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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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1

To Slay the Folks and Cleanse the Land

Nowhere in all the worlds was there a more fearless family than the Dulantys. And the Dulanty children had such towering intrepidity as to leave even their elders gasping.

Then what was it on this one world—the one on which the children themselves happened to be born—that so scared them?

Listen, people, creatures, devices, entities, it was the meanest world in all the universes! It’d have spooked you too.

We don’t know why anyone would want to visit it. We sure don’t know why anyone would want to be born on it. But the children hadn’t been able to control their place of birth.

Sometimes traveling people will be talking together. They will say how good it is in some places and how bad it is in others. And, sooner or later, one of them is bound to mention it. “Talk about really being out in the boondocks!” he will say, “there’s a little planet named Earth—”

There were six children, or seven if you counted Bad John. At that time they lived in the Big Shanty, and they told stories at night. It was their way of exorcising all the bleakness of Earth. It was whistling in the dark. A place like Earth will wilt the flesh off your bones unless you can make fun of it, or treat its persons and places as no worse than ghosts and ghost places.

This is the story that Elizabeth told:

“There was this picture of a man that looked at you. A Puca man and woman had just come to Earth, and they thought they should have some Earth things around their house so people wouldn’t suspect them. They bought the picture and hung it up in the hall downstairs, and went upstairs to bed. But they couldn’t sleep for thinking about the spooky thing.

“‘It bothers me the way the man in the picture looks at one with those green eyes,’ the woman said. ‘They’re not green, they’re brown,’ the man said. ‘Damn this crazy world where everything’s woolly!’ ‘You are woolly yourself,’ the woman said, ‘his eyes are green. Let’s go down and see.’ They went down to see, and the man in the picture’s eyes were brown, but the woman knew they had been green the first time. They went back upstairs to bed.

“‘We shouldn’t have bought it,’ the woman said. ‘He looks like a madman with all that red hair.’ ‘It isn’t red, it’s black,’ the man said. ‘Let’s go down and settle this horny business.’ They went down to see, and it was black; but the woman knew it had been red the first time. Things like that shiver you when they keep happening. ‘I’ve known haunted houses,’ the woman said, ‘but this is a haunted world.’ They went back upstairs and went to bed.

“‘Another thing I don’t like is that dog,’ the woman said when the man was just drifting off to sleep. ‘I’m afraid of that dog in the picture.’ ‘There isn’t any dog in that picture,’ the man said. ‘What’s the matter with you anyhow? You’re as silly as an Earth woman. Let’s go down and see.’

“‘You go see,’ the woman said. ‘I’ve been down twice, and I know there is a dog in the picture.’ Then she said a Bagarthach verse:


“‘I’m turning livid in this bog,

This woolly world that spooks and spites you.

You’ll find that picture’s got a dog!

I hope the blinking bugger bites you!’



“Boy, she sure shouldn’t have said a Bagarthach verse like that! But she was sleepy and not thinking very hard. The man went downstairs. And in a minute there was a growling and gnashing and tearing. The woman went down then to see what in pumpkin pickers’ heaven the racket was all about.

“And the man was dead with his throat bitten through. And the dog was back in the picture and his mouth was foamed with blood. ‘See! I was right,’ the woman said, ‘there was a dog in the picture. Remind me to get rid of that thing in the morning, Albert.’ She forgot for the moment that Albert was dead with his throat bitten through and wouldn’t be able to remind her of it. She shouldn’t have used a Bagarthach verse when she was just kidding. Earth things are so dumb that they don’t know when to obey a Bagarthach and when not to.”

That was Elizabeth’s story. Elizabeth was nine years old, the oldest of the seven children (or the six, if you don’t count Bad John). She was as beautiful as an Earth child.

There is no use kidding about it. The Puca themselves are not handsome. And the people of Earth (they deserve that, they have so little else going for them) are. Sometimes they will have a Puca child to be born good-looking. Witchy (Elizabeth’s mother) was born so and remained so. Veronica (the mother of some of the children) had been born so and had given it up. Mostly, the Puca, if they happen to be born of a pretty appearance and face, are able to maintain it while they are young. But with the coming of maturity, the shattering profundity of the developing Puca character will smash and bevanish that pretty mask and replace it with a deeper face, intricate and ugly and of a high humor.

Elizabeth was the best-looking of them all. But for the gleam in her eyes and the way she flicked her ears and crinkled her nose when she talked, nobody could have told that she wasn’t an Earth child.

All the children were brothers and sisters and cousins.

This is the story that Charles told:

“There was a Puca man who had to be on Earth a little while. He was a traveling salesman, and he didn’t notice that in his new contract one year they had added Earth to his territory. ‘Boy, isn’t that something?’ he said. ‘I bet I read the fine print next year.’ Well, he came to Earth and he walked all day and didn’t see a good customer anywhere. And just at night he came to a country hotel. The hotel man was greedy like all people on Earth, and he charged him a dollar for a room. So he went up to his room (the Puca man, not the hotel man) and locked the door, and answered a couple letters from the home office, and turned out the light and went to bed. And that is when things started to happen.

“Everything on Earth is either alive or spooked or both. The wood that they build the rooms out of is alive and it squeaks and whispers and coughs. The air is full of stuff, and there are whole multitudes of creatures living in the walls. Then it went Bang and the man came out of bed scared to turn the light on. But it was already turned on, and nobody could have turned it on but himself. He went to see, and the door was still locked. ‘I’m too scared to turn the light off now,’ he said. ‘I’ll go to sleep with it on.’ He started to get back in bed and he saw that there was already somebody in the bed. ‘He looks kind of like the hotel man,’ the Puca man said, ‘and he looks kind of like me. We don’t look anything alike, but I will just be damned if I can say which one of us it is lying there. Whichever one of us it is, he’s got his throat cut and he sure is dead.’ It was the hotel man that was dead, though. Those Earth people look real mean when they’re dead—you can always tell them that way. The Puca man was so scared that he unlocked the door and pulled it open so fast that the doorknob came off in his hand. He ran out of the hotel, and when he looked back, the hotel was gone. ‘But I know I didn’t dream it,’ he said, ‘because I still got the doorknob in my hand.’ Then he looked down and the doorknob had turned into a rock. After that, when he traveled, he went by train even if it cost more, and he didn’t stop at any more of those little country hotels.”

Charles was eight. There were seven children: Elizabeth, Charles, Helen, Peter, Dorothy, John, and Bad John. Mostly they told stories on the nights of heavy thunder, and in the Crow Creek country in the early autumn it was heavy thunder almost every night.

This is the story that Helen told:

“There was a man who came back to his home town after a long time. He got off the train at the town, and walked down the tracks to the junction where he lived that was so little that the train didn’t even stop there. He saw a man named Silly Jimmy sitting on a pile of ties, and talked to him. Silly Jimmy didn’t seem to be in his wits, but then the man remembered that Silly Jimmy never had been in his wits. The man walked on home and saw his folks and told them that he was glad to get back to Earth to see them again even if it was a miserable place. And then he told them that he had just been talking to Silly Jimmy out by the pile of ties.

“‘But Silly Jimmy died a long time ago,’ they told him. ‘We wrote you about it, how the train ran over him.’ And the man remembered that they did. They had even made a Bagarthach verse about it:


“‘The engine spattered him like tar,

And broke his bones and burst his belly.

We gathered Jimmy in a jar.

Hey, pass the Silly Jimmy Jelly!’



“So the man went outdoors again to where Silly Jimmy had been sitting and whittling, and there were fresh whittles on the ground. Silly Jimmy had been whittling whether he was dead or not. That’s the way things are with Earth people. You think one of them’s dead, and then you’ll run into him again.”

Helen was six years old, and the smallest of them all.

This is the story that Peter told:

“There was a little girl that died and went to Hell, but she kept saying, ‘I didn’t do it, it was my sister that did it, if you let me out of this damned place—’ (Hey, that’s kind of funny!)—‘I’ll prove that I was the one that didn’t do it.’ ‘How would you prove it?’ the guard asked. (He wasn’t a Puca, none of the people who run it down there are Pucas, they’re all from Earth or from Ifreann.) ‘I’d scare my sister into admitting it,’ the girl said. ‘All right,’ said the guard, ‘but no tricks.’

“They went back to her house and up to her sister’s room who was named Clarissa. ‘I’m Alice’s ghost,’ said Alice. ‘I came back to scare you into admitting that you were the one that stole the money so you can go to Hell instead of me.’ ‘Hello, Alice,’ said Clarissa. ‘Hello, sir, are you the guard? Then you must know what a liar she is. If you will step outside, sir, I will take care of my sister. She must be punished for telling lies.’

“So the guard stepped out of the room for a minute, and mean Clarissa (she was the one that stole the money, all right) shook Alice till her head nearly fell off and she dropped her ghost sheet. Then Clarissa put on the ghost sheet and scared Alice till she lay on the bed and howled.

“The guard came back in. ‘Did you scare her into admitting it?’ he asked Clarissa who was wrapped in Alice’s ghost sheet and he thought she was Alice. ‘I sure did,’ Clarissa said. ‘Do you admit you stole it?’ the guard asked Alice that he thought was Clarissa—they looked just alike. ‘No, I do not,’ Alice said, and she wasn’t scared any more. ‘Take her back and don’t pay any attention to what she says because she’s a liar.’ So the guard took Clarissa back to Hell (he thought she was Alice), so everything was all right. A lot of times, you can make everything work all right if you send just one person out of a bunch to Hell.”

Peter was eight years old, and the funniest-looking of them all except John, and except Bad John, if you count him. Elizabeth and Charles and Helen looked like angels, or like handsome Earthlings. Their cousins Peter and Dorothy and John and Bad John looked like potato-faced goblins, like real Pucas. Witchy said that they had planned it that way, that some of the children should look like children of this place, and some of them should look like the children back home.

But they all had those eyes that glowed like green coals. Look at them straight, and you’d hardly notice a thing. But look at them sideways accidentally sometimes, just catching them in the corner of your eye, and they’d scare the liver out of you.

This is the story that Dorothy told:

“There was a man that was run over by a train right outside here on the track that goes by the shanty. The train cut him up in little pieces when it ran over him. After that, he came back once a year and would stand in the middle of the track at night like he was made of fog. He swung a lantern that made about as much light as a lightning bug in a fruit jar. The first time, the engineer of the Flyer just barely saw him in time, and he hit the whistle and the brakes and scattered sparks for a quarter mile. Then they got out and couldn’t find any pieces of that man.

“But after that, they got onto him, and went right through him without paying any attention. But one year the man stole a real live lantern and swung it, and the man was thicker than he used to be and made out of heavier fog. A train came down the tracks loud, but it was an old train that nobody had seen before. The train saw the man and switched onto the old track to miss him—it was the old track they don’t use any more that runs right under our shanty. I was the only one awake to see it, and I made a sign or we’d all have been killed. The train hit the shanty with a noise like a big wind, and went right through without breaking it up. It was a ghost train too; it was the same train that killed the man the first time.”

Dorothy was seven years old.

This is the story that John told:

“There was a boy and girl that got married. He was a good Puca boy, but she was an Earth girl, and you can’t tell about them. They said that whichever one of them died first would come back and tell the other one what it was like. Then the man died and his name was William. But he didn’t come back to tell her what it was like right away, so she married a man named Tom and her name was Polly. The first night they were married, someone came to the door, and Tom went to see who it was. Then he came back.

“‘He asked for you,’ Tom said. ‘He said to tell you that it sure is cold.’ ‘He must be the man selling coal,’ Polly said. ‘Tell him to leave a load.’ After a while someone came to the door again, and Tom went. Then he came back. ‘He asked for you,’ Tom said. ‘He said to tell you that it sure is dark.’ ‘He’s probably the man selling kerosene,’ Polly said. ‘Tell him to leave a barrel for the lamps.’

“After a while somebody came to the door again, and Tom went. Then he came back. ‘He asked for you,’ Tom said. ‘He said to tell you that it sure is lonesome.’ ‘Well, you go tell him that it isn’t lonesome here,’ Polly said, ‘and it isn’t cold, and it isn’t dark. You tell him to be gone back to that hole where he belongs. I don’t care any more how it is there.’

“Then a big wind came through the house and knocked Tom down dead. It blew so cold that it froze Polly stiff. It blew the house away and blew a hole in the ground and Polly fell down in it. The wind covered her up with dirt. Then William said, ‘I knew you wanted to know what it was like, Polly.’”

John was six years old.

Last of all, it was Bad John’s time to tell a story. But nobody ever listened to Bad John’s. He couldn’t tell ghost stories, he could only tell people stories, and nobody cares about them.

After the stories, they would all go to bed in the old loft there and turn out the lights. Except Bad John, who didn’t have any bed. Nobody knows where he went when the lights went out.

It was their way of defying that tricky place Earth. That place will hurt you if you let it get the hop on you. They spooked the Earth spooks away with their stories. They whistled in the dark.

Except Bad John, who couldn’t whistle.
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