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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.
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The Island


My sister Lu-Lyn was a disaster area. Total. How did it happen? First, from as early as I can remember, she wanted to go and live with Gran.


‘Why? Why do you want to?’ I can remember Mum saying. ‘Give me one sensible reason. David doesn’t want to. Why should you?’


‘Because Gran lives on the island. David’s only a boy. And he’s never been there.’


It was an island called Muckle Burra. Far north of the north tip of Scotland. Lu-Lyn was born there. But then Mum and Dad had to move because of his job. Lu-Lyn had been back, three times since, to stay with Gran. She had never forgotten a single minute of any of those visits.


‘It’s the only place where I ever want to live.’


‘But it takes days and days to get there from almost anywhere,’ Mum pointed out. ‘That’s why Dad had to leave. What about your schooling? What about your ballet classes?’


Of course, the ballet classes were a strong argument. And another, a clincher, was that, by and by, Gran herself had to leave the island.


‘Why? Why?’ Lu-Lyn wanted to know.


‘The Department of Health are shifting everybody who lives on Muckle Burra.’ (There were only forty people altogether.)


‘Why are they shifting them? How can they make people leave their homes?’


‘They pay compensation. People can get bigger, more modern houses on the mainland.’


‘I wouldn’t leave my home. Not if it was a lovely white cottage with a garden like Gran’s.’


‘I suppose, in the end, they have to go,’ sighed Dad. He didn’t sound happy about it. He too had been born in that cottage. ‘There’s no power. No services. No way of getting to the mainland. Unless you have your own boat.’


‘I’d have my own boat.’


Lu-Lyn drew endless pictures of the island, of Gran’s cottage, of the garden, of the flowers she would plant when she went back to live with Gran, of the boat she would build, of the fish she would catch. Sometimes the island was covered with trees.


‘But it isn’t like that. It’s bare and grassy,’ Dad argued.


‘There are trees when I dream about it. Sometimes.’


‘Anyway, it’s no good. You can’t live there. They are making the people leave.’


‘Why? Why?’


‘They are going to poison the island.’


‘Poison the island? That’s wicked!’


‘For a scientific experiment. They want to find out what happens to the soil, and the animals, and the birds, and the fish, I suppose.’


‘That’s horrible!’


It did seem so. Perhaps that is what started all the trouble.


‘A lot of people think that way,’ said Dad. ‘There have been protests.’


Gran was not among the protesters. She had a very calm nature. She shrugged and packed up her scanty belongings and moved to a tenth-floor flat in a tower-block in Kirkbrae near us on the mainland.


You got a great view from the top of her block on a clear day. First, the grimy outskirts of Kirkbrae – factory roofs, cranes, derricks and chimneys – then the masts and funnels of ships, the river estuary, the Druidh Firth, then the rugged outlines of northern islands across the channel, Burra, Stour, Camsoe, Mink Ness – beyond them the Atlantic, away to the west.


Lu-Lyn still wanted to go and live with Gran, and in the end she got her way. But that was because Mum and Dad were killed in a motorway pile-up. I had to go along too, in my wheelchair. Luckily there were lifts at Chateau Mansions.


A queer thing: Lu-Lyn was homesick. Not for our own home. For the island where she had been born, which she had visited three times in her life. I used to hear her crying about it at night. Never in the daytime. And she went on drawing pictures of it. The island was her only friend, it seemed.


What did Lu-Lyn look like? The kind of doll you’d win at a fairground stall by landing three hoops over a bottle – curly, butter-coloured hair, round bluebell eyes, and a grin she could switch on and off like a blowtorch. She never wasted her grin, never switched it on unless she wanted you to do something for her. Never.


I have to say, Lu-Lyn and Gran got on well together. Surprisingly, because they seemed very different. Gran was thin and spare and old and cobwebby. And her eyes drilled through you like lasers. But she and Lu-Lyn both felt the same way about the island. It was important to them in a way I didn’t understand at that time. Now I do.


Gran and Lu-Lyn saw eye-to-eye about one important thing, which was that Lu-Lyn should always have her own way …


In her young days, Gran had been a painter. Among other things. She did pictures of birds and wild creatures in queer places – seagulls in sinks, rats poking their snouts out of bookshelves, naked people wandering in forests. Once, Gran had been quite famous. Some of her queer bird and beast pictures hung on the walls of her flat, and that, maybe, was why she let Lu-Lyn have a pigeon of her own, though pets weren’t allowed in Chateau Mansions.


Lu-Lyn’s pigeon, Henry, used to fly in through the bathroom window, which always had to be kept open, and he perched on the end of Lu-Lyn’s bed. He lived on corn, which got scattered all over. You’d think there would have been mice – but there were not. He dropped messes on the floor and he woke us at half-five every morning, roo-cooing like a cop car. And of course the bathroom was always freezing.


Gran had another picture, as well as those she’d done herself, and this showed a person screaming. It was not the original, but a copy. The picture was a famous one, Gran told us, by a painter called Munch, who’s dead now. (You don’t say that name Munch to rhyme with lunch, but Moonck, like the word moon with a ‘k’ in it.) The picture shows this person, a girl I think, letting out a screech of total fright, hands up by her face, jaw dropped right down. It makes your bones prickle, just to look at her. You ask yourself what in the world she has just seen, close to her, a vampire or a charging grizzly, or a hungry dinosaur; and you wonder what is going to happen to her the very next minute.


Gran must have really liked that picture, for she had two spin-offs from it in her flat as well – a cushion with the horror-struck face printed on one side, which let out a shrill scream if you sat down on it, and an alarm clock. The clock had the face, with numbers faintly showing through, and its alarm, when wound, gave the same screeching wail that would freeze the blood right down to your fingernails.


‘Where did you get them, Gran?’ I asked her one time.


‘Oh,’ she said absently, ‘people on the island gave them to me because they knew I liked them. As payment.’


‘Payment for what, Gran?’


‘Ridding their homes of rats.’


That answer really threw me. Gran seemed such a quiet, mild old body. Rats? How could she possibly do that?


I tried to imagine her, in her flowered cotton dress and shopping bag, going to people’s houses and calling the rats out, like a Pied Piper. But my imagination fell down on the job.


‘How did you do it, Gran?’


‘One way or another …’ She wasn’t going to tell me. ‘It’s in the family,’ she said vaguely. Her thin lips folded tightly. ‘Girls, mainly,’ she added. Being a boy – or being in a wheelchair – seemed to cut me off from something that Gran, and perhaps Lu-Lyn, knew without being told. I knew it would be no use asking any more questions.


Gran never used her Munch alarm clock. She hardly seemed to need sleep at all. But Lu-Lyn used to wind the alarm now and then, and set it for odd times, just to give us a fright. Which it did, every time. Luckily the neighbours complained if she did it too often.
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