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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




I


The Coming


THE Falcon Hotel at Much Swayford in Shropshire offers no great beauty to the world. Its front is of brick, garnished with a little ivy, a signboard, and so forth; its duty in that quiet market place is of the humdrum sort, even the drinkers in its parlour would direct you to the Crown at the top of the street for truer comfort. But it possesses two attractions—magnificent beer, and a Boots with an inward-roving eye.


He is called Boots by everyone though in reality he is more than that, for the mistress runs the place entirely at Tom’s word. He wears the green trousers and the green waistcoat with the black sateen sleeves, but there his servitude ends. He goes and comes at pleasure, bullies the diminutive staff, lets rooms, draws accounts, opens and shuts, and indulges his melancholy in the intervals. Usually you find him behind the bar in the small back parlour, drinking some of the magnificent beer when he is not selling it, and he will talk to you about the village in so odd and secretive a way that you cannot doubt the existence of some fearful knowledge beneath the green waistcoat with the black sateen sleeves. Bad weather makes him almost cheerful, but sweet and sunny days bring down upon him the strangest mood of any Boots in all the shires of England.


And should you go into the Falcon’s bar lazily on such a day, with Much Swayford sleeping outside; should you get Tom into the round-backed armchair with his face from the sunlight on the striped day-blind, and lure him into talkativeness, you might hear a tale from his lips that will cause you to look again at the frontage of brick and ivy and make you ask whether it is true that wonder has passed the Falcon by.


One evening, he will tell you, he was walking out on the hill to freshen his lungs before sleep, and also to straighten a couple of tiny worries which had come upon him during the day. As a rule he goes into these matters at some length before getting on with his tale, but you must not interrupt. One of them concerned hotel luggage that had been lost on the rail, the other was simply an undischarged account for drinks. He had paused, it seems, to lean over the gate of Dick Bonalack’s paddock, the better to clear these things in his mind, when he heard feet swishing the grass behind him and turned to see a stranger coming out of the wood that stretches over from Little Swayford. A tall fellow, he was, thin as a skewer, and he marched straight up to Tom.


‘Is that Much Swayford?’ he asked, pointing into the valley with a gesture almost regal.


‘It is,’ said Tom. ‘The path beyond that stile will bring you right into it, sir.’


‘Thank you.’


The gaunt man spun round ‘like a machine’, Tom says, walked towards the stile, climbed over it without using his hands, and disappeared down the path. He had scarcely gone when Tom again heard feet swishing the grass behind him, and again saw the stranger coming out of the wood. He stared in astonishment, but the man marched up, exactly as before, and pointed into the valley with the same peremptory gesture.


‘Is that Much Swayford?’ he asked, fixing extraordinary eyes upon the Boots of the Falcon.


Tom was utterly terrified: speech, voice, features, movements, were in most accurate duplication.


‘It is,’ he replied, his mouth dry, his heart beating uncertainly. ‘The path beyond that stile—’


He stopped. The stranger had clicked his tongue angrily, as one who finds himself doing some trifling task twice, and was already walking towards the stile which he climbed as before, without using his hands. He was real, he was of flesh and blood, for a piece of cow dung adhered to his shoe and he paused on the stile step to scrape it off; but a cold wind blew among the trees as he vanished, and Tom found himself shivering violently.


Talk of mental telepathy had not reached so far as country inns in those days. He just stood there, bewildered, dumb, his mind like an aged and weary horse toiling over a hill road. His hand clutched at the gate of Dick Bonalack’s paddock, his body was still. And he was in this state, gazing stupidly at the wood, when for the third time he beheld the tall and now horrible form emerge from the trees. Tom did not cry out. A sudden reaction had destroyed his fear and he swore that now, though the fellow be the devil himself, he would touch him in some way, catch his arm and ask firmly who he was.


But he got no opportunity. The stranger walked beside the hedge as though Tom did not exist, made for the stile, stepped over without use of the bar, and rapidly went away down the path in the failing light.


‘Three times!’ Tom said loudly, and his nerves sought relief in wild words. ‘Oh, there’s blackness after my soul! The same perishing man, the same perishing way, three times!’


He could speak but he could not move. The return swing of fear had struck at his legs, and he was forced to cling to the paddock gate to keep from falling. Away in the village a dog barked, its voice bringing comfort to poor Tom, reminding him of little pleasant things, sane things, the clatter of his back parlour when customers were in for their evening jollity, the golden light reflected in a pool of spilled beer under the lamp on the counter, and the look of the market place in moonlight when all the windows were darkened. Was it possible that a man could see what he had just seen?


‘If he comes again,’ Tom whispered, as a frightened	child vows that next time it really will be brave, ‘now if he comes again—’


And then he did come again. The sun had set. A beautiful lavender sky hung over the valley. The wood was quite black, murmurous and weird, and it yielded up the stranger like some ghastly expression of itself. He came on in the dusk, erect and silent and terrible: he passed within a dozen yards of Tom, who almost screamed as he saw the handless rise over the stile; and he went very swiftly indeed down the path into Much Swayford.


‘Sir—sir—sir! Why did you ask me—’


Tom called, and ceased, utterly alone in the night. The whole earth seemed to be listening, marvelling. No sheep bleated, the dog’s bark had died away. Tense was the silence of the wood now, sinister under the onslaught of the night wind. It was as though the breeze could stir everything but the wood. It was as though the wood were solid, bewitched, able to send out horror after horror, yet never permitting itself to be invaded even by the wind.


‘I must—I must get back.’


By a tremendous effort Tom shook his hands free of the gate and, once moving, he ran. He went the long way round into Much Swayford, by Clifton’s Mill and where the gipsies camp, simply because he could not face the path beyond the stile. He stumbled on the hard uneven turf of the hillside, he dreaded the hedges of the lane, he looked askance at every man he met in the streets of the village.


He certainly thought he was ill. The Falcon Hotel, when he came to it, was lit and noisy with customers; but Ernest could be trusted, and Tom let himself in by the side door and went to his bed in the mood of a man threatened by death.


All night he lay huddled under the clothes, half awake and yet dreaming, in doubt whether he should send for the doctor. Nightmare mocked him, the same man walking again and again out of a wood and asking the same question. He got up after midnight, lit his candle, stole down into the bar for rum—carefully counting out the silver to pay for it—but the crude spirits only added perspiration to his terror.




II


The Man in Residence


DAWN came, with a shrilling of cocks. Tom rose absurdly early, thrust his head under the pump in the yard, and went about his affairs like a man returned from fantastic danger. The sunshine revived him, the sunshine and presently the chatter of the girls in the kitchen. He told himself that the experience was ended, that he must drink a little less, that he must walk a little more. He even hazarded a mild joke with Elsie that he had been ‘rather seeing things’ the night before; and when the breakfast-room bell rang he went up to greet his guests with a smile.


‘May I have breakfast, quickly?’ a voice said, almost before he was in the room.


‘Coming, sir,’ Tom replied, ‘it’s coming at once.’ Then the smile fled from his face, for he was looking again into the blazing eyes of the man from the hill-top.


No recognition flickered there. The man cast his cigarette behind him into the fireplace, said ‘Let it quick, then,’ and sat down to table, hasty, awkward his movements.


He had arrived just after dark, Tom learned, and had caused alarm by insisting that his luggage be fetched from the station despite the late hour. It was enormous luggage, practically filling the largest bedroom on the first floor. It consisted not only of bags, but of crates and cylinders and packing-cases as well. Each package was taken up to the room under his personal direction, and he had sworn most shockingly at Ernest when one of them seemed likely to drop. Tom came in by the side door after the uproar had subsided, and as he had gone right up to bed naturally he heard nothing of the visitor. But now, talking to Ernest in the morning light, his curiosity was aflame.


‘Who is he?’ Tom demanded. ‘How was his luggage labelled? Did you get him to sign the visitors’ book?’


‘Oh, he signed,’ Ernest answered, and was forced to follow Tom into the office to give the rest of his reply. ‘His stuff came from London. I thought perhaps he was a commercial, with all that gear, so I as’ed him if he wanted a showroom for today.’


‘Well? What did he say?’


‘Oh, he swore, Tom! He swears lovely!’


Tom made no answer. He was gazing with relief at the last entry in the visitors’ book, a perfectly normal address in perfectly human handwriting:




BURTON, W. G., Rorkers Avenue, Camberwell, LONDON





The pen had been driven firmly and beautifully, but a vicious deep flourish under the signature spoke of arrogance.


Arrogance, indeed, was the quality of the Falcon’s new guest. He treated everybody in a dismissive sort of way: when he wanted service he called sharply for it, as one calls a dog: when his needs had been satisfied he turned away without thanks. As weeks went by it grew obvious that he refused to learn the names of the staff which tended him. He generally said ‘you’, or asked for ‘the man’, or hastened ‘the girl’, contemptuously. Nothing brought a smile to his face. Not once did he remark upon the sweet and sunny weather that throughout his stay showed Much Swayford as a miracle village in a setting of Shropshire green. Accounts were said regularly, and he worked in his bedroom day and night, rarely going out. He worked, slept, ate, and brooded in his bedroom.


He had an argument with Tom, a swift and devastating argument, from which he emerged triumphant with the right to put a new lock on his door and retain the only key himself. A chambermaid was allowed in for twenty minutes each morning, but he at in grim silence through that time, watching her.


No letters came for him, no friends called; only, one morning, two huge crates turned up from St. Helens in Lancashire and stood in the yard all day. Tom, pulling very discreetly at the straw, found they contained glass. He knew from Elsie that Burton’s room was already full of mirrors, all left with their faces to the wall, and he asked himself what on earth the man could be doing and planning.


Meanwhile, the village had become aware of the eccentric in its midst. The drinkers in the little back parlour said: ‘Tom, who is that chap? He beant so good lookin’ as he needs all them mirrors, surely?’


The Boots of the Falcon Hotel took refuge behind dignity. ‘Now you get on with your beer, Artie Wilson, and leave our guests alone. He’s better nor you, anyway. He’s a gentleman.’


‘Aye, and a precious-lookin’ villain.’


‘Like a gallopin’ ’airpin,’ scoffed another. ‘Where do he come from, Boots?’


‘Ever have a nice pleasant chat with him, Tom?’ Artie Wilson put in. ‘Looks to me as though the police wanted him. Why do he coop up in that bedroom all day?’


‘He’ve done something wrong,’ Dick Bonalack said. ‘But why shouldn’t he? I’ve broken all the ten commandments myself, I reckon—and hope to do it again!’


There was a thoughtful pause. ‘Why, who’ve you killed, Dick?’ a low voice asked at the end of it.


‘Lots o’ rabbits.’


There was another pause. ‘And I suppose you’ve worked of a Sunday,’ the same voice said in a flattish way.


Tom would not talk to his customers, nor would he let them discuss Burton, but the man puzzled him sorely. What was he doing alone in the room upstairs? How could his gear come from London when he had clearly walked in from Little Swayford way? And why was he so abrupt, so inhuman, so remote? More and more weeks passed and he grew even odder. He began to display a staggering absence of mind. He would sit in the lounge sometimes for hours, staring into space, and nothing could disturb him then. Tom once had sent Bridget, the clumsy Irish maid, to sweep the carpet around him: she had actually addressed him in her rough way and finally d shifted the armchair in which he lay slumped with eyes open, but no motion gave evidence that he knew of her presence. When meals were served Tom had to shake him by the shoulder, say ‘Mr Burton, sir, Mr. Burton!’ an unconscionable number of times before the fellow would look up at him. And always when he did look up the eyes were terrible, their expression returning slowly, as though the mind had been far away, lost among other scenes.


Poor Tom could not sleep easily for thinking of those eyes. They made him ill, haunting him, adding yet another depth to his old confusion, causing him to wonder whether anybody else would credit such experience. Was it his duty to speak out and ask the vice of friends, or would he merely be laughed at? at question was answered sooner than he expected, for Artie Wilson strode into the bar one evening in h excitement.


‘You never told us your mirror-man had left the Falcon, Tom!’ he began the moment he was inside the door.


‘No?’ Tom cautiously said, his whole brain alert. ‘Well, why should I if he hasn’t?’


‘Hasn’t?’ Artie took him up. ‘He’s stayin’ out at Mrs Reddins’s farm. I seen him with my own eyes.’


Tom began to pour a bottle of stout and frothed it disgracefully all over the counter. ‘Ah?’ he said in a non-committal sort of way.


‘I know Mrs Reddins personal,’ young Flapworth volunteered. ‘Two pounds a week ’e’s payin’ her.’


‘Perhaps it’s his brother,’ Tom said.


‘Brother!’ Artie Wilson exclaimed with elephantine scorn. ‘God help Swayford if we get two like that! You don’t mean to say your chap’s here still, Tom?’


‘I do. I ought to know our own guests.’


A wondering silence fell upon the small back parlour. Tom suddenly felt himself break out into a sweat, felt his knees wobbling strangely. He put down the diminished glass of stout, became violently excited, and was on the very point of blurting forth his story when a farmer from out Quing way astonished him beyond measure by saying:


‘I suppose you’re certain it’s Mrs Reddins he’s stayin’ with, Artie?’


‘Certain!’ cried Flapworth and Artie, both together. ‘That’s right, abso-lutely right!’


‘Well, maybe I’m wrong.’


‘Not the first time, Ben Williams.’


‘Ah. Maybe I am wrong.’


Tom made an effort. ‘You haven’t seen him out at Quing, sir?’


The farmer took a long slow drink of his beer. ‘No,’ he said at last and wiped his lips with dramatic care. ‘Not exactly in Quing. But I dare say I could take oath I’d seen him a score o’ times walking about Jack Frogmore’s place as I’ve been passin’ with the old nag.’ He glanced round, deliberately enjoying his effect. ‘Tall chap, ain’t he, thin face, wicked eyes, quite the lord o’ the manor?’


Tom felt physically sick. He had been called upon to rouse Burton from one of his fearful stupors only that afternoon, and now the memory of his slowly returning eyes, coupled with this rapid confirmation of the hill encounters, was altogether too much for him. He sat down foolishly on the stool behind the counter. He leaned his head in his moist palms, conscious that he had gone white as an egg.


‘You chaps—aren’t joking?’ he asked in a weak voice.


‘Now why should we joke about a fellow like that?’ Artie Wilson said. ‘Myst’ry, that’s what it is! Didn’t I say police would want him? Well, that’s why he reckons to coop up in that bedroom. But is he up there, I asks? No! He sneaks out, unawares!’


‘Mean he only pretends to be up there?’ Dick Bonalack queried.


‘Ah. That I do. You see——’


‘I met him south o’ Bridgnorth once, at Quatford,’ the one-eyed tailor from the Square said, ‘when I was travellin’ to fit a gentleman with an overcoat.’


‘I saw him farther south than that,’ said Dumble the carrier. ‘I noticed him walkin’ over the fields by Quatt.’


Artie Wilson grinned mischievously into his beer. ‘Gets about, don’t he? I wonder if he’s one o’ these cat burglars?’


‘No one ever sees him set out.’


‘You’ve said summat there, you ’ave, Dick. He ems to have plenty of money. Now if he were to—’


The coarse rough voices filled the room with clamour, deciding this and arguing the other, but Tom was too ill to listen. Burton’s doubles were all in the district, quietly waiting, craftily keeping apart. And for what? Was it an invasion of ghosts from another world? Were the figures but carefully selected doubles, dressed alike, or could Burton split his personality in some hobgoblin way and watch each of his projections going about the shire? Maybe he was engaged in that watching when his eyes roamed so far away! Tom did not know what to do: he longed to turn his back on the chattering parlour, yet he dared not go at once his bed. He grew weak, quite dizzy with perplexity. Should he confide now in these hearty fellows of the bar?


‘Why, Tom!’ he heard Artie Wilson saying. What be matter? You do look rotten!’


‘What’s up?’ roared the chorus. ‘What’s matter, Tom?’


‘Have some of your own gin, Boots.’


‘It’s nothing. I—I’ve been a bit upset all day. I—I—I think I must have eaten somethin’ that’s disagreed with me.’ Tom took the final grip of himself. ‘Now don’t you chaps come round palavering.’


‘It’s sumpthin’ he et, all right. Look at his face.’


‘Show us your tongue, Tom.’


‘I’ll show you the perishing door, Harry Wharton, if you get impudent with me,’ the official in Tom shot back.


‘Honest, you ought to go over and see Doctor Gale,’ Dick Bonalack advised seriously. ‘You look ter’ble bad, Tom. It’s still early and he’ll be in his surgery.’


Yes. That was the solution. Tom would call on the doctor and, if nothing was wrong with his nerves, he would tell the whole story there. A doctor surely would understand, better anyway than these clumping farm folk.


‘I think I will, Dick. Perhaps I need a bottle. I’ll call Ernest now and go. I feel—yes, if you will all excuse me, I’ll go.’




III


Two Interviews


HE went out into the street. A magnificent moon rode the sky, and the market place seemed a thing of wonder in its light. Waldron’s granary cast a triangular shadow across the cobbles, intensely black and romantic. The chemist’s bottles in the corner window gleamed. The horse trough boasted silver ripples, even the pavement shone. For a moment or so Tom hovered beside the Falcon’s doors, reassured by the moonlight yet ready to beat a hasty retreat should any tall figure come marching into sight. His fears were unnecessary. Some boys on bicycles went tinkling past him, waved gaily, whistled, and were swallowed by a side road. A cat prowled along the gutter at his feet, swinging its tail significantly, and peered at him once with green luminous eyes; but no other life was in the square.
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