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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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Brief Foreword to the Complete Edition of Jorkens

There is a belief that artists die twice, the second time, when they disappear under oblivion. Forty-three years after death, there are faint stirrings of Dunsany in the readership at large.

The Poet struggles in vain to catch fame’s eye, runs “The Assignation,” “but in departing she looked over her shoulder and proposed a meeting a hundred years hence.”

The year 2005 will be a hundred years since “The Gods of Pegana,” Dunsany’s first book, was issued. Will she now remember him?

Edward Plunkett, Lord Dunsany

April 2003

Dunsany Castle


Preface

By naming this book as I have I do not for a moment suggest that there was anything unduly large about the size of the whiskey that Mr. Jorkens drank: no such imputation is intended. It merely happens that at the outset of certain investigations of mine into questions of biology or geography, a large whiskey has held a prominent place; and I may say that there are only two sizes of whiskey to be had at the Billiards Club, a large and a small, and Jorkens has taken a dislike to the small size ever since one was brought to him by mistake. This whiskey, by stimulating the memory of Mr. Jorkens, has brought to light some unusual data that were not only forgotten otherwise by Mr. Jorkens himself, but were unknown in several instances to all the rest of the world. My own interest in these stories is purely scientific, as I have no doubt my reader’s will be. But let not the ardour of scientists lead them to cast away the steps by which they have mounted, and let us all realize that without that humble glass of whiskey, there are things in biology that we might not quite have suspected; and let us give credit where it is due, as I do by this slight tribute of naming the book from the original starting point of a certain amount of research.


Jorkens’ Revenge

Again winter had come to London, and the clock said a quarter past three and night lay over the Billiards Club. At any rate the sun had set behind houses, and a long arm of fog had come reaching down the street and lights were lit in windows; and our own large window was just being hid with its curtains, and cheery lights were shining. Jorkens was there, among nearly a dozen of us; and, lunch over and the fire burning well, it was preeminently the occasion for a story. In a hush that came drowsily down on our conversation some of us looked at Jorkens; more than a look seemed hardly needed by the occasion; then we sat quiet and waited for him to begin. Something more, however, seemed to have been needed to brighten his memory and start him: Jorkens never said what, and somehow or other none of us seemed to have thought of it, and we never got a story from him that day. I waited expecting one, for it was the very evening of all the evenings of that November to start Jorkens remembering sunshine and all of us listening eagerly. I did not give up hope of a tale from him, to pass a dark hour away, till he turned and talked to Terbut, and about London. Then I saw we should have no tale of the wilder parts of Africa. “Terbut,” he said, “you know London better than I do …”

We all looked up, and so began the strangest experience of all the strange things I have been introduced to by Jorkens. And I am glad to relate it, for not only am I able to check its accuracy, but any reader who is able to visit London can check the veracity of it for himself, thus obtaining absolute proof to test one of Jorkens’ exploits.

“You know London better than I do,” said Jorkens. “I wonder which is the further, from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, or …”

“Yes?” said Terbut, leaning forward, eager to justify his knowledge of London.

“Or from Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge,” said Jorkens reflectively.

“What?” said Terbut.

And Jorkens repeated it.

“Don’t talk silly nonsense,” said Terbut rudely, as soon as he was sure of what Jorkens was saying.

“I only asked you a question,” said Jorkens.

“It’s a nonsensical one,” said Terbut.

We all saw that Jorkens was trying to catch Terbut somehow, although we didn’t see how. And it was unlike Jorkens to turn on Terbut like that. But I think he had never forgiven a certain remark that Terbut had made about a unicorn; a remark such as a man who has never travelled, and who is a little jealous of one who has, might be expected to make. It is easy to sneer at unicorns. But it is definitely on record that Pope Clement gave the horn of one of these interesting creatures to Francis I of France, and that he commissioned no less an artist than Benvenuto Cellini to have the horn properly mounted. It may perhaps be said that the Pope may have easily made a mistake. But that is mere bigotry.

Well then, Jorkens was asking Terbut which was the further, from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, or from Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge; and Terbut was telling him that the question was nonsense.

“I was only wondering,” said Jorkens, gazing away to the last thin strip of the fog that the waiter was tidily hiding, as he brought the curtains together.

“Don’t be silly,” said Terbut.

“Don’t let’s argue,” said Jorkens.

“There’s nothing to argue about,” Terbut answered.

“Let’s try it,” said Jorkens.

“Try it?” gasped Terbut.

“Measure it,” Jorkens explained.

And Terbut remained silent, gaping.

“We could do it in a taxi,” said Jorkens. “Watch where his clock ticked, and measure anything that was left over with a tape. Try it each way, and see which was the longer.”

Of course that calm explanation infuriated Terbut, and I saw that it was meant to; I saw, as I think we all saw then, that Jorkens was heading Terbut into a bet. And I think Terbut deserved it, considering the number of times that he has tried to catch Jorkens over things that could never be proved. Here was something that could definitely be proved. But how Jorkens was going to win his bet we could none of us see. And Terbut exploded with: “Waste my money on a taxi to test an absurdity?”

And Jorkens quietly said: “I should say that from Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge would be the longer.”

“Nonsense,” said Terbut again.

“Ah. You think Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge,” said Jorkens. “I daresay you may be right.”

“Nonsense” was now becoming a parrot cry with Terbut.

“Equal, you think,” said Jorkens.

“Of course,” spluttered Terbut.

“Well, I don’t know,” said Jorkens, “but let’s bet about it.”

“I shouldn’t bet about anything so absurd,” Terbut answered.

“Ah, I thought I was right,” said Jorkens.

“Thought you were right?” exclaimed Terbut.

“Yes, I thought that Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge was the further of the two; and when people won’t bet with you they’re generally wrong.”

“Wrong?” said Terbut like a single explosion.

“Well, have a bet then,” insisted Jorkens.

“How much?” asked Terbut.

“A fiver,” Jorkens suggested.

“Right,” said Terbut.

Terbut was angry and had decided to rob Jorkens; but Jorkens merely ordered a whiskey from the waiter, adding: “I’ll pay for it this evening, if you’ll just put it down.”

And so the two men set out into the fog to see which was the further, Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge, or Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge, and to measure it chiefly by taxi. They agreed on that method as they went, Jorkens suggesting a second journey in case either party should be dissatisfied, and Terbut refusing this, for fear Jorkens should somehow wriggle out; but Jorkens’ last words as he left were: “Then a second journey over the two distances if you are dissatisfied, but not if I am.”

Terbut considered a moment over even that generous offer, then gruffly agreed, and the two went out of the club. Soppit, a member with a noisy little car that he thinks a great deal of, went too, with the idea of checking the bet by means of his own instrument. The rest of us sat silent. One was used to wonders with Jorkens; but, without for a moment saying that proofs have been needed, we had never sat before with the proof of one of his contentions within almost half an hour of us, and the proximity of it a little awed us all. Also, I, for one, scarcely liked to commit myself with any hasty comment. On the one hand the thing was absurd, on the other Jorkens had a certain air about him that I had come to know so well, and that air seemed almost to prophesy the defeat of Terbut. We were perhaps chary of identifying ourselves with the losing side, merely to champion sanity. And then that present of five pounds, as it appeared to be, to Terbut: that was hardly like Jorkens.

Then a few suggestions were uttered out of the silence. But there was no point in any of them.

Then silence again. And you know what it is after lunch, with fog outside and warmth within, and good comfortable chairs. Very little more was said.

And so time passed, and presently Jorkens and Terbut came back, with Soppit running behind. What had happened, if I can make head or tail of it, seems to have been this: they started at Blackfriars Bridge, which is the nearer one to the club: they stopped their taxi exactly at the edge of the bridge, and got out and paid him. Then they hired him again, as soon as his flag was up, and told him to drive to Westminster Bridge. This he did, and his clock ticked about 90 yards short of it, and they got out and measured that 90 yards with a tape; 91 yards, 2 feet, 2½ inches, to be exact; from the point where the taxi-clock ticked to the edge of Westminster Bridge. Then they paid off their taxi and hired him once again, and drove back to Blackfriars Bridge. And the second journey was unmistakably longer.

There had apparently been an exhibition of temper by Terbut, and of calmness by Jorkens, Jorkens merely saying suavely, “But let’s try again.” While Terbut had argued and blustered. An onlooker would not easily have seen on which side was reason and sanity. And in the end they did try again. And they got the same result.

And then Soppit did the distance with his little car, and corroborates the whole absurd story; and is ready to prove to anyone who doubts it, by a trip in his car, that Westminster Bridge to Blackfriars Bridge is further than from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge. He says that the river flows almost in a semicircle there. I never said it didn’t. He says that taxis always keep to their left. We all knew that. He was saying something about the arc of a larger circle. But I interrupted him there, to express what we all felt, that no arcs of circles in the world were going to make the distance from Blackfriars Bridge to Westminster Bridge any shorter than the distance between the same two points going the other way. And I could have proved it too. But just as I was going to speak, Jorkens came in on the side of craziness, of absurdity, the side that I shall always think to be wrong, if only one were able to prove it; and yet he came in with what I have to admit was irrefutable argument, as he wagged his head to where his old opponent was standing dejected and silent.

“Terbut,” he said, “has paid up.”

There was no more one could say.


Jorkens Retires from Business

A member of our club had made a little coup on the Stock Exchange; nothing very much, but enough to bring the conversation round to investments, transactions and such. And so we got to talking of the whole art of making money; until one of us suddenly introduced the theme of leaving that game, of giving it up altogether, retiring and living far away from towns on such money as one had made. For those who care to know the general feeling of the Billiards Club upon such topics as this, I may say that the consensus of opinion was very soon evident, and it held that it cannot be done; that you cannot deliberately turn from acquiring gold, where it is at all plentiful and you have the power to acquire it. The issue was slightly confused at first by several members saying that they had retired from business themselves: the personal histories of the commercial careers of members of the Billiards Club will not interest the general public, so let it suffice to say that old age, bankruptcy, depreciation of stocks, or general commercial depression, are four factors that amongst them accounted for every case. It is the turning away from gold while it is still to be had in handfuls that in our opinion, as soon as it crystallized, cannot be done by any man.

“That is so,” said Jorkens suddenly.

We thought he was asleep in his chair.

He said it so finally, so judicially, that, even though he confirmed the opinion of all of us, Terbut felt that he must contradict.

“It is not so easy for anyone to find gold just now,” said Terbut.

“There’s no difficulty in that,” said Jorkens, away amongst shadows that bowed and trembled before the fire.

“Can you find it?” said Terbut, from the table where most of us still lingered late after lunch; and outside was the darkening sky of a forbidding December.

“Plenty of it,” said Jorkens.

“Where?” answered Terbut, rather naturally.

“If you’ve a good map,” began Jorkens.

And Terbut almost ran to an atlas that there was lying about, and had it in Jorkens’ hand before there was time for the conversation to take any other turn. And Jorkens opened it with perfect composure, and turned the pages to India.

“It’s on an island in a lake,” said Jorkens. “The island’s barely an acre, a quarter mile out from the shore. It’s heaped with nuggets. Big ones; the lake’s an old crater nearly a mile across; and I imagine that all that gold must have been thrown up by volcanoes. The nuggets are big as flints, the kind that you see in flint-heaps gathered up from a farm. There was probably a pool of it once, all molten, a mile or so down, a lake perhaps; and the volcano shot it up, a fountain of gold. I should have liked to have seen it going up. They say that granite has often been shot up like that.”

“Did you mention the name of the lake?” said Terbut.

“Umboodwa,” said Jorkens.

“Could you show it us on the map?” continued Terbut.

“Yes,” replied Jorkens. “The actual name’s not marked, but there, where there’s no sign of water, it’s just there, by my finger.”

“No sign of water?” repeated Terbut.

“No,” Jorkens continued, “the Government don’t allow it to appear on any map.”

“Is it there at all?” asked Terbut.

“Certainly,” said Jorkens. “I’ve seen it.”

“You’ve seen it?” said Terbut.

“Yes,” said Jorkens.

“A bit difficult, wasn’t it?” said Terbut. “If the Government wouldn’t let it be marked on the map, they can hardly have been very keen on your going there.”

“They weren’t so particular in those days,” said Jorkens.

“And what made them grow more so?” went on the tenacious Terbut.

“You see,” said Jorkens reflectively, “I was the only one that ever came back from it.”

“The only one?” Terbut muttered.

“I think so,” said Jorkens.

And then we got the rather peculiar tale of how Jorkens went to Umboodwa.

“I first heard of it,” said he, “at a club they had in the hills. Some of them asked me to dine there once or twice.”

“What were you doing in India, Jorkens?” asked one of us.

“Just looking round,” said Jorkens; “taking a look at the lie of the land.”

“That all?” said Terbut.

“That and one thing and another,” said Jorkens. “And I happened to come to the Terai, and upon the hills above me was this club, among a few houses, white like patches of snow. I dined there once or twice. Well, they used to play pretty high in those days. I don’t give you the name of the club, because they asked me not to mention what happened that night. I’ll tell you, but I’ll suppress names. Well, one night when I was there a young fellow got up from one of those tables, having lost £250. Lost it in one sitting. He got up very white and said: ‘I must go to Umboodwa.’

“The men to whom he had lost the money shrugged their shoulders at that, and with no more said by anyone he went out of the room.

“I naturally began to ask about Umboodwa. ‘Oh, it’s a place,’ was the sort of answer I got. There seems to have been some kind of distrust of it even then. And with their effort to hush up the episode of losing £250 at a sitting I heard little more about Umboodwa then. But I persevered and was very soon on the track of it. After all, you can’t easily hide a lake nearly a mile across and something like three miles long. What I didn’t quite like about it was that, by the time I had found out all I wanted to know of how to get to the lake, I began to ask about that young fellow who had walked out, all white, from the club. The bare fact is, he was never heard of again. I didn’t like that, naturally. But I went to Umboodwa.

“I got there from the hills in a couple of days. I got to within fifteen miles of it by train; and then hired a bullock-tonga, and travelled in that as far as there was a road, and then walked over the circular line of low hills that hide the lake from the world. Below me from the top of the hills there lay a perfect circle, part land and part lake. In the lake was a little island, a quarter of a mile from the shore, with a tiny temple on it. There was another small temple on the mainland, at the nearest point to the island, and there seemed to be no paths anywhere. There was no particular scenery to tell you of, except for the perfection of that circle that was made by the low hills. By the little temple opposite the island there were one or two men walking about. There were no boats whatever.

“I walked down to the two men, who seemed to take no notice of my coming until I was quite close, and one of them then came a little way forward to meet me. They both looked the kind of Indians that spend their time contemplating things, and I hardly expected either of them to be practical guides. But the one that was coming to meet me said at once: ‘You want gold?’ So that at any rate he knew what I had come about. It was curious being asked such a question by this Indian: over here we take it for granted.

“ ‘Yes, please,’ I said.

“ ‘Will you please to take a ticket? It is two rupees,’ he told me; which is about half a crown. And he motioned me to the other man.”

“Half a crown for a ticket to pick up gold nuggets?” exclaimed Terbut.

“No,” answered Jorkens, “for a bathing-suit.”

“A bathing-suit,” muttered Terbut..

“There are a lot of places like that,” Jorkens replied, “where they won’t let you enter the water without a bathing-suit. But here it was particularly necessary, because the suit was equipped with pockets in which to carry the gold. But in any case they wouldn’t let you go in without it. So I paid my half-crown for a little paper ticket, and went and got the kit. It was handed out to me by a man in a little shack by the temple, very much as you might get your bathing kit at a swimming bath in England. But everything else was different. The kit was different; and the attitude of the two men by the shore, though you couldn’t describe it, was different from anything else whatever. They both sat down and they watched me; they watched me alertly all the time I was there, and utterly without interest. That’s odd, you know; and it gave me an odd feeling; to be watched by eyes that noted your every movement, and yet without caring, as one could see by the look of them, whether one prospered or failed in anything that one wanted, or even whether one were alive or dead. That look on their faces as they watched me left me no illusions as to what they would do if I got into difficulties swimming back from the island; they would go on with their watching. I didn’t know, when I came to that conclusion, how long they both had been at that very thing. They must have been at it for years.”

“At what?” said Terbut.

“Watching men drowning,” said Jorkens.

“Murdering them, do you mean?” said Terbut, suddenly indignant.

“Not in the least,” said Jorkens. “Just watching the very thing we were speaking of a little while ago, the difficulty men find in stopping the acquisition of gold.

“Well, I stripped and the fellow in the shack by the temple strapped the bathing kit on to me: it fastened from behind. In front there were two large bags to carry the nuggets, with the opening below, so that you had to close them when filled, to prevent everything falling out. They closed with padlocks, and, as the man who took my ticket kept the key, there was no opening them till one brought them back to the temple. Well, he told me one or two things about the lake; told me the depth of it, though I don’t know how he knew that; said that it was five miles; and said that sometimes there were storms on it, local storms when no wind was blowing. And he told me about the nuggets on the island and said that I could take as many as I liked; any man might do that who bought the two-rupee ticket, but he could only go once. There is a rather similar arrangement in the Sudan, where you buy a licence to shoot (amongst other things) two Mrs. Gray’s Cob: you can never go back again for the rest of your life to shoot any more of that animal, when once you have got your two.”

“I wonder you didn’t go across in a boat,” said Terbut, “and get the whole lot, you could surely have got a boat there.”

“A boat,” said Jorkens. “That’s just what one couldn’t do. To begin with it would be stealing; for the gold on that island legally belongs to the idol they keep in that temple; not a very nice idol either; and the ownership is definitely respected by the Government of India. Your two-rupee ticket only entitles you to bring away what you can swim with. More than that the idol does not grant. As for boats, boats anywhere near that lake are contrary to the religion of the people whose little temple is there, and contrary to the edicts of the idol, drawn up for it by its priests. Bringing a boat there would be just like taking a bicycle into St. Paul’s cathedral: it isn’t done, and it can’t be.

“Well, I walked down to the shore and into the warm water, and found the queer kit they had fastened on me hampered me very little. A swim of four hundred yards or so didn’t tire me much in those days, and whenever I felt in the least need of a rest I turned over and floated. And so I came to the island in under ten minutes.

“And there the nuggets were, in enormous numbers, lying like flints in the stoniest field that anyone ever set eyes on; and an old man sitting upon the ground outside a little temple was watching, without raising his eyes at my arrival, as though he only cared to see which of the nuggets I’d take. They were lying all over the shore like big potatoes. I began to calculate how many I should be able to carry, after a good rest before swimming back; I picked up several and felt the weight of them; I found out how to get them into the sacks which had the openings below; I did it by lying down and tilting myself a little up from my heels. And then I looked at the old man again. And a look at his eyes made me think again about the whole business: he looked too much like Destiny watching a village that was going to get an avalanche or some other disaster; children and chickens running about, and men singing, and nobody guessing that all that wouldn’t go on year after year for ages; and only Destiny knowing. He looked like that. And I began to think of the other two men, and the man who had sold me the ticket. I began to get the idea that whoever took one nugget would take one or two more, and that those men might not be so ready as they appeared to give all that gold away to any stranger at the price of half a crown. And gradually from that, looking every now and then at the eyes of the old man sitting there without speaking, I very luckily came upon the idea that the only way to get safe from that place at all was to acquire the idea about gold that they evidently held themselves in the two little temples; to ignore it, that is to say, altogether, and to leave it alone as one would leave alone cobras. You see, you wouldn’t much think of swimming with leaden belts strapped on to you, belts that you couldn’t get off; yet there’s this advantage in lead, there’s no temptation to take just a little bit more, and a little bit more again, beyond the amount you are sure you can safely carry. For a moment I thought of taking just one fair-sized nugget; but I see now that, if I had, I should never have stopped at one. And, just as I was making up my mind, I took one more look at the old man sitting there, who never had spoken yet. And somehow that look was enough. I ran down to the water, butting my toe on a horribly large nugget, and dived in and swam back for the shore; and a nasty storm was coming up from beneath, a very nasty storm, but I reached the shore before it got to its worst. There are thousands of men that have kept away from acquiring gold, and many no doubt have been as near as I, but any nearer is impossible; any nearer than that and it drags you down.”

And Jorkens uttered a sigh. The sigh of a man who has barely escaped a great peril? The sigh of a man who has lost incomparable riches? I don’t know which it was.
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