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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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I

COMING TOWARD YOU it looked as though a piano with hydrophobia had suddenly run wild and opened huge bulbous eyes like a frog’s but with enormous thick—somehow sad—lashes. The white and black keyboard of fangs was painted on the radiator grille, the lashes surrounded the headlights. Splaying out along the sides were Art Nouveau curlicues forming frames the size and shape of double crown posters—green, orange, brown, purple. The poster-sized frames were filled with posters, gaudier and more complex than the designs swirling around them. All of them said, somewhere among their fat bulges and curves: BRUNO AND THE HERMETIC TRADITION.

Sitting on the roof, dangling its lax tentacles three to a side and one each to front and rear, was an inflatable rubber octopus that had a tire valve under the middle left-hand tentacle. Whenever they had the tires of the van checked, they always said, “And—uh—blow up the octopus, will you? We have eighteen pounds in that.”

It had been a regular Ford Transit, delivered from the factory in sober dark green. That, though, was way back. The changes didn’t stop with the paint job—the whole interior had been made over, with bunks and Lilo mattresses and boxes to hold the instruments and amplifiers, and a radio and a record player and …

But it was the paint job, of course, that made people feel it wasn’t what you’d expect to see coming down a quiet English country lane. Once this trip a nervous old lady had practically climbed into a hedgerow before she realized she wasn’t being charged by a four-wheeled dragon.

 

“Ah, hell,” said Bruno Twentyman, and put on the brakes. “Looks like we’ve run out of road again.”

Lounging in the rear of the van, using Nancy Lane’s back as a lectern for the copy of Evergreen Review he was reading, Gideon Hard said without raising his dark-brown head, “Man, I told you that last signpost pointed to ‘Bringdown.’”

“Gid, we heard you the first time and it wasn’t any funnier then!” Looking harassed, Bruno ran his short thick capable fingers comb-fashion through his shock of frizzy dark hair. Ahead, the potholed lane they were following was cut off by a gate with a sign hung on it; beyond, there was only a grassy field seamed with a rutted track that dived out of sight behind a knoll, and the sea, calm now in the evening sunshine after the wind and rain of the early afternoon.

For the dozenth time he added, “Glenn, are you sure about this place we’re looking for?”

“Shit, man, I keep telling you,” Glenn Salmon said in an aggrieved tone. “I saw it from the deck of the Antwerp boat—chalk cliffs and a little beach in between, clean as a cheese with a wedge cut out!” His voice climbed from its normal, rather lazy Midwestern drawl toward the high nasal Ozark whine of his grandparents. “Hell, it must be somewhere around here! There’s chalk all over these fields, like someone spilled a bag of flour on them!”

“Sure, but it doesn’t seem to go anywhere near the water,” Bruno grunted. “And all we’ve found is mud flats, not beaches. Cress, light me a cigarette, will you?”

Jammed in the middle of the front seat between him and the pudgy bulk of the American, Cressida Beggarstaff wriggled to comply.

“Mind that hipbone, baby!” Glenn winced. “I thought it was a great idea your coming in the front because you’re the thinnest. But you’re lumpy!”

Elf-slim in brilliant blue bellbottoms and a Paisley shirt, Cress gave him a sidelong scowl under her mass of fair hair.

“Afraid I’ll burst you and let all the hot air out? Here, Bruno—your cigarette.”

“What does the sign on that gate say?” Liz Howell demanded from the back of the van, in the tone of someone changing the subject to prevent a row breaking out. “Can’t quite see from here.”

“Want the binoculars?” Glenn suggested sourly. But he made no move to take them from the ledge above the dashboard where they were lying.

“It says ‘Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, Brindown Research Station,’” Bruno read out. “Not that that leaves me any the wiser … So what do I do now, Glenn? You’re in charge.”

The American hesitated, glancing at the map of Kent spread out on his knees. He took his glasses off, gave them a rapid rub with a buttercup-yellow handkerchief, and returned them to his broad-bridged nose. After a pause he said, “Gid, are you sure this place I saw couldn’t be anywhere else?”

“Oh, for—!” The West Indian shut his magazine with a slap and eeled around to reach over Glenn’s shoulder with one forefinger extended like a dagger. “Baby, you saw me figure out the distance on the geological map! You said you spotted this chalk cliff from the Antwerp boat at 7:15 A.M. That means you must have been between here and here.” He jabbed at the map so hard the paper nearly tore. “This is the only bit of North Kent where the chalk runs clear to the sea. Go any further east and you run out of chalk altogether until you get past the North Foreland. I think you were dreaming of the White Cliffs of Dover—couldn’t bear to miss them on your first trip to this country.”

“Put a stopper in it, Gid,” Bruno said wearily. “But the fact remains, Glenn: we’ve taken every bloody road we can find around here, and we’ve come up with”—he ticked them off on his fingers—“one caravan site, one Roman ruin, some crazy kind of chemical factory, and this. What ever it is.”

“It’s getting late!” Nancy Lane said with a toss of her sleek dark head. “What time is it, anyway?”

“About eight, I think,” Cress said, and glanced at her watch. “Yes, just gone five to.”

“Well, we can go on for a while yet,” Glenn said. “The sun will be up for at least another hour.”

“But I’m getting hungry,” Nancy complained. It was clear she was having trouble stopping herself from losing her temper. Her round, pretty face was carved with deep furrows, either side of her mouth.

“Dip in the lunch-basket,” Gideon suggested, unfolding himself back along the bunk where he had stretched out before.

“Lunch-basket!” Nancy burst out. “Marvellous picnic we had today, didn’t we? Bucketing down with rain—”

“You’re going to hold me responsible for the goddamned weather now?” Glenn snapped, twisting around to glare at her.

“I don’t mind going on for a bit,” Liz offered. “It’s turned out fine now, hasn’t it? And this is a part of the country I haven’t seen before.”

“Yes, but—” Bruno hesitated, flipping his ash out of the open window beside him. “I’m wondering if there’s much point. You may not be able to get to this beach Glenn saw, from the landward side. I mean there may not be a road leading to it. In which case it won’t be much good to us, will it?”

“Not unless we hire a steamer and bring people to it by water,” Cress said.

Glenn brightened. “Say, wouldn’t that be a great gimmick? We could tie it in with Seadeath and maybe get a trained dolphin to make like Pelorus Jack and—”

“Glenn, it’s complicated enough the way it is,” Bruno sighed. “I told you all along: it’s a terrific idea. But unless we can get coachloads of people to the place, it’s out—punkt.”

“Okay okay okay!” Glenn slapped the map shut. “Let’s call the whole deal off, hm? Let’s go feed Nancy like she wants us to.”

“Maybe we could hire a boat tomorrow and look it over from the sea?” Nancy said apologetically.

“No, forget it, forget it!” Glenn shoved the map, roughly folded, under the binoculars and tugged a cigarette from the breast pocket of his green and gold shirt. “It was probably a stupid idea in the first place.”

There was a depressed silence. Gideon broke it by stretching as far as the confines of the van allowed. “Know something?” he said. “I think we’ve all spent too much of this fine evening cooped up inside here. Let’s at least get out and walk around a bit before we head for home.”

“Yes, grandpa,” Cress murmured. Gideon made a face at her. But the fact that he was ten years older than anyone else in the group had become a sort of family joke, and there was no malice in it.

“Look, there’s someone coming,” Liz said, pointing past Bruno’s shoulder. Glancing up, the others saw a man in his early thirties, wearing a faded blue shirt and grey slacks, trudging across the thick grass of the field beside the sea. “Maybe we could ask him if he knows the place Glenn means.”

“Good thought,” Bruno said, switching off the engine and opening his door. Instantly, there was a rushing movement through the grass and a huge brown dog dived under the fence and hurled itself upon him, wuffing with delight, tail going nineteen to the dozen, almost bowling him over with excitement.


II

CONSIDERING THE RAIN had been over since three and the evening had turned out fine and warm, Tom Reedwall was in a bad mood.

“That damnable dog,” he said under his breath. “Where in the—?”

He broke off, thinking he had spotted the ball he was looking for, but it was only a lump of bare earth of roughly the same reddish-brown colour as the rubber. Ahead, behind, and all around, Inkosi yapped joyously, pleased at his own ability to make his master look foolish.

“That’ll be the third one you’ve lost in a fortnight if you don’t find it,” Tom told him sternly. “Come on, fetch it, fetch it! Oh, blast—now what is it?”

Without warning the dog had wheeled and started to race inland, away from the crumbling cliff-steep banks of clay that here marked the edge of the sea. Only a line of disturbed grass crests showed the direction he was taking. He was not yet full-grown, and—judging by the way he was behaving at the moment—even when he was, he was likely to retain a good many puppyish characteristics.

Sighing, Tom raised his head, and started as he caught sight of what had attracted Inkosi’s attention. A van, done over in such a phantasmagoria of different colours that it was practically camouflaged against the hedgerows at the end of the lane leading to the main road, had pulled up in front of the gate marking the boundary of the research station’s territory. As the driver got out—a man in his early twenties wearing a sort of windbreaker in vivid red and white stripes—Inkosi jumped up at him, tongue flapping like a limp pink rag.

Hampered by the dense grass, still wet from the earlier rain, Tom hurried toward the van to apologize. As he approached, others got out to join the driver: a plump man with glasses in a brilliant green and gold shirt, a fair girl in bellbottom trousers, then two more girls, both very pretty and wearing minidresses, one fair, one dark, and finally a tall, lean coloured man, rather older than his companions, in a knitted cotton sweater and lime-green slacks.

Luckily, Tom realized, they didn’t seem put: out by the dog’s assault;-all, except the man with glasses, were grinning and making a fuss of him. As he reached the gate, the girl in bellbottoms called to him.

“Is he yours?”

“That’s right,” Tom called back.

“He’s lovely! What’s his name? And what is he?”

“He’s a Ridgeback,” Tom said, leaning on the gate and folding his arms. “And we call him Inkosi. That’s Zulu for ‘chieftain.’”

“Inkosi!” the girl said. The dog slapped his tail back and forth like an oar and woofed with pleasure, the skin under his spinal ridge of reversed hairs wriggling like the surface of a stormy sea. There was a pause.

“Ah—are you looking for a way down to the water?” Tom suggested eventually, prepared to explain why they couldn’t get through this way.

“Sort of,” said the man with glasses in an American accent. “Say, do you happen to know a beach near here with chalk cliffs overhanging it?”

Taken aback, Tom hesitated, and the man amplified his question. “You see, I spotted a place from the deck of the boat that brought me over from Antwerp, and I brought my friends down here hunting it because Gideon”—a nod at the coloured man—“says this is where it must be. But we’ve been looking all afternoon without finding it.”

“It’s got to be around here somewhere, I guess,” Gideon said. “I checked with a geological map. This is the last bit of chalk for miles.”

“Well, that’s quite right, in fact,” Tom confirmed. “But I think you’ve come too far east.”

“I don’t see how we can have,” the American objected. “We tried every other road we could find, and the last place we got to looked like some kind of chemical factory, with nothing around it but mud banks.”

“That’ll be the Organic Acids depot,” Tom said, and gave a scowl against his will.

“You don’t like ’em, hm?” suggested Gideon.

“Well—ah—no, frankly, I don’t,” Tom agreed. “They give us a lot of trouble here. Pollution. They don’t monitor their effluents properly.”

“You work at this research station?” the man in the striped windbreaker inquired.

“That’s right. I’m Dr. Tom Reedwall.”

“We’re Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition—or rather, the majority of it.” The man in the windbreaker gave an embarrassed grin. “It’s a joke of Gideon’s. I’m Bruno—Bruno Twentyman.”

The coloured man shrugged. “Ran across it in The New York Review of Books,” he said. “I saw where someone had written a book called Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition, and I thought that was a hell of a name for a pop group. We were looking for a name at the time—just getting started.”

Tom straightened, snapping his fingers. “Haven’t I been hearing a record of yours on the radio lately?” he demanded.

Bruno grimaced. “Could be—we had a single that made the Top Twenty about a month back. In at number twenty one week, out at number twenty the next.”

“Wasn’t it something about the skin diver who met a dolphin?” Tom said, frowning with the effort of recollection.

“Right. Seadeath, we called it. Gid here wrote the words and Glenn”—he nodded at the American—“and our missing member, Rupert White, did the music.”

Gideon sang gently:


“And the shells were yellow and the shells were red

But the sea was redder when I shot him dead

And he sank to the ocean’s bed—bed—b-e-ed!”



He peaked on a shrill falsetto which, on the record, had been the signal for a sudden tremulous echo effect; then he broke off with a smile, pulling a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and offering them to Tom. “I’m Gideon Hard, by the way. And this is Cress—and Nancy—and Liz.”

Tom declined the cigarette, but produced his charred old pipe and began to fill it. Inkosi, exhausted, had slumped down on the ground at Cress’s feet, and she had dropped on one knee to continue scratching his ears.

“You haven’t any dolphins here, have you?” demanded the girl who had been introduced as Liz, the fair one in the minidress—eye-searing black, blue, and red.

Tom chuckled and shook his head. “Not at the moment, no. They like warmer water than this. But as it happens, we are hoping to get some. We’ve been building a specially heated pen recently … It’s not our speciality, though. We’re chiefly interested in fish as food—trying to turn fishermen from hunters to farmers, you might say.”

“So where do the dolphins come in?” Cress looked up from her fondling of Inkosi. “They aren’t even fish, are they?”

“Quite right—they’re mammals. But eventually it might be possible to train them like sheepdogs, to herd shoals of fish for us.”

“Sounds like you have a—well, a professional interest in that song of mine,” Gideon said.

Tom shrugged. “Not exactly, though I suppose that’s why it caught my attention. To be perfectly frank, I don’t think I ever listened to it all the way through. Just happened to hear it because someone had the radio going. It was about this diver who found a dolphin making patterns of coloured shells on the seabed, right?”

“And shot him with a harpoon-gun,” Gideon nodded.

“What for?”

“Man, you tell me! But isn’t it the truth? If this here dolphin had come at him shooting, like with a bow and arrows, the cat would have said intelligent and civilized, even! But he finds this beastie making pretty patterns with shells and weed, and—pow!” Gideon pantomimed firing a gun.

“A symbol of the way we treat artists and poets in our culture,” Bruno said.

“That’s too deep for me,” Gideon said. “I meant it to mean just exactly what it said.”

“When correctly viewed, everything is lewd,” Glenn quoted with a gesture of dismissal. “Don’t start that argument up again, for Chrissake. Like, it’s a pretty song and it doesn’t need footnotes.”

Tom pushed himself back to an upright stance, snapping his fingers at Inkosi.

“Well, I’d better be getting home,” he said. “I was just taking the dog for a walk before supper.”

“One moment,” Glenn said hastily. “Do you know this place with the chalk cliff?”

“Ah—yes, I think I do know a spot like that.” Tom hesitated. “A little narrow triangle of beach, the cliffs not very high, about twenty or thirty feet?”

“That sounds exactly like it,” Glenn confirmed.

“Glenn thinks it would be the perfect site for an open-air freakout,” Bruno said.

Tom shook his head. “I don’t think I quite get you.”

“A big session running maybe all night with music and dancing and a barbecue on the beach and all kinds of coloured slides and films projected on the white chalk,” Bruno explained. “But if you can’t get to it from the road, there’s not much point in looking for the place. On the night, we’d have to deliver coachloads of people, you see.”

“If the place I’m thinking of is the same one,” Tom said thoughtfully, “there’s no road leading directly to it, but there’s a lane that runs within maybe a hundred yards. It’s about halfway between Brindown and Geddesley. There’s a little copse with a gate alongside. But I don’t know who the land belongs to, I’m afraid. They might not want people dancing on the beach.”

“Well, that’s always something that has to be sorted out,” Bruno said. “But thanks very much anyway. We’ll have one last go at finding it before we go home, then. In spite of you being so hungry, Nancy!”

The dark-haired girl shrugged. “I’ll do what Gideon suggested—take a nosh out of the lunch-basket.”

“We were going to have a picnic, you see,” Bruno said. “Only it was pelting down with rain at lunch-time … Well, never mind. We found quite a nice pub and had some sandwiches instead. Right, shall we blow?”

Nodding and smiling farewells to Tom, they began to climb back into the decorated van. Tom whistled Inkosi to his feet and began to head for home. It wasn’t until he was indoors that he remembered the ball he had thrown, which the dog had failed to bring back.
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