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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.


      




PROLOGUE


Mr. and Mrs. Faraday had a nice little house in Buckingham Palace Road, London. They had a nice little rose garden and a nice little pond which contained goldfish. They had colour television and wireless; and they watched the American expedition touch down on Mars, and they listened to Mr. Henry Hall’s dance band music. Their house had a nice bay window, where two potted aspidistras flourished, and through which Mr. and Mrs. Faraday sometimes glimpsed Queen Victoria riding in her hover-car or Sir Winston Churchill strolling to the Palace.


They had nice furniture, a tape recorder, a box camera, an electronic cooker and two splendid bicycles. They sometimes went to the pictures on Saturday evening, and they listened to the war news every day.


And they had a little boy called Michael. This is his story. This is how he grew up and eventually discovered the truth.


But when he saw the bodies, chilled beyond death, beyond life, as they had existed throughout the limbo of millennia; and when he heard the voice say THIS IS MANKIND, he found the truth almost too terrible to bear…








Time present and time past


Are both perhaps present in time future,


And time future contained in time past.


T. S. ELIOT










ONE





Michael had a good memory. He remembered things significant and insignificant. He remembered—if hazily—when he was young enough to be fed milk only. He remembered the odd child who disappeared from play school, and he remembered the other child who fell (or was pushed?) from the high window and lay all smashed and crumpled on the ground, but not bleeding. And he remembered how he had wanted to know about words, how you could keep them, how you could fix them—perhaps like a drawing—for ever.


He remembered nightmares and fantasies and a growing sense of oddness. He remembered when he first began to hope that people would hurt themselves a little so that he could see if they would bleed. He remembered the questions that did not seem to be properly answered. He remembered that Mother and Father had never ever raised their voices. He remembered his first walk by the River Thames, his first visit to the cinema, his first knowledge of air raids. He remembered when desire first stirred in his flesh, and when he began to love Emily Bronte.


Sometimes he thought he was mad. Sometimes he thought he was sane. Then he began to think he could be both sane and mad…


It had always been Mother who gave him milk from the bottle. He was sure of that. Always Mother. Always the same kind of smile. Sometimes, particularly when he was tired, drifting in the twilight between waking and sleeping, he could see her face now as it must have seemed then—vast, calm, pleasant, filling half the world.


Mother had always been calm, Mother always was calm, Mother always would be calm. And, for reasons that he could not understand, that, too, seemed terrible.


Father was different. Father was a bit abrupt—stern, even. He always had been, always would be.


Sometimes, Mother and Father laughed. Chiefly, they seemed to laugh when Michael asked silly questions. Michael did not know why the questions were silly. But Father said they were; and so, for a time, he thought they must be.


Later, there were the bigger questions, leading in the end to the biggest question of all.


Where does childhood end and maturity begin? Where do dreams border with reality? Where does truth separate from fantasy? These were problems that haunted Michael. They had been haunting him a long time, long before he had the words to describe them clearly. Before the bricks were abandoned in the nursery, before he rejected the talking teddy-bear because somehow he knew it was a traitor.


Early memories, early dreams. Early delights, early nightmares. The Thames was beautiful and blue, and on a spring morning a small boy could sit on the Embankment wall, staring down through the clear water at shoals of trout playing hide and seek among boulders and water-weed. The sun was warm and the sky hazy; and even with the sounds of war bumping and crumping and thudding away on the other side of the force field, London was sweetly silent. The Sunday silence was best of all. Somehow it seemed to throb.


“What is a force field, Father?”


“That’s a big question for a little boy… See, the swans are chasing the trout. Do you think they will catch any?”


“The swans aren’t chasing the trout, Father. The swans are just floating. The trout don’t like moving shadows… What is a force field?”


“Michael, there are some things you can’t properly understand. A force field is something you can’t see, but it is like a big umbrella. We live under it, and even if the laser batteries can’t destroy the enemy missiles, they still won’t get through the force field. Shall we walk home, now? I think it might rain.”


“Yes, Father.”


Father was very good at predicting the weather. Amazingly good.


Mother had an electric sewing, machine. She liked to make things, and she made almost all of Michael’s clothes; but the strange thing was that she seemed to prefer to do most of the sewing by hand. She liked embroidery, and she liked to sit in the evening listening to the wireless—the Palm Court orchestra, or the Beatles, or Nelson Eddy and Jeanette Macdonald—with her needle in her hand.


There was one particular piece of embroidery that Michael remembered. It was to be a new bed quilt for him, covered with lots of small silky animals. It took a long time to complete. For several nights Michael watched his mother working on the shape of an elephant. Each night she seemed to be having to embroider again a part that she had done on a previous night.


Michael was curious. He wondered if she could not see too well by lamp light. He wondered if, in daylight, she would examine her work, be dissatisfied with it and unpick the stitches.


At last, he asked her about it. But she only laughed. “What a quaint little boy you are, Michael. I don’t think you can have been watching me very carefully. Of course I don’t unpick the stitches when you are at play school. That would be silly.”


But thereafter, the bed quilt progressed at a faster rate.


Mother had golden hair, Father had light brown hair, Michael had black hair. One day he asked his parents why this should be so.


Father answered. “It just happens that way, Michael. That is the way it is. Hair comes in different colours like noses come in different shapes and lengths. No two things or people are ever exactly the same. Remember that. It is important… And Michael. You ask a lot of questions. It shows you are clever. But people can be too clever, and then they get unhappy. Happiness is a great thing, Michael. Happiness and contentment. That is what we want you to have. We want you to lead a happy life. So, don’t worry your head with too many questions. It is much more important to enjoy yourself. Now run outside and play for a while, then you will be really tired, and you will sleep well and not have any more of those silly nightmares.”


But Michael remembered that the child at play school who fell from the high window and lay all smashed without bleeding had yellow hair. And he remembered that the little girl who fell on her knees in the playground and cried when the blood came had black hair.


And he knew that he liked her very much. And he wondered if it was because she could bleed.


Michael could bleed. Secretly, he would occasionally cut himself a little to make sure he could still bleed. Vaguely, he was afraid that one day he might change. He was afraid that one day he might find no blood left inside him.




TWO





Michael liked being at play school better than he liked being at home. And that was another thing that puzzled him. He felt he should have wanted to be with Mother and Father more.


Play school was a big house in Hyde Park. Every day—except, of course, on Saturday and Sunday—Mother took Michael to school on her bicycle. All the mothers took their children to school on bicycles.


There were lots of children at play school. Some had golden hair, some had brown hair, some had black hair. Some could bleed if they hurt themselves. Michael liked the children who could bleed best of all.


One day he asked a golden-haired child called Virginia if she ever cut herself. Virginia shook her head and ran away, laughing.


Later, Miss Nightingale came and talked to Michael by himself while the other children were sleeping after lunch. Miss Nightingale was very pretty. She had brown hair.


“Michael, why did you ask Virginia Woolf if she ever cut herself?”


“It was a joke, Miss Nightingale.”


“It doesn’t sound like a joke, Michael. Do you ever cut yourself?”


“No,” he lied.


“Why should you want to ask her that?”


Again he lied. “I don’t know.”


Miss Nightingale smiled. “Never mind. The most important thing is to be happy, Michael. Strange ideas can make people unhappy. Try to be like the other children.”


“Yes, Miss Nightingale.”


“Go to sleep, now. This afternoon we shall have a picnic tea in the park, and we shall play some exciting games, and we shall all be happy.”


“Yes, Miss Nightingale. Thank you.”


Michael’s best friends were Horatio Nelson, Ernest Rutherford, Jane Austen and Emily Bronte. At one time or another, he had seen them all bleed—even if only a little.


Play school was pleasant, but sometimes it could be boring. There was drawing and painting, and acting and singing, and games and sleeping. The teachers told stories, the children told stories, and there were walks in the park.


But most of all, Michael wanted to ask questions. But there never seemed to be much time for questions, because the teachers were always busy organizing some activity or sharing out the toys or putting out the paints; and the children were busy being children, busy being happy by not asking questions. Most of them had already decided that questions were a waste of time. Sooner or later, they thought, they would learn about important things just naturally. Like they learned how to do lots of things that would make them happy but tired, so that they would sleep without having bad dreams.


Michael had bad dreams. He did not tell Mother and Father about them any more. Bad dreams made Mother and Father think that he was not tired enough to be happy and sleep well.


Sometimes he dreamed that the force field had broken, and then all the German and Japanese and Italian war machines came screaming into the lovely city of London, burning everything and leaving nothing but a great black pit in the earth. Sometimes he dreamed that he was walking, walking, walking—until he fell off the edge of the world, tumbling round and round down a great tunnel of darkness. Sometimes he dreamed that he was completely alone, that London was empty, and that he was the only person who had ever been able to bleed.


The odd child, the child who disappeared, came into Michael’s bad dreams. And remained in his dreams for ever. Because, although the little boy disappeared after the incident at play school, Michael was determined that he should not wholly disappear. Now and then, before he drifted off to sleep, Michael deliberately recalled the terrifying scene so that the child whose name he did not know would enter his dreams and be part of him for always.


It had happened one day when the paints were being used, when large sheets of paper had been clipped to all the easels, and when Miss Nightingale had told the children how splendid it would be if they all painted pictures of their fathers and mothers.


The group of children had been painting happily and noisily and messily for a while. Then suddenly the odd child had splashed paint all over his picture, had thrown his brush on the floor and had just stood there, shaking and screaming.


Miss Nightingale had not been in the room when it happened. But she came back very quickly and tried to comfort the little boy.


“What is it, cherub?” she asked gently. Cherub was a favourite word of Miss Nightingale’s. “What has happened? Has somebody been naughty and spoiled your lovely painting?”


“I hate all the children!” sobbed the odd little boy. “I hate every boy and girl! I hate myself!”


“Why?” asked Miss Nightingale. “Why do you have this terrible hate?”


“Because we are not people,” he screamed. “Because we are not real people… Because none of us can take off our heads!”


Miss Nightingale did not try to reason with him. She did not say anything. She just picked him up very gently and carried him, still kicking and screaming, out of the room.


That was the last Michael ever saw of him.


Later, Miss Nightingale said that the little boy had been ill because he had had too many bad dreams. And she asked everyone to forget what had happened because it was much more sensible to remember good things than bad things. It was thinking about bad things that brought bad dreams and unhappiness.


After several days, hardly any of the children remembered the incident; and even if they did, they remembered different versions.


But Michael remembered. And he promised himself he would always remember. Because, somehow, he knew that it was important to remember the bad things.


Even the dreams.




THREE





Michael did not know how old he was, but he knew quite a lot about what went on in the world. He learned about what was happening from the news broadcasts on the wireless; and sometimes there were programmes on the television, too.


He knew that Britain and America and Russia were at war with Italy and Germany and Japan. He knew that the important cities on both sides were protected by force fields which the bombers and the missiles could not penetrate. He knew that out there in the unprotected parts of the world, people were being hurt and killed and armies were fighting each other. He felt very sorry for people who were not protected by force fields; but Father said that force fields were very difficult to use, and they took a lot of energy, and that was why they only covered the most important cities.


Michael felt very lucky to be living in London, protected by a force field that he could not see.


He liked the city very much. It was clean and quiet and beautiful and safe. He was old enough to explore a little by himself; but he was not yet old enough to use a bicycle. Bicycles were only for the use of older people. But one day, when Michael was bigger, he would have a bicycle of his own. Father had said so.


But perhaps the war would be over before then, and the force field would no longer be needed. And perhaps the government would allow the cars and buses and trains to come back. He looked forward to that time, and yet he was afraid of it. How could he ever hope to cross a road, with cars and buses hurtling along it, without getting hurt? And yet people and children managed to do this. He had seen them doing it on films and on television programmes.


He remembered his first visit to the cinema. It was on a Saturday evening and it was a big occasion. Mother was dressed in a lovely green gown that swept the floor. Father wore a dark suit and a top hat. Michael was bathed and powdered and dressed in his sailor suit.


It was an important occasion because, said Father, they were going to a premiere which would be attended by the Queen.


The bicycles had been specially polished; and when they were rolling smoothly down Buckingham Palace Road, with Michael strapped safely on his seat behind Mother, he felt that this was the first really exciting event in his life.


There were more bicycles outside the Odeon, Leicester Square, than Michael had ever seen. A large space had been staked out for Queen Victoria’s hovercar. Michael and Mother and Father joined the crowds waiting for the Queen’s arrival. They did not have to wait long, and when she came, everyone began to cheer and some people were waving flags, and some were singing the National Anthem.


Sir Winston Churchill was waiting to receive the Queen and to introduce her to Mr. Spencer Tracy and Master Freddie Bartholomew. Then they went inside the Odeon cinema, and everyone else followed. It took quite a long time for everyone to get inside. The foyer was jammed with people and their children. Michael saw lots of children that he did not know, but he also caught a glimpse of Horatio Nelson. He, too, was wearing a sailor suit and looking unnaturally clean. Horatio grinned and waved, then disappeared with his mother and father in the crowd.


There were pictures of famous film stars in the foyer. Michael looked at them and asked Mother to tell him their names. Some of the names were strange and some were pretty. Greta Garbo was a pretty name, but Dustin Hoffman sounded very odd. There were also pictures of Charles Chaplin and Jane Fonda, George Arliss and Brigitte Bardot, Norma Shearer and Rudolph Valentino.


Even though the film was only in black and white, the big screen made it far more exciting than colour television. Michael thought that every child in the cinema—including himself—was crying when, near the end of the film, Spencer Tracy, as Manuel the fisherman, was dying in the sea while Lionel Barrymore had to stand and watch helplessly and Freddie Bartholomew was saying goodbye to his friend for ever.


After the film, there was a news feature showing the Germans bombing sad little villages in Vietnam, and there were also some pictures of Russian scientists and spacemen helping to build the missile bases on the moon.


At the end of the show, the lights went on and Queen Victoria stood in the royal box. Then the orchestra played God Save the Queen, and everyone stood very still.


Michael was tired. Tremendously excited and tremendously tired. He almost fell asleep on the bicycle on the way home. His head ached with excitement. But later, when he was trying to sleep, his head ached for a different reason. He felt that, during the course of the evening, he had discovered something important.


But he didn’t know what it was.




FOUR





It was Miss Shelley not Miss Nightingale who told the children about the Overman legend. Miss Shelley was just as pretty as Miss Nightingale, but she had yellow hair. Michael liked her because she had taught him to count to one hundred. He had asked her several times to teach him. At first she said that he was not ready to learn. Perhaps, in the end, she just got tired of saying no. Counting was quite easy when you got the hang of it. As far as Michael knew, none of the other children could count. Perhaps they had not pestered Miss Shelley long enough.


She told the children about the Overman legend towards the end of the afternoon session of play school, when they were tired out after games and needed to rest a little before being collected by their mothers.


“Once upon a time,” said Miss Shelley, “there was no one at all in the wide world but Overman. And he was very bored, so he said to himself: I must make something interesting happen. So he thought very hard, and finally he decided that he would make a man. Because he thought a man would be interesting. So he worked very hard, and at last he made a man.


“And the man was very grateful for being made and for being alive. But presently, he, too, got bored. And he said to himself: I must make something interesting happen. So he thought very hard, and finally he decided that he would make a machine. So he worked very hard, and at last he made a machine. “It was a very good machine, a very complicated machine, and the man was very proud of it “He said to Overman: You created me, and I, too, can create. Look, I have created a machine. “Overman was amused. He laughed. He said: The machine is very good, but you are more complicated. You can do things the machine cannot do. So mine is the better creation.


“The man was a bit disappointed at this. And he went away, determined to do better. Then he had a very ingenious idea. He decided to build a machine that could build a machine. This was a very hard task, and it took him a very long time. But eventually he succeeded. It was a very wonderful machine, very complicated indeed. The man was extremely proud of it.


“He said to Overman: You created me, but I think I have done something better. Look, I have created a machine that can build another machine.


“Again Overman was amused. He laughed. And then suddenly he created a woman. Then he said: See, I have created a woman. With the woman, you will be able to make children. And they in turn will grow up into men and women and make more children. So mine is still the greater creation.


“We shall see, said the man. My machine will build more machines which will build yet more machines. We shall see whose is the greater creation.


“Then Overman laughed once more. He said: Farewell, my son in whom I am well pleased. You have amused me greatly. And now I will leave you to discover the end of the joke.


“What are you talking about? asked the man, perplexed.


“You challenged my powers, my son, said Overman, and that is good. But you have created more than you think. You have created a problem. And the problem is this: Shall men control machines, or shall machines control men?


“Then Overman yawned. He said: I am tired. I think I shall go to sleep for ten thousand years. But, if either men or machines discover the answer to the problem, wake me.


Miss Shelley looked at the circle of children. Some were gazing at her intently, some were whispering and giggling among themselves, some were fidgeting, and one or two were dozing.


Michael had listened to the story, enthralled. He said: “Is it true, Miss Shelley, the story of Overman?”


Miss Shelley smiled. “It is just a story, Michael, a legend. But perhaps there is a little bit of truth in it somewhere.”


“Is Overman God?” said Horatio Nelson suddenly.


Michael looked at him with respect. It was a good question.


“I don’t think so,” said Miss Shelley. “Now, don’t worry about the story, children. I told it just to pass the time. Now that we have all rested, I think the mothers will be arriving to take their children home.”
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