its conclusiveness if doubly tried. It is safe enough, of course. Would you care to be the first man to live to the age of one hundred and fifty, Mr. Blease?’


I meditated. It was clear that Molgar was something of a fanatic, after all. I know that I had no right to do what I did then on the spur of the moment, but I was driven to it by an irresistible impulse.


‘Molgar,’ I said, after a suitably dramatic pause, ‘I will. If you can make it possible to prolong life, I am with you——’


‘My friend,’ came the reply, ‘I can make it possible.’


For the second time that evening I found myself clasping hands with this grand old man.


The audience had departed by the time we got back to the house. Raquel had forsaken his Indian garments, and was engaged in packing his tricks. This did not prevent his greeting us with a show of distaste, and for some time my two new friends quarrelled—the high falsetto notes of the little man mingling with the rumble and roar of Molgar’s deep bass. The squabble might have become serious had not the scientist, with magnificent forbearance, changed the subject.


‘Raquel,’ he said, ‘Mr. Blease is coming across to “Roundhay” in the morning. I am going to show him my new serum, and if he is sufficiently strong I shall inoculate him. If you would care to come, he will try to explain it all to you.’


When I took my leave the sun had set, and as I walked in the grandeur of silence which accompanies the crimson afterglow I passed in review the crowded events of that afternoon. Barely eight hours ago I had been asleep among my roses in happy ignorance of the rash promise I was to make that night. A few minutes later I had met the bewildering Raquel, the same evening to be introduced to Molgar. And then to promise——


But how on earth was I to foresee where that promise would lead?




CHAPTER III


THE SERUM


ON the way to Molgar’s house the following morning I confided to Raquel all that I had been able to gather from the scientist’s explanations. Naturally he raised a host of objections, not because he thought the idea impracticable, but, I am inclined to think, because had not thought of it himself.
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