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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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Chapter 1

Toward dawn Peter’s eyes started to burn. He rubbed them lightly, tried to focus on the book again, finally gave it up and turned off the light. The world was done in many shades of black, his room the blackest of them all. The black of the oak tree took shape from the black of the sky, as if drawing from the lightening sky its darkness, making itself solid, making the air above it, beyond it, thin and translucent. There were dried leaves on the tree, endlessly whispering in an unknown tongue that seemed almost intelligible, tenaciously hanging on through winter storms, scorching sun, winds, rains. Dead, brown leaves, useless and mindless, also stubborn.

Peter heard the alarm clock down the hall, muted, faint through doors and walls and distance. Moments later there was Ed’s deep voice, reassuringly vibrant even in the cold light of early morning, and Lillian’s morning-shrill voice that would change throughout the day, to become almost sultry by night. Did she practice, forgetting only when sleep had dimmed even the most urgent needs? Soon voices of the girls were there. That morning only one of the girls got up; the other, Bobby, was recovering from a virus. Lying in bed, looking at the cool sky that hadn’t turned to any color yet, but was like flawed milk glass, Peter listened to the morning noises in the house, not wanting to catch the words, unable not to hear them.

From down the hall, from the bathrooms, footsteps padding, thumping on stairs; water running, doors closing, slamming, a child’s agony, or hilarity.

“Is he up yet?” Ed’s voice.

“I don’t think he got into bed before dawn. I was up to see about Bobby and I could hear him moving about.”

“Let him sleep. How’s Bobby?”

The oak branches changed color as the sky brightened behind them. Peter thought about gradual changes, and tried to watch change happen, and failed.

“Mother, isn’t Bobby going to school again today?”

“No, dear. Why?”

“Her teacher said I should pick up her things, but I don’t want to. I’m supposed to go to band practice, and I don’t want to lug her books and notebook and everything else.”

“All right. Don’t worry about it.”

“For God’s sake…” Ed’s voice again.

“What…?”

“A leak. Pryor has the story about Wednesday’s executive hearings, complete with a list of the witnesses and quotes.”

“How does he do it?” Then, two octaves higher, decibels louder. “Elaine, aren’t you ready yet?”

The sky had turned clear blue, endless, and the oak tree had finished itself. Beautiful morning. Beautiful tree. How had it managed to escape the saw? Hadn’t some tree surgeon spotted it back there, or the contractor, when he put in the new driveway? A gray squirrel raced up the oak, stopped to regard Peter with unreadable, unwavering eyes. Smartass squirrel, five days in a row he had fed it peanuts, and it still watched him as if it knew about men and shotguns.

“I don’t care if it isn’t the sweater you wanted, Elaine. You’re going to make your father late if you don’t hurry. Now come on.”

The squirrel moved, gone in a blur of motion. The garage door opened, metal scraped metal, ending on a high, painful note; the car backed to the front of the old Georgian house. A horn sounded once, Ed’s touch very light; front door opened, banged. A revved-up motor, gears engaging. Silence.

Peter’s hands ached, and he realized he was clenching them.

He forced his fists to open, relax. He got up. Mrs. Haines, the housekeeper, would be there at nine, the maid soon after that, and if he was in the kitchen then, he would be in their way. He went down in robe and slippers.

“Morning, Peter, I guess we woke you up, didn’t we? Sorry.”

“Hi, Lil. No, I was awake.” She was almost forty and looked it in the morning, but not later in the day, and never at night.

“Did you ever sleep?”

“A little, not much. It’s all right. I don’t seem to miss it.” His fingers moved toward the spot on his scalp—the plug—that had been put there by doctors and he forced them instead to rub his beard. “Sorry about this. You mind if I show up unshaved for breakfast?”

“You know we don’t. Can I …?”

She made the polite noise but didn’t rise. She had folded the paper when he entered the breakfast room and held it, ready to reopen. Later she would speak of Ann Landers’ column with amusement.

“I’ll fix something,” he said. “Bobby better this morning?”

“Oh, yes. Probably she could have gone to school today, but one more day at home won’t hurt anything.”

“If you have anything to do today, Lil, go on. I’ll keep the princess quiet and content.”

“How did you guess! I do have an author’s tea at the library. If you’re sure. I don’t think she’s really sick now. A two-day virus or something.”

“Sure. Sure. She’ll be okay. I’ll read Kant to her.”

Lil looked at him quickly, but he went on into the kitchen. “Has she had breakfast yet?” he called back.

“No. Said she wasn’t hungry.”

He whistled as he scrambled eggs and made toast, and the whistle was for Lil’s benefit. If he wasn’t cheerful she might try to help. He heated two plates, took a carton of milk, and orange juice, and assembled two breakfasts on a tray. Folding a towel over his arm, spreading another over the tray, he went through the dining room and up the stairs. “You’ll spoil her to death,” Lil said to his back. He nodded. He thought it strange that she didn’t like for him to treat her children like people.

Outside Bobby’s door he paused a moment listening. She was reading. He could hear the pages rustle. He hit the door with his knee. “Madam, breakfast is served.”

“Peter? Is that you?” Getting out of bed sounds, bare feet running across the floor. Door flung wide. “What have you got?”

“Madam, such familiarity with the servants is beneath your high station. Really!” He turned his head. “You’re not even decent.”

Bobby laughed and ran back to the bed. “Can I eat in bed, Peter? Can you prop the tray up for me in bed?”

He propped the tray and they ate their breakfasts. Bobby chatted continuously, and now and again Peter answered her questions or volunteered a comment. Behind her noises he heard the housekeeper arrive and ten minutes later, the maid Rita, Lillian on the telephone, then coming up the stairs, pausing at Bobby’s door, going on to her own room, returning.

He promised to give Bobby a test in arithmetic later in the day, and to quiz her on spelling.

“Daddy says that you have to go to school too,” she said. Her expression said she didn’t believe it.

“He’s wrong,” Peter said. “What he meant was that he wishes I would go to school again. And if he were I, then he would go back to school. Or if I were he. Or me him, or whatever.” Bobby laughed at his worried look.

“It’s ‘If he was me,’” she said.

“Thank you, madam.”

“If you did go to school, what would you learn?”

“Not much.”

“I’m learning a lot. Why wouldn’t you learn a lot too?”

“Because I already learned a lot, pumpkin. I know more than anyone on earth. And that’s why.”

“I knew it! That’s what I told Daddy. You are just going to stay here with us, aren’t you?”

He heard Lil outside the door. Listening. He grinned at Bobby and made a face. She squealed, and Lil entered.

“Bobby, did you eat?”

She looked from the child to Peter sitting on the window seat, to the empty plates and the empty glasses. “Dear, I have to go out in a little while, but Uncle Peter will be here, and Mrs. Haines.”

“Okay,” Bobby said.

Lil felt her forehead and Bobby tried to move away from her hand. “Can I get up now?”

“I guess so. But don’t go outside and no roughhousing.” Lil turned to Peter. “You don’t have to stay with her all day, you know. I should have got her up and sent her to school this morning.”

Late in the afternoon Bobby slept and Peter read and thought. They wanted him to get back to a normal life. He worried them. What they didn’t tell him was what was a normal life. More school? Ed applied pressure now and then, not for anything as firm as a promise, rather an indication, a hint that Peter would be ready in the fall to go back for his doctorate.

It was the damnable insomnia, he thought. Too much time to think. And the thoughts went nowhere. Sometimes he thought that he was skirting something important, something too elusive to grasp, too important to let him be able to dismiss it along with the other amnesiac blanks that still seemed to make up most of his past. Sometimes when he tried to get inside his head, he managed to achieve peace for a while. It never lasted.

Dinner. Bobby was at table with the family. She was a pixie with short, very curly hair, too curly, she said often, trying to brush it straight. Elaine, a young lady of twelve now, experimented with lipstick and bras, tried not to be self-conscious about them, and failed. She was excited about a concert coming up in a week. Peter pledged to attend, with a guest. He didn’t know who his guest would be.

Ed was very muscular, with heavy bones, thick wrists, broad short hands with a powerful grip. He had always been proud of his strength. Now he looked tired, abstracted, thoughtful, graying, thickening. But he wasn’t old, only forty-two, forty-three. Peter couldn’t remember which it was. It was easier to visualize Ed behind a barn splitting logs than in an office all day. Lil, vivacious by dinnertime, her voice unctuous, dark blond hair shining, painted eyes: blue, green, black, white. Her daily act of magical transformation again successful. Peter stared at them and wondered who they were. Ed, who had been his favorite person on earth once, who still was, he supposed, was strange to him. This unfamiliarity with what should have been familiar made him uneasy.

He was drawn again and again to Ed’s lined face. Who was he? Why was he so old, so tired? What did he do, what did he know that cost him so heavily in years? The question brought only disquiet, a desire to be through with dinner, away from his brother.

“And what did you do at the office today, Daddy?”—“Oh, I wrote a couple of laws. It’s illegal now to park your bike anywhere but in front of your own house, and you can’t ride a boy’s bike ever.”—“Daddy! How could you!”—“For your own good, honey. For your own good.”—“My brother is a senator from Pennsylvania. He has lunch with the President.”—“Oh, really?”—“Sure, see the souvenir napkins? Here’s one with coq au vin. And here’s sloppy joe. And see that red stain? Burgundy.”

“What?” Peter said. “Sorry, Lil. Woolgathering.”

“I said, will you go with us to Wilmar Dukes’ party Saturday? Mrs. Dukes specifically invited you today when I saw her.”

“Oh, I don’t…”

“Parties at the Dukes house are always very nice,” Lil said. “You never know who’s going to be there. With what ax that needs grinding. One thing, nothing that’s said there ever leaks to the press. I just don’t know what he has over the press, but it’s sacred ground.”

“Do me a favor and come,” Ed said. “In fact, if you’d escort one of the girls from the office, I’d appreciate it a lot. If you’re up to it,” he added quickly.

“Oh, I’m up to anything,” Peter said. “But can’t she just go?”

“Mrs. Dukes wouldn’t invite an aide.” Lil’s laugh was not pleasant.

“I was going to wrangle her a date with someone, but this would work out much better,” Ed said. “She’s a clever girl, D. C. MacMannus. She can pick up nuances, drift in and out of groups and spot the gist of the conversation in a flash. I would appreciate it.”

Peter shrugged. “She’s willing to go like that?”

“Yes. She’ll use you for a few minutes, parade you before Mrs. Dukes once or twice, and then leave you alone. She won’t push herself at you at all.”

Peter laughed. “Can’t wait to meet the clever D. C.”

February night, too fast, dark before dark was due or wanted. Peter walked, thinking about darkness at night, light at day, darkness in daylight. Wondering when the headache would strike again. Wondering what he should do, wondering why he didn’t want to do anything, go anywhere, knowing that he didn’t want to die, that he wasn’t living.

A neighbor’s dog barked at him. Crazy black-tongued chow, claiming possession of the street, the air, the night. School seemed to belong to another life, not his, someone else’s life where the goals had been set up early and kept in neat alignment ever after. And the goal that had been straight ahead was a chimera off to one side now, but nothing had replaced it. School was a word they mentioned now and then. It had no meaning to him at all. He wondered when Ed would stop being oblique about it, how he would respond.

“Peter, we have to have a talk. Now don’t go all stiff-backed on me, or get apologetic, or anything. Man to man, boy. What are your plans?”—“Honorable, sir. Honorable. I think.”—”You know what I mean. Are you going back for your doctorate? Why in Christ’s name you didn’t tell me when the reclassification came through I’ll never know, but that’s done with. Now there’s the future to consider. You’re young, you have a year or less to finish. You can go to Harvard, or to Columbia, back to Berkeley, whatever you want.”—”I’m working over my thesis.”—Ed, silenced. What can you say to someone who’s writing a thesis?

Peter strode happily, feeling the cold on his face, swinging his hands to make a wind on them, to make them tingle, even hurt; feeling alive through his hands. The barking dog was silent now, but he would bark again when Peter returned. He wished Lil weren’t so uptight about him.

Whispers, as clear as if spoken through speakers, through police microphones, megaphones. “Ed, I’m worried about him. He’s so strange. Why doesn’t he sleep?” They had been in Ed’s study, he in the hall near the kitchen. Too far away to have been able to hear them.

“The wound. That happens sometimes, I’ve heard. He dozes, after all. They say that Edison, or was it Franklin, never really slept either. Catnaps.”

“Is he all right mentally? You know.”

“Of course he is.”

Of course, he was, Peter echoed. The dog began to bark again.
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