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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.


      




“God gave me a tail to brush off the flies
 but I’d rather have no flies and no tail.”


—Benjamin the Donkey


(Animal Farm, by George Orwell)




part one






SODOM AND GOMORRAH





i


Wham! Sitting in the great auditorium of the Institute Death and Disorder One-Oh-Four. Watching the films of those great events of the past, now temporarily stopped, held in perfect crystalline focus. Held, Like artifacts.


The ancient projector whirs into action again, film 16 millimeters in width, 24 frames per second, colors bright, vivid, technochromic. There is old Kennedy again, living for an instant only to the once more.


Junkies on death, all these fucking Kennedys.


The brains are blown clear through the old bugger’s skull. A slender rosy halo crowns the crimson explosion. He falls into his wife’s arms.


Then the long shapely legs of his. wife as she scrambles for the door.


The action stops. The whir and clatter of the second reel begins. Here is Kennedy II, spilling his brains in a filthy, garbage-strewn kitchen (Couldn’t they have cleaned it for the event?), the eyes calm, almost serene, curiously untouched by the violence, as though pain of death has absolved him of everything, falling, focused, watching the angles of the camera.


He has great theatrical presence, that Kennedy.


And Watts. Blacks race out of stores, clutching TVs, stereos, radios. Militants with bushy afros, long dashikis, black berets, all clenching fists and shouting slogans.


L.A. erupts into earthquakes, fissures, flames, a fiendish tribute to an age of hell.


Then Chicago in the eighties when the Twin Towers toppled, and the Prudential Building went.


Lawson’s knee prods mine. I prod his in return, daydreaming vaguely of train wrecks, auto collisions, plane crashes—of sexual connection. I ponder taking him down the hall to one of the study cubicles, where we would divest ourselves of our martial uniforms—our epaulets, chevrons, ribbons, medals—to grasp and gasp again, as the film rolls, the fires roar, the guns crash, the dance goes on.


Now Wallace has seized his stomach in the shopping center and the violence rolls on, on, on—King, Evers, Chappaquiddick, Malcolm X—till the reel spins to a stop, the tag end flapping against the machine, flickering its flopping, ticking shadow on the screen.


The lights go on.


Lawson and I, we blink, our eyes blinded by the little stabs of light that come from the ceiling like candles. Through the loudspeakers the lecture begins. Every time you see something interesting in the films they hammer you with lectures. This is the price we pay for knowledge. It is a price we pay, knowing that the duller the lectures the more interesting have been the clips.


“The common denominator,” the lecturer says, “we must seek the common denominator in all of the events we have just seen recalled. So consider, ponder some of this if you will. What have you seen here? What is the underlay? Where the link?”


Lawson and I wink at one another. We touch hands in the pause; moderate excitation, slow tumescence. “All pf this,” the lecturer says, “occurred in the cities.


“Occurred in the cities,” the voice continues. “Urbanopolis, agglomeration, cultural flux and flow. Lag, crime, disease, tension, murder, incursion against the extant systems. Consider!” he adds ecstatically, “all of this known again in the great population centers which in the middle part of the century became the primary life situation for eighty percent of the culture. Do you follow all of this so far?”


The lecturer died many years ago. What we are seeing is a plasticized, life-size reproduction of the lecturer programmed with speech. It is an old process, originated in the 1960’s I do believe, but only reconstituted within the past five years at the Institute to save expenses, and a most remarkable process it is. Although the mannequin is waxen, the devices are extremely realistic, and it is hard to realize that he would topple if the podium was suddenly rushed and pressure exerted against the form. Some errant students are rumored to have done this a year or years ago; they were instantly expelled. So desire will rumble along at the mere level of expectation.


“Think of the solution,” the speaker is saying, “the solution! It was staring authorities in their collective faces. The problems were obvious: rising alienation, violence, other factors cited all happening in direct correlation to the incidence of urban centers. The compression of population, too many thrust into little space, congestion, breakdown, failure of the geometries of space.” The mechanized lecturer is babbling incoherently but the machinery often breaks down. “Check all of your references on this tomorrow. Research! Government seeking and finding the solution at last was initially hesitant to seize procedures as bureaucratic processes force delimitation of reality for accommodation. Then throughout the period of burning hastened themselves along that course so briefly ordained, now accelerating, always accelerating.”


Film again. Now the Network is seen from a great height: a mile or more straight up, mingling in the clouds, the outlines of our buildings and roads and people vaguely perceived. Jagged those outlines; they stick out like sickly chancres through the overcast. Network is a piss-poor place; we do not have to be shown that.


Oh, richly, richly does Death and Disorder deserve its wretched reputation. Not thirty minutes into this first class of the initial session the plastic lecturer stumbles in reverse, arms flailing, legs running amuck, gears grinding. He says: “Orientation is now concluded. Reading lists distributed in the corridors.” And the lights go on full, revealing students and the hall.




ii


A tiny, mad animal of an idea starts to flutter within, touching its tiny claws to the purpose. I can see the degeneration of the Institute—not unlike that of the ancient cities before it—and no less I sense my own deterioration. There must be a way to spite the Institute and to bring some excitement to our lives, and we will find it or this is not the Institute.


Remarkable! I am already thinking like a denizen of the cities. Activity is all that matters.




iii


I propose my idea to Lawson during mess. “Yes,” he says, his little eyes narrowing, “yes, yes indeed, but there is much to be done, is there not?”


He puts down a fork, his military sleeve insignia bobbing with the motion, and says, “We’ll need a car.”


“That’s easy.”


“How easy?”


“They have a pool, of course.”


“And we’ll need to cover the time,” Lawson says. “Time is the essence.”


“Seniors are exempted.”


“That still means the barriers. We’re going to have to cross the barriers.”


“That will be easy, too,” I say. “All obstacles are ash Once one has found purpose. This is one of the lessons of decision. We are soldiers, guardians, protectors. We have privileges.”


“And of course we’ll need weapons.”


“I’ll take care of that,” I say. “Let me make those arrangements too.”


I know that I have touched him. Life in the Institute is pleasant and dull, contained and simple, it gives us an authoritarian environment, an authoritarian set of principles: how to live, when to sleep, how to eat, drink, drug, emit. Who needs this shit, in short.


“In only months,” I point out to Lawson later, “we will be soldiers and have patrol responsibilities of our own. Aren’t we entitled then to see the terrain, to understand those elements for which we are being conditioned? This is the rationale which truly impels. I know that we can live with this.”


He nods his approval.




iv


From the abandoned armory, one bored part-time guard there, I find a wonderful old 1964 Cadillac in running condition. Power windows, power seats, climate control, none of them working. Four hundred and twenty-eight cubic inches in the overhead valve V-8, a wonderful, brown stain spreading from rear-quarter panels through to the fender skirts, both of which, interestingly, are intact. The engine produces flame only with the slightest urging; I manage to set timing from ancient manuals. The attendant looks at me with interest; he is not exactly sure of the limits of his duties. Does he stop me or not? He does not; he is an underclassman and the intensity of my purpose discourages him. We talk a little about the old internal-combustion machine, a device which I regard with as much reverence as my ancestors. Nothing will truly replace it in my desires; the device works. Cadillacs were among the most expensive of domestic automobiles and even with this diseased artifact there is a feeling of pervasive quality, although again it may only be my own sense of excitement. The radio in the car still works and I listen to status reports to cheer me on my work.


Lawson meanwhile is working himself. He, in fact, produces one antique pistol, five beautiful hand grenades, two handfuls of poison capsules, in addition to the usual elevators. The poison is in case of capture, of course.


“We will protect the integrity of the Institute,” he says. His influence appears to be ancient films, whereas mine is founded upon texts. Each to his own, of course, although I find him irritating.


“Don’t be ridiculous,” I say with a little tickle of fear. “We’re perfectly safe, armed as we are.”


“Maybe not so. You never know. They are malevolent and dangerous.”


“We’ll be safe,” I insist, “perfectly safe. Also, they’re wary of outsiders, let alone two outsiders from the Institute. We’ll be identifiable through our military insignias.”


“Not necessarily”


“They only kill one another.”


“So we have been told.”


“It’s true!” I say, “it’s true!” thinking of the pistons and levers in the Cadillac, pure machinery, the glint of that recollected steel comforting me, although I find myself shouting with a sudden burst of fear, “There’s nothing hazardous to it at all!”


“Don’t be sure,” Lawson says, looking grim, flipping me two of the poison capsules They bounce off my chest like little balls, and I must scramble to retrieve them, one by one, from the floor. Awful consequences if they are discovered on room check; surprise checks are frequent in military school. “I know only,” he adds, “that they want us to believe certain things. But there is a great difference between that which they would have us accept and the objective truth of the matter.”


“Not necessarily.”


“Otherwise,” he says, “why go at all? If it is just as they tell us then there is no need to do field research, is there? Perhaps,” he says cunningly, “you’ve changed your mind on this expedition then.”


“No. Never.”


“Are you quite sure?”


“I want to go. It was my idea,” I say. “You have to remember that.”


“They may seize your brain, destroy your mind, change your impulses.”


“I’m not a child.”


“They are cunning and vicious,” he points out. “They often attack from the rear. They are very hostile toward the Institute.”


“Ridiculous,” I say. I should point out our position in more detail at this time, objectify as it were the rigid parameters of this discussion, fill in physical detail, background, interweave expository sections with the intensity of dialogue, but I will not. There is no quality of background to my life; all is foreground: intensity, clutching, Originally I had hoped not to go to the Institute, to seek something more artistic for myself, but people of our social class are lucky to find any kind of career and the Institute was inevitable. Actually, I am not at all authoritarian.


“They shall pass upon us the various and terrible oaths of their tribes. Then they will torture us secretly in the practices of cults which are not even known to the Institute personnel.”


His eyes are savage. Always in our special relationship that savagery has been there, sado-masochism, the perfect ambivalence of purposes. I decide that sooner or later I will have to give this serious thought. Graduation will separate us; he will assume his post, I mine. We will be broken and that will be the end of that. Different checkpoints, different locales and, eventually, granted the full privileges of staff, I will be able to find females and perhaps even marry. They do not subject us indefinitely to this kind of existence; I have met senior personnel and heard their stories.


“Nothing will happen,” I say again, knowing that he is baiting me. “You know that as well as I do. So don’t try to stop me.”


“There are roving bands. They can overturn cars, torch them, smash up the windshields. They can demand,” he avers, hovering over me, “they can demand our complete sexual surrender.”


His mouth breaks open in a toothy canine sneer.




v


We are reminded in class the next day of the mysterious coincidences and circumstances that surrounded the assassination of John F. Kennedy. The strange murder of the accused assassin; the hurried efforts of secret-service personnel to close the coffin; the hasty and insufficient inquest; the departure of the opposing party leader hastily from town the morning of the assassination; the peculiar deaths of fifteen to twenty people who claimed special knowledge of the assassination within a period of only a few months … oh, it is complex and interesting material and the lecturer, a different one (coils, tapes, and wires raggedly exposed, poor quality control), bids that we pay this the most serious attention as Zapruder, our conduit, is run over and over again on the huge wall facing us.


“You must remember,” the lecturer says, “that the crime has never been entirely solved”—he ambulates to the front of the stage, waves a little plastic forefinger—“although,” he concedes, “it is perfectly true that much of history is beyond recollection, beyond order, and the normal state of our affairs is to exist completely cut off from our history, seeing it only as in poorly shaped dreams. Nevertheless,” he says, returning to the subject, “it was a purely urban disaster in the sense that the assassination of one earlier president may be considered to be rural; congestion, dislocation are purely urban phenomena and this must be taken into account.” Briefly we see a flick of the third Kennedy on the stones. “People became certain during the nineteen-sixties,” he says, “that they had to leave the cities. By the nineteen-eighties implementation was complete and what were left in the cities were no longer people. Which did not in the main,” he concludes, “make life any easier, of course.”




vi


So Lawson and I, we take our passes and we go into the Network. The car, waiting by the armory for us, hubcaps painstakingly replaced and antenna ripped off (no unnecessary protrusions at any time), starts easily; it snaffles at the road like a dog sniffing game as we leave the Institute far behind us. It dangles its little mufflers like dugs; the air-conditioning system without freon fails to work; there is a bad miss at low rpm—but then that remarkable car, the Cadillac, remembers its heritage and settles into a droning, steady forty, propelling us toward the jagged skyline at the New York ruins. I drive with perfect concentration, feeling union with the machine, its own quality pouring through my fingertips and arms. An extraordinary thing to be driving in such control and quiet.


Lawson, he sits at an uneasy distance. He has brought along vials and pops ups and downs, while I, driver by demand, apply myself to the power brakes, the variable-ratio power-steering, the foot-formed accelerator, half-recollected pages of exposition from the owner’s manual and old films opening themselves up to me as I ease the car through the ancient pot-holed roads, the headlights scanning the road like a lighthouse beacon probing the surface of a dark and brooding sea.


A fit limousine for our expedition into the N.Y.C.


We are alone, quite alone, twelve miles of road from the Institute to barrier, time enough to think of turning back but we do not. I wait for Lawson to suggest that we give up the expedition and he waits for me to do the same and neither of us do it at all. The car, guiding us, continues. Never has the Institute struck me with as much sentimental force as it does now—the bright, aseptic corridors; the nightsticks carried by the supervisors; the glorious music which fills the halls throughout the evening, the martial airs and old war chants!—but one cannot remain rooted in time. Life is an ongoing process, or so I remind myself.
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