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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.







 


He stands, the Hero, at the peak of a mountain or in the black jaws of a cave or within the temple guarded by serpent-tongued, many-headed ancient gods. His sword is ready. The strong muscles of his right arm ripple and gleam.


She, the Heroine, is behind him. Her beauty and rich jewels are useless to her now. Her hand is clenched to her mouth to stifle her terror. Her eyes are fastened on the Hero. Only he can save her. Only he can bring them to safety, and triumph, and love everlasting –


And only when the Monster has been defeated. Only when the last great battle has been won.


Mists swirl round the defiant figure of the Hero. There is distant music, a thin, whining melody, gliding like a serpent over the menacing undertone of pulsing drumbeats. Then above this music, a roar and thunder that shakes the very rocks and makes the air tremble.


Its voice! The voice of the Monster! At any moment –


Suddenly It is there – even more dreadful than our worst imaginings! Impossibly vast and evil, hideously scaly and horny-headed, It lashes its spiked tail, glares hatred and death from burning eyes like great lamps. Above the mad music rise the Heroine’s screams. She knows her Hero, hopelessly valiant, must die.


The Hero raises his puny blade – a needle, a straw. Towering above him, the Monster lashes the air with shrunken yet deadly forearms from which curved claws spring like great sickles. From Its black nostrils, blasts of flame belch out. The Heroine screams again, a piteous shriek of despair.


Unnoticed by her – she has eyes only for her Hero – a thick, slimy tentacle is coiling down, very slowly, from the dark, dripping rocks above her. The tip of the tentacle touches her bare shoulder: she does not feel its cold and awful threat. Not until the suckered tentacle is actually around her neck does she scream her Hero’s name.


He hears and turns and leaps to save her, slashing madly at the coiling tentacle. He cuts – again! – again! – hacking through oozing flesh!


He has no time to see Its vast head behind him, stealthily moving forward like some ghastly living machine from hell, eyes blazing, hungry jaws opening, fangs dripping, fire running from writhing nostrils! Nothing can save him, nothing – unless he can snatch from the Heroine’s necklace the magic jewel that, when thrust in the hilt of his sword, gives it miraculous powers…


But the Heroine has fainted – her body is covering the necklace – and It, breathing hellfire, is about to strike the final, agonizing blow.…


And then it is all over, THE END half hides Hero and Heroine as they smile into each other’s eyes and embrace. The house lights of the cinema are on; soft-drink cartons explode underfoot; a cross usherette who wants to get home grumbles, ‘Hurry along please, this way out, this exit.…’


Matt rides home on his bike not seeing the road: seeing only the monsters.




 


Matt had seen Chancey Balogh often enough, but of course he had never spoken to him. A twelve-year-old boy does not start conversations with the man he most admires – particularly when that man is Chancey Balogh; a successful man, a private man, a man with plenty of things to occupy his amazing mind.


So Matt had observed Chancey Balogh only out of the shy corners of his eyes. He had noted the short brown beard with the white, electric-shock streaks from lower lip to chin; the stained jeans, with something tucked in every pocket; the safari jacket, also bulging at each pocket; the small-boned, battered hands; and the impression of inner power that came from the man as a whole – from his sure movements, his short, lean body, his careful grey eyes.


But now Matt was standing right beside his hero, at the counter of Banting’s Ironmongery. The man was using both arms to clutch his purchases – carriage bolts, a big coil of plastic tubing, bags containing sandpaper, plumbing fittings, brass hinges, screws, adhesives, dry batteries. Banting’s was a good shop for such things. You don’t expect to find a village store with such a big stock. One of the reasons why the shop was so well stocked was – Chancey Balogh. He spent pounds there each week. Sometimes hundreds of pounds in a month.


Matt blurted, ‘Please – would you let me see your workshop? I’d be no trouble then stopped, wishing his mouth had never opened.


Chancey Balogh did not even look at him. He just replied, ‘Sorry. We can’t let people in.’ He let fall a big roll of pound notes. The roll bounced fatly on the counter.


On the other side of the counter, Mrs Banting, the genius of the place who knew where everything was, sniffed and said, ‘Do you want me to clear your account? Get you up to date?’ She too ignored Matt. Chancey said, ‘Yes. Settle the lot. There’s a hundred pounds there.’ Mrs Banting sniffed again, took the money, and said, ‘You shouldn’t carry that much about, you really shouldn’t. You should pay by cheque.’


Matt, ignored, now wanted only to get away. But he couldn’t. He still had to pay for his purchases. He made himself concentrate on Mrs Banting’s stern little face as she slapped bills together and did lightning arithmetic on a bit of wrapping paper. ‘Here you are, then,’ she told Chancey Balogh. ‘Thirteen pounds for you, the rest for me. I’ve let you off the odd fifteen p, I hope you’re grateful.’


‘I’m grateful,’ Chancey Balogh said – and to Matt’s astonishment, turned and winked at him. Matt smiled back foolishly and said, ‘I’ll help you carry that stuff if you like – ’


Mrs Banting said, ‘Not till you’ve paid, young man,’ and reached out her ironmongery-stained grey monkey paw for money.


Matt said, ‘I didn’t mean not to – ’ and then gave up, fumbled for money and paid Mrs Banting. By then, Chancey Balogh had gone. Matt sighed, took his change, and prepared to leave too. But Mrs Banting called, ‘The paint thinners! That Mr Balogh’s left his thinners! He’ll forget his head next – ’ She thrust a bottle at Matt and said, ‘Run after him! Hurry, now!’


Matt ran. Across the road, Chancey Balogh was loading stuff into the back of a Peugeot station wagon. ‘You forgot the paint thinners,’ Matt said, noticing that the big car, almost new, was already battered. The back was full of piping, Dexion, photographic lamps, a massive camera tripod – and plastic kits: dozens, hundreds of kits, all different. Kits to make anything from spacemen to army tanks, air-force bombers to cute little dress-me dolls.


‘Buy them when I see them,’ Chancey said, taking the bottle of thinners. ‘Come in handy. You never know.’ Then he remembered to say ‘Thanks,’ for the thinners and added – still not looking at Matt – ‘If you want a lift anywhere – ’


Matt was about to say, ‘It’s all right, I’ve got my bike.’ He stopped himself just in time and said, ‘Yes please!’ He got in beside Chancey Balogh. He wanted to keep quiet, but somehow his voice spoke for him. He heard it say, ‘How big was that space station?’


‘What space station?’ Chancey was trying to edge out into the traffic.


‘In Utopia 98. The film.’


‘Oh, that. About eight feet across. But that was years ago.’


‘Only eight feet …!’ said Matt, remembering how it looked on the screen: vast, endlessly complicated, futuristic, fantastic, a man-made city twinkling its lights in the velvet blackness of infinite space.…


Chancey said, ‘Oh come on, come on,’ to a passing Chevette that wouldn’t pass. Matt said, ‘It looked about eight miles across on the screen.’


‘Glad you liked it,’ Chancey said. To the Chevette, now moving, he muttered, ‘Oh thank you, thank you very much.’ The big Peugeot whistled sedately from the curb and headed for the Studios, where Chancey’s workshops were, a mile or so away.


Matt thought, ‘You’ve only got a minute. Say something. Say something intelligent and interesting.’ But his voice said, rather childishly, ‘I only wanted to see the place. Just look around. I thought – I thought I, might even be helpful. I’ve got a bike, I could run errands. And I’m good with my hands.…’ To Matt’s relief, his own voice petered out.


Chancey said, ‘Yes. Well, I’m sure. But as I said – ’


‘I mean it,’ Matt said miserably. ‘I’m good with my hands.’ He fumbled in his pockets for the walnut radio – found it – and thrust it under Chancey’s nose. ‘I made this,’ he said.


Chancey, picking his way through a knot of traffic, glanced down for a split second and said, ‘Very nice. Very good. What is it?’


‘It’s a radio. In a walnut shell. A press-button radio.’ Matt pressed the buttons. Above the quiet sounds of the Peugeot, the tiny loudspeaker squeaked music and words. Chancey said nothing. But one eyebrow went up.


‘As I say, I’ve got a bike,’ Matt said. ‘And there’s two months summer holiday left, almost. I’d do anything you want.’


‘I’ve got assistants. But thanks all the same.’


‘If you’d just let me see round the workshops – see how you do things – ’


‘Ah, here we are,’ said Chancey Balogh.


‘The Studios’ was the local name for a straggle of buildings by the railway arches. Some of the buildings were shacks. You saw weatherstained, wood-shingled huts whose walls were patched with enamel signs for cattle cake and long forgotten tobaccos. Derelict cars clustered in one corner, almost hidden by blackberry bushes and saplings and falling fences. There were tall trees but the gaps in between them reminded Matt of knocked out teeth. Some of the bigger buildings were made of brick and concrete. A few carried signs – JEWEL-CRAFTERS, OZO DESIGN CONSULTANTS, RITEPRICE CRASH REPAIRS + MOT FAILURES PURCHASED


The biggest of the buildings – really several buildings tacked on to each other – had a sign saying, simply, CINE ARTS. A much bigger notice underneath warned KEEP OUT! DANGER! HIGH VOLTAGES! A further sign said, THIS PROPERTY IS PROTECTED DAY AND NIGHT.


This, as Matt well knew, was Chancey Balogh’s workshops.


In it, he made spaceships, Egyptian palaces, prehistoric animals, mediaeval war engines and grinning skeletons that fought men.


He made explosions that shattered St Paul’s Cathedral, tidal waves that engulfed New York, Martian fire storms and the end of the world.


Above all, he made monsters. Medusa with serpents writhing in her hair, dinosaurs that arched long necks to tear at strange trees in dripping forests, giant octopuses that swooped on a Tyrannosaurus Rex to tear out its eyes, half-human monsters with a tusk set in the middle of their foreheads – Chancey Balogh made them all. Monsters scaly, serpentlike, fanged, fire-breathing, slimy, warty; little monsters that crept silently; vast monsters whose every footstep shook great buildings.


Matt had seen them all, cycling miles to some distant fleapit to sit entranced through some minor epic that featured Chancey Balogh’s monsters.


He watched the screen not as most people watch it – ‘Ooo!, look at that, horrible isn’t it, real creepy-crawly!’ or ‘Do we have to sit through this nonsense? It can’t be good for the children.’ Matt let himself thrill to the monsters – then tried to see how they worked, what they were made of.


Researching deeper, he got books from the library. The books showed his monsters and even told him a little about how they were made, on what scale, and how photographed. But the little was not enough for Matt. He saw monsters with a professional eye. But he was not a professional, he was a schoolboy.


Obviously Chancey Balogh was not interested in schoolboys.


The big Peugeot stopped. Chancey, without a backward look, got out and went to the big metal front door of his workshop. He kicked it: it rumbled. Nobody came. He kicked it again and waited, gloomily, ignoring Matt.


Matt squeezed one of the buttons of his walnut radio. It squeaked, ‘… the Adventurers. At seven o’clock, another instalment of –’ He pressed another hidden button. The radio sang, ‘I love yew, bi-bee, so ever’ thin’ will be or-right.’


Chancey gave the steel door another kick. Nobody came.


The radio now said loudly, ‘News brief, financial news, weather report.…’


Chancey sighed. ‘You say you made that?’ he said, reaching out his hand for the radio.


‘Yes.’


‘You mean, you made it? Or did you fit a ready-made radio into the walnut shell?’


‘I made it all. Not the transistors and so on, I don’t mean that – but I made the chassis for the circuit and made the walnut shell’s hinges and the press-button mechanisms – ’


The steel door slid open, shrieking. A bespectacled young man with too much hair poked his head out of the gloom behind the door and said, ‘Did you get the meths? We need the meths!’ He hurried away without listening for an answer. Chancey shouted after him, ‘Come back! I want you!’


‘What is it? Look, I need the meths – ’


‘Look at this. Look at the hinges.’ Chancey gave the young man the walnut radio. He seemed to know that the walnut had to be opened, and gave it an expert flip. He looked, took his spectacles off and replaced them with another pair, looked again. ‘Well, it’s all right,’ he said at last. ‘A real walnut. Nicely polished. Nice hinges. So what?’


‘He did it,’ Chancey said, jerking a thumb at Matt.


‘You made these hinges?’ said the young man, doubtfully.


‘Yes.’


‘And the push-button mechanisms?’


‘Yes.’


The young man tried it. ‘Must have taken a bit of time,’ he said, suspiciously.


Chancey Balogh silently took the walnut radio from his assistant and squeezed a button. The radio said, ‘turned down an offer to take over the team’s management next month.’ Balogh grinned. ‘What do you think of it, Reg?’


‘I couldn’t have done that when I was his age,’ the young man called Reg replied. ‘And you,’ he said, looking accusingly at Chancey Balogh, ‘you couldn’t have. Did you get the meths?’


Chancey Balogh threw a plastic bottle of meths to Reg; then said to Matt, ‘All right. Come inside.’


There were no monsters. Only dim little rooms, one with a typewriter, another with a teleprinter, another with nothing but a desk and a dirty teacup.


Balogh led Matt on – threw open a door – and there were monsters everywhere.


Prehistoric monsters! ‘Polacanthus,’ Balogh said. ‘Styracosaurus over there.’ One had plates and horns all down its back. The other had a fringe of horns round the back of its skull and a single, vicious, rhinoceros-like horn above its beaked snout. Both were scaly, warty.


‘Beautiful,’ Matt breathed.


‘Ichthyosaur,’ said Balogh. ‘Sea reptile. Nice teeth.’ He forced open the jaw of the monster to show the rows of saw-like teeth. ‘Mobile,’ he added: ‘neck, legs, spine, everything articulated. Reg made most of him. The man you saw just now.’


‘Can I touch him?’ Matt breathed.


‘All right. Hold him by the middle.’


Matt took the monster from the shelf and held it. It was only about eight inches high until you raised its neck. He put the monster on the table and crouched by it. Carefully, he lifted the head on its snake-like neck and prised the jaws open. He closed one of his own eyes so that he could get a viewpoint from which the ichthyosaur seemed to tower above him. ‘Beautiful…! But how – ’


Chancey Balogh told him how for the rest of the afternoon.


When it was time to go, Matt said, ‘Will you let me come back? I’ll sweep up, make tea, do anything – ’


‘That’s all right. Come tomorrow. Any time. Don’t forget this.’ Chancey tossed him the walnut radio.


Walking back to collect his bike, Matt opened the radio and paused to look at it. Making the hinges, just the hinges, had taken a whole long day. That day had not been wasted.


When he got to the Studios next morning, he realized that he did not know how to get in. There was no bell. Nervously, he kicked the steel door. Nobody came.


A woman of about thirty was suddenly behind him. She was making furious noises and faces. She arrived on a bike, which she threw against Matt’s bike, not minding if she scratched his paint. ‘Blast!’ she said, ‘blast, blast, blast!’, She gave the steel door a vicious kick. It boomed and rattled like thunder. Then she said, ‘Oh, hell’s bells and buckets of blood!’, and showed Matt the heel of her boot. She had kicked it almost off. It dangled.


Reg opened the door. ‘Oh, it’s you!’ he said to the woman. ‘Well, you can’t come in. He can, you can’t.’


‘Look, my Mini won’t start and my heel’s bust and someone’s got to do something! – ’


‘In, quick!’ said Reg, raising his arm to let Matt enter. Matt ducked under and inside. ‘I said not to come in, I said no!’ Matt heard Reg tell the woman. But she pushed past him, talking fast.
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