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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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Joan Aiken’s Timeless Tales

INTRODUCTION BY LIZZA AIKEN

Joan Aiken wrote novels for both adults and children, but towards the end of her life increasingly relished the pleasure of writing stories for an audience of all ages; she recognised the power of reading aloud, and the lasting pleasure of this shared experience. She often talked about memories of her own childhood and the many books that were read to her and her siblings, and how this helped when she came to be a writer herself.


“It is not so much a matter of plot, or characters, or language; the more books I write these frontiers seem to melt away, and to matter less and less. Perhaps young readers are growing more adult in their tastes. Or perhaps their parents who grew up on C.S. Lewis and Tolkien are harking back more to the kind of reading they enjoyed in their teens. I get letters sometimes from families who say they all enjoy my books together, which makes me very happy, because some of the best memories of my childhood are connected with the way we all used to read aloud to each other, sharing the things that we ourselves enjoyed.”



Often this shared process plays a powerful part in her own stories, together with the idea of a voice that remains through a book that has now become a bond with someone long after childhood, or even after they themselves are gone.

In her story The Boy Who Read Aloud, Seb escapes from his cruel step-family, taking with him his last possession, the book of stories that his dying mother had left him:


“The book of stories was what he prized most, for when she was alive his mother had read them aloud to him every day and as soon as he grew old enough to learn his letters he read them back to her while she did the ironing or peeled potatoes or rolled out the pastry. So, now, when he opened the book, it was as if his mother were back with him, telling him a story, and for a little he could forget how things had changed with him.”



So, Seb sets out to seek his fortune, because, as Joan Aiken discovered, for a story to be really universal, it does well to draw on the accepted references and rules of the folk or fairy tale, the patterns and forms of the stories that have been told through the generations. Then with the addition of modern ingredients, and new or humorous twists that confound the expectation, and perhaps a dash of her own magic, she takes the listeners or readers into new territory.

Joan Aiken was certainly able to do this, as John Rowe Townsend wrote:


“Her imagination was so endlessly fertile that she could afford to pour her ideas recklessly into her stories at a rate that would bankrupt other writers in a matter of weeks.”



She would take the conventions of the classic story — boy sets out to seek his fortune, girl helps wounded creature and is granted three wishes — and turn the pattern on its head. Her characters seem to have heard the stories too, as they certainly know better than to push the ugly old crone out of their path - worst mistake ever! Or to neglect a sadly squeaking gate, fail to share a last crust with an unpromising looking stranger, or give away someone’s secret - every child can learn to understand these rules. But Joan Aiken’s modern heroes can tell their own story - add their own twist - by refusing the third wish, or deciding to take their fortune into their own hands, to leave their parents’ kingdoms or cottages and become a cook, a train driver, a scientist – or even a reader of stories, like the boy Seb, who decides to spend his days reading to the sea.

In a guide she was asked to put together, The Way to Write for Children, full of heartfelt advice useful for all writers, she famously said:


“Stories ought not to be just little bits of fantasy that are used to while away an idle hour; from the beginning of the human race stories have been used by priests, by bards, by medicine men as magic instruments of healing, of teaching, as a means of helping people come to terms with the fact that they continually have to face insoluble problems and unbearable realities.”



Readers over the years have acknowledged that Joan Aiken does have a gift for telling this kind of magical story. But what is the storyteller’s gift? Perhaps it is the gentle authority of a voice which slips easily between the world of everyday and the world of fantasy, addressed not to child or adult, but to the memory of that fantasy world we all used to know; a voice which allows the suspension of disbelief by taking us away on a magical ride before we even know it is happening. Reading aloud is recognised as an important part of school and family life, and so if books for children are to flourish, they must appeal to the older reader too, helping to create a bond through shared stories.

Finally, I would like to share some last words of her own, alongside all these wonderful stories that she would be so happy to see back in print:


“Favourite stories, like unexpected presents, are things that you can keep and cherish all your life, carry with you, in memory, in your mind’s ear, and bring out, at any time, when you are feeling lonely or need cheering up, or, like friends, just because you are fond of them. That is the way I feel about some of the stories in this collection …”



Lizza Aiken 2023




THE KING WHO STOOD ALL NIGHT

IT was the evening before the Coronation. Although the November day had been cold and blowy, and an icy dust was drifting about the streets of Cuckoo City, people were everywhere. The Mayor and Corporation were clambering up and down grey walls with yards of bunting, and little boys were swinging across streets on ropes of flags. Men had set up stalls of rattles and streamers, hot meat pies were being sold by the dozen, and street sweepers had abandoned their usual job and were scattering sand across the broad square between the Palace and the Cathedral.

Cuckoo Land was not very large, and the whole population had come down to the capital for the celebrations. All day they had been streaming down from the mountains, on foot, on horseback, and in carriages, and now the lucky ones were getting ready to go to bed in inns or friends’ houses, while the unlucky stood or sat patiently in the streets and parks. The leaves drifted down from the chestnut trees where cuckoos perched in May, and little boys played conkers and were chased about in the dusk by their anxious parents.

All the population? No, not quite. Far off in the mountains a tearful little boy and his father were loading up their donkey with straw hats. They were very poor, and had waited to finish the last few hats before starting, in order to sell them in Cuckoo City while they were there. But the boy was young, and though both had worked hard, the hats had taken longer than they expected; they were very late in setting out, and it was almost dark as they went down the steep hill towards the plain.

‘Up on the donkey with you, Paul,’ said his father. ‘You must get some sleep tonight, or you’ll never stay awake for the fireworks and shows tomorrow evening. I’ll lead the donkey – I don’t need so much sleep nowadays.’

But Paul’s eyes refused to stay shut – he was too excited and too worried in case they missed their way in the dark and arrived late. So he walked on the other side of the donkey and held on to the pannier.

‘Hurry, Father,’ he kept saying, ‘the Coronation begins at eight in the morning, remember.’

‘I can’t go any faster than this,’ grumbled his father, ‘and nor can Matilda with that great load of hats.’

Meanwhile in the Cathedral, charwomen were still scrubbing and polishing the great tiled floor, huge silk and satin draperies were being hung from galleries, and officials ran about with bits of paper and pencils, still working out where everyone was to stand, who was to come in first, and how the Dukes and Duchesses were to be given cups of hot tea if they felt faint.

In the Palace the cooks had prepared a wonderful banquet and were still icing the cake, while the Grooms of the Chamber were putting the last touches to the King’s robes – flicking minute grains of dust off the ermine, blowing on the crown and polishing it, tweaking the white silk stockings to make sure they would not ladder. Fussily presiding over them was the Lord Chancellor. Every few minutes he hurried away to give the young King some last words of advice on etiquette, and then the Grooms heaved sighs of relief and stopped work for a few minutes, mopping their brows.

The new King had been brought up in the country. He was not used to Court life, and was being worn out by the Lord Chancellor’s tiresome advice. When he heard the door open for the fifteenth time he sighed deeply and strolled over to the window. Pushing back the curtains, which had been drawn at least an hour before it was necessary, he looked out into the windy square.

‘Just look at all those people!’ he exclaimed in surprise. ‘What can they be doing in the square at this time of day? There won’t be anything to see till tomorrow morning.’

‘Oh, they are the people who haven’t been able to get rooms,’ replied the Lord Chancellor. ‘They’ll spend the night in the square. But what I was going to say to Your Majesty was that when you greet the ambassadors –’

‘But, goodness gracious,’ interrupted the King, ‘you don’t mean to say that they are going to stand all night in the square? Why, it’s freezing!’

‘They don’t mind,’ said the Lord Chancellor, smiling his toothy smile. ‘They think it’s well worth it to have a good view of the royal procession. Now, as I was saying –’

But the young King was deeply troubled.

‘If they are going to stand all night in the cold just for the chance of seeing me, I think it would be only right if everyone inside the Palace stood all night too. Please send out a message to the Court.’

‘Your Majesty, that would never do!’ exclaimed the Lord Chancellor in horror. ‘Have the whole Court stay awake all night! Think of the effect on foreign royalties and ambassadors. Why, they would be terribly offended. No, no, that would never do.’

‘Perhaps you are right,’ replied the King with a sigh. But when the Chancellor had given his advice and gone away, he gave orders that no one else was to be admitted to the royal presence that evening.

‘At least I can do something myself,’ he thought, and he dressed quickly in some plain dark clothes, and went out by an inconspicuous side entrance into the square.

At this time little Paul and his father were making good progress down the mountain path, when suddenly there was a clink of iron on stone, and the donkey began to hobble.

‘Oh, father,’ cried Paul in despair. ‘Matilda has cast a shoe. What shall we do?’

‘Don’t worry,’ said his father. ‘We aren’t far from Matthew the smith’s forge. I expect he’ll be gone by now, but he won’t mind if we borrow his tools. Pick up any firewood you see as we go along, and we’ll soon have a fire to shoe Matilda again.’

Soon they reached the forge, and little Paul ran about gathering wood while his father heated the cast shoe in the fire, and Matilda stood patiently waiting. It was not long before the shoe was nailed in position. They loaded the donkey again, and were just about to leave the shed, when they heard a loud and terrible roaring on the mountain side. Even Paul’s father turned pale.

‘We shall have to stay inside,’ he said. ‘That is a mountain lion.’

The King strolled across the dusky square to the Park railings and leaned against them, shivering a little. There was an old man selling roast chestnuts and hot pies which smelt very tempting. He put his hand in his pocket for money, and then realized that he had come without any – he was so unused to buying things for himself.

The old man saw his wistful look and chuckled.

‘Have one on the house, son,’ he said. ‘We don’t have a coronation every day.’ And he gave the King a succulent pie and a generous handful of hot chestnuts.

Paul and his father huddled together in terror as the mountain lion ranged around the little forge. Only the glow of the fire prevented it from breaking down the flimsy door, and soon their stock of wood would be exhausted.

‘We shall never get there in time for the procession now,’ said little Paul miserably, and his father’s thoughts were more gloomy still.

But just at that moment there came the trampling of many horses outside, and the lion slunk off, disappointed.

‘Who’s in there?’ cried a voice, and there came a thunderous knock at the door.

Paul and his father stared at one another. It must be a band of robbers!

Meanwhile the King and the old pieman had fallen into conversation. It was quite dark now, and the pieman had covered up his wares with a tarpaulin, thrown a corner of it over his shoulders to keep out the frost, and lit his pipe.

‘They say he’s a fine young King,’ he said. ‘I remember his Dad’s coronation, and his Grandad’s before him. He was a fine old man, too. Easy and pleasant as you please, but he never let anyone bamboozle him or disobey him. They say he had all the lords and dukes and princes, too, running round as scared as a lot of schoolboys.’

The young King sighed, thinking of the Lord Chancellor. ‘I wish I was like that,’ he said, half to himself.

‘Ah, you’re young yet,’ said the old man. ‘But you’ll learn. I don’t know what trade you’re in, but you’ll find people anywhere are like sheep. When I was a young lad I was a shepherd, and the first time I was out with the sheep I could have sat down and cried. However many times I ran round and round the flock, I couldn’t fetch them through the gate into the fold. I was getting flustered and fidgety, so I sat down and scratched my head. “Paul,” I said to myself, “you’re a fool”, and I picked up the old bell-wether, the head of the flock, and dumped her through the gate. All the rest of them followed through, easy as pie. People are just the same – once the most important one’s through the gate, you’ve got ’em all. You just have to know your mind.’ He sniffed the air. ‘Bitter tonight. Reminds me of the old days on the mountain. You’d better have a corner of this over you, lad.’ And he threw another corner of waterproof sheet over the King’s shoulders. Midnight was striking.

When Paul’s father opened the smithy door he found that the men were not robbers after all, but a band of guards patrolling the kingdom to make sure that all was well while people were away from their homes.

‘We’ll give you a convoy down to the plain,’ said the leader. ‘You men, take them on your horses, and George, lead the donkey.’

So they went clattering down the gorge with laughter and shouting, under the paling dawn sky.

‘We part here,’ said the leader. ‘Think of us at the celebrations. Here’s something for your breakfast.’ He gave them a great sausage.

Matilda was loosed, and they set off again, turning now and then to wave to the kindly soldiers.

‘How far is it to the city?’ asked Paul.

‘Twenty miles,’ said his father sighing. ‘I’m afraid we won’t be there till midday now. Your grandfather will be worrying about us.’

Little Paul said nothing, but as he walked manfully forward, two large tears rolled down his dusty cheeks.

As day became brighter over the Palace square, the crowd began to yawn and stretch. People brought out food and had breakfast. The old pieman, who had been telling stories about his mountain days, unpacked his wares once more, and re-lit his brazier, helped by the King. He looked keenly about the square.

‘I’m expecting my son and grandson,’ he said. ‘They were coming down from the mountains last night. They should be here by now.’ He began to tell the King about the straw hat business, and how they varied the shapes to suit the customers.

As the hands of the clock moved towards eight the crowd began to crane and peer expectantly towards the Palace gates. The King, too, gazed in the direction towards which all heads were turned.

‘What are they looking for?’ he asked.

The old man burst into a shout of laughter.

‘Have you forgotten it’s Coronation day?’ he said. ‘Any minute now the King will be coming out in his golden coach. Why, what’s the matter, lad?’ For the young man had turned towards him a face of blank dismay.

‘Why, that’s me! I’d forgotten all about it,’ he exclaimed, and without another word he began running towards the Palace, dodging and twisting through the crowd, and leaving the old man open-mouthed.

There was a scene of terrible confusion in the Palace, as courtiers searched here and there for the King. When he arrived, puffing and panting, the Lord Chancellor turned on him reproachfully.

‘Your Majesty! The Grooms have been waiting for three hours to dress you. The whole ceremony will have to be postponed till twelve. We shall never get you robed before then.’

The King looked at him miserably. All those poor people in the square would now have to wait nearly four hours more, and it was beginning to rain. And this was all his fault.

A sudden idea came to him. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘If it will take another three hours to dress me – though it seems ridiculous – we must invite all the poor people to come in and have a nap in the Palace.’

The Chancellor looked as if he would burst. ‘All those common people? Impossible!’

‘I mean it,’ said the King, coldly. ‘Hurry up and have it proclaimed. They can sleep on the carpets, as there won’t be enough beds. And tea will be served.’

The Chancellor looked at the King and suddenly collapsed. ‘Very well, Your Majesty,’ he said meekly, and left to give the order. Soon people began streaming into the Palace and settling gratefully to sleep in the great warm rooms, on thick, soft carpets.

The Grooms of the Chamber began to work on the King, slowly and carefully. But as they put on the silk stockings, his head nodded, and by the time he had been draped in the great velvet cloak, he was fast asleep.

When little Paul and his father arrived in the Palace square, there was not a soul in sight. The great space lay perfectly silent. Paul, who had kept up very bravely till then, began to cry.

‘It’s all over,’ he sobbed. ‘Oh, I did hope there’d be some of the carriages and flags still about. Now I’ll never know what it was like.’

‘We’d better go to Grandfather’s house,’ said his father sadly. ‘He’ll be wondering what’s happened to us.’

But as they spoke, and were about to turn away, the old pie-seller came hurrying across the square from the Palace.

‘I’ve been watching for you,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Coronation’s been put off because the King’s fast asleep, poor young lad, and no one could wake him. We’re all having a bit of a lie-down in the Palace, and what do you think – the King’s invited you and me and little Paul here to have supper with him tonight.’

All afternoon the tired-out people slept on the soft Palace carpets. Little Paul and his father slept among them, and in the evening they had supper with the King in his private apartments.

Next day the Coronation took place – and what a day that was!
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