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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


A Fatal Mistake

I remember one day at the Billiards Club soon after rationing had ended, and perhaps rather in celebration of that event, we had had a particularly good lunch, after which Jorkens had happened to fall asleep. And, seizing the opportunity, one or two of us had encouraged another member to tell us a story to wile away the tedium of a cold afternoon of autumn, or to turn the minds of those of us who are workers in the City from dull thoughts of business. The man we encouraged to entertain us with a story was a man whom we knew must be full of them, for he was a doctor and must have held in his memory large parts of the life-stories of many patients. My reader may suppose that doctors are not in the habit of telling such stories; and he will be right. In the same way he may suppose that the vaults of banks do not lie open for passers-by to take occasional handfuls of gold from them. But there are keys. And on chilly days of the autumn, when rooms are warm and the sun has already dipped in the chilly fog outside, there are certain wines that unlock reticent lips, which it is not perhaps in the public interest for me to name. Suffice it that one of them was passing along our table, and one of our members whom I never heard tell a story before was encouraged to talk, while Jorkens slept in his chair like a child in its little cradle.

“Doctors must come on very strange stories in the course of their practice,” said one of us across the table to where the doctor was sitting.

“Yes,” said the doctor.

And that was all he said.

“One often hears tales, very interesting ones, of their cures,” said another of us. “But I don’t think I ever yet heard one of them tell of his failures.”

“Why should he?” asked someone else.

“Why,” said the other, “those are the tales that would be dramatic, tales worth telling, often tragic. But you never hear a doctor tell one of those.”

It is a curious thing in a club that, if you say to anyone, “Tell us a story about what you have been doing,” whatever it is, he is by no means certain to tell you. But say to him, “I never saw anyone who saw a zebra,” or a unicorn, if you like; or “I never heard a man tell a story about a rabbit,” or even a roc, and you are much more likely to get a detailed account of any of those things; and it was rather like that on this occasion. For a doctor, Hennings I remember was his name, and he practised in something like ochteotomy, began by explaining the obvious, which was that no man talks about his failures in any profession, and secondly, if he openly admitted any failure that had cost a life, he might lay himself open to legal proceedings and, in extreme cases, even the police. I told you that a certain rare wine was passing along our table, and the day grew colder and greyer outside as it went, and everyone was agreeing with the doctor, as we couldn’t have failed to do, when suddenly he said, “I had a terrible failure once.”

“Tell us about it,” said two of us.

And he hardly heard us, for his eyes seemed all at once to be turned on the past. But he told us the story.

“A man came into my consulting room once,” he said. “My secretary had given him an appointment: I had never seen him before. I asked him what I could do for him, and he said, ‘It’s my knee. Every now and then it will give a little click.’

“ ‘I see,’ I said. ‘And the click is accompanied by pain, which can be acute. Now show me the exact spot where you feel the pain.’

“And he said, ‘There’s no pain, doctor.’

“And I said, ‘No. You just feel a stiffness. That may be due to certain acids, which with the passing of years form into minute crystals. When these get into joints …’.

“But he said, ‘I don’t feel any stiffness.’

“ ‘Then what,’ I asked, puzzled, ‘is your trouble, exactly?’

“ ‘It’s that click,’ he said, ‘as I told you.’

“ ‘But a slight click in a joint,’ I told him, ‘need cause you no embarrassment. At a certain age such a condition is quite common. And it would be quite inaudible at twenty feet.’

“ ‘That is too far,’ he said.

“ ‘But, but,’ I said, ‘if it could be heard at double that distance what harm would there be in that? I see you have very acute sensibilities, and I could give you a sedative that would check that.’

“ ‘No, doctor,’ he said. ‘In my work; and I am not at liberty to tell you what it is; but it has to be quiet.’

“ ‘I hardly think,’ I began, ‘that a little sound like that …’

“ ‘In my work it might be fatal,’ was all he would say.

“Well, it’s not my business to extract the secrets of other men’s lives which they don’t wish to tell me. And another thing a doctor doesn’t do; he doesn’t show surprise. My job was merely to cure him, and he had a rheumatic tendency in his knee which caused that very slight and only occasional click, over which he had no control and which would come unexpectedly, a little sudden click, and I set out to cure that. I did not tell him, what no patient wants to hear, and which I wish I had told him now, that, having got that much rheumatism into him and being now in the early forties, a complete cure was impossible. I wish I had told him; but wishing is no good now. I gave him all the best treatment I knew, and what with that and keeping up his hopes, without which there would have been no improvement at all, none whatever, I got his knee-joint so much more supple that the crack of which he complained was more rarely heard. Now, I should have told him that that was all I could do for him. That’s what I should have done. But I went on with his case, and there came a day when he told me that that joint of his had made no sound for thirty-six hours. Well, I told him then that he was cured. I felt justified in stimulating his hopes to that extent and in believing that the stimulation of them, and the medicines and ointments I gave him would go as far towards curing him as it was possible to go; and I knew there was no doctor in my street who could have done more.” His street, as we all knew at the club, was Harley Street. “I had done all that medical science could do for him, I had cheered him up, there is no doubt of that, I had stimulated his hopes, and I had never bothered him for a moment by trying to get out of him any of the secrets of his private life which he did not wish to tell. What more could I have done?”

“But you did a lot for him,” said one of us.

“Why do you speak of it as a failure?” said another.

And I myself said, “I think you did him very well.”

“No, no,” he said sadly, “that click must have come back, and I had given him to understand that it would not. It must have come back one night and given him away, for an early housemaid found him lying dead in a passage outside a certain door in the Mongolian Embassy.”

“But, but,” said one of us, “what on earth killed him?”

“With extraterritorial matters,” said the doctor, “it is always hard to tell. They have their own doctor at the embassy, and he said heart failure.”

“What? What?” said Jorkens, suddenly waking up. “What’s that?” And I thought for a moment he would have said, “I don’t believe it.” But, perhaps reluctant to let scepticism loose in the club, he checked himself and was silent.

And in that silence the doctor spoke again. “Things worsened after that in the affairs of Europe,” he said.

And, regretfully though he said it, I got the idea that he brooded more sadly over his fatal mistake involving that single life than he did over those troubles which darken Europe, and which are after all the affairs of other men.


A Prophet Without Honour

Our conversation at the Billiards Club is by no means confined to trifles, and the other day we were talking of admittedly famous men; and, without going into details of what was said, we were all agreed that none of them could possibly have missed his permanent place such as they all hold in our memory. Upon this point there seemed nothing more to say, until Jorkens broke in with the comment, “They could easily have missed it, as many great men have.”

“Who, for instance?” said someone.

“I can give you an instance,” said Jorkens. “Not a great man in himself, certainly, but a man with so astounding a power that he would have taken his place among the great men of the world, as none of you would have doubted if you had heard of him.”

“But what was his name?” asked Terbut.

“Tupton,” said Jorkens.

“Never heard of him,” said Terbut. “What did he do?”

“He had this extraordinary power,” Jorkens said.

“What power?” said Terbut.

“Prophecy,” answered Jorkens.

“How did he come by it?” asked Terbut.

“That I never knew,” said Jorkens. “I had my suspicions, but I never knew. I think that there are more astonishing powers here and there among men than ever we guess. And with all the stories we hear of magic and necromancy, and one kind of illegal thing and another, I am inclined to think that a few of them may be genuine. However it was, he came by this gift of prophecy, and I am not going to tell you my suspicions or guesses as to how he came by it, because I don’t know. However he got it, he had it by the end of the year 1950. And the first thing he did was to test it, and the tests confirmed it absolutely. No doubt he was as surprised as anyone else. He may not have believed that the person who promised it to him had any power to give such a thing as this. But there it was. So the next thing to do was to make others see what he now saw clearly himself, that he actually had this extraordinary power. And, as he began to plan how to do that, there came down on his mind like black clouds rolling up, always faster and faster, huge shadows of coming events. He had hesitated about the whole thing at first, feeling that his would be the fate of Cassandra, to be unheeded and ridiculed. But several things he saw looming clear from the dark of the future made him see that now he must hurry. They were things that the Proper Authorities must be warned about at once.”

“What kind of things?” asked Terbut.

“Disasters,” said Jorkens. “And here were the Proper Authorities elaborating plans and making speeches, that had nothing whatever to do with the things that were going to happen. So first of all he had to get to Whitehall. And there are more policemen hanging about there than you might think. And then he had to persuade them that he was sane, and then that he could do what he claimed, and then that immediate and urgent steps should be taken. Apparently these things from the future were rolling up very fast, and there wasn’t much time. He had to get letters of introduction, and then fill in some forms. He told me that fiddling while Rome was burning might have quite a soothing effect on one, but that filling in forms while those disasters were coming nearer was the most irritating and enraging waste of valuable time that he said he ever knew. When he did get his letter of introduction he wanted to rush in at once, and was told that the Proper Authorities were at lunch. Lunch at such a time, he said, seemed to him unthinkable.”

“But what happened?” said Terbut.

“He got in there,” said Jorkens, “one day at half past three, very neatly dressed and talking very calmly, though he felt anything but calm, and they seemed to think him sane. And that was the first big hurdle crossed. And then he told them that at a certain time a certain taxi would run into a certain lamp-post, and he got them to allow one of their clerks to go and look. And that was the next big hurdle, and a very big one too.”

“And did it?” asked Terbut.

“Of course it did,” said Jorkens. “I told you he could prophesy. Smashed it all to bits, and the taxi too.”

“Collusion?” asked Terbut.

“That was of course what they all thought.” Jorkens answered. “And then Tupton had to show them a shower of rain coming up the moment he said on their own window-panes. That did him no good: our weather is too variable, and they nearly thought he was laughing at them. Had they done that he would have been thrown out at once. Don’t misunderstand me. I speak quite metaphorically. He would have been shown the utmost politeness: too much of it. But he would also have been shown the door. Luckily for him he had been there some time and the evening was wearing on, and out of the window he saw someone walking by, reading a paper. Like a flash there came to him all the headlines of an evening paper that had not yet been issued, but soon would be, and prophecy told him when, and that a boy would bring it to that very door. He saw what they were thinking, and suddenly interrupted their thoughts, saying, ‘May I tell you the headlines of the latest edition?’ Before they could answer he told them. Then one of them started writing it all down, and then it was read over to him, and then a silence followed, broken by very few remarks, and just as it was about to become oppressive the boy arrived at the door as he had prophesied and the paper was brought upstairs and the headlines were of course just as he said. Well that proved nothing: all these things had happened some hours before, and he could have got hold of the news. But he kept on at it. He said, ‘I don’t suppose a motor-bicyclist often comes up this street.’

“ ‘Well, no,’ they said. He was in Downing Street, you see, which is a cul-de-sac.

“ ‘There’ll be one in a minute,’ he said, pulling out his watch. And sure enough there was. It was an American seeing London, and taking a wrong turning just as he came down Whitehall. Little things like that he kept on with, hurriedly, always just forestalling a remark of one of the Proper Authorities which would not only have closed the interview, but perhaps led to his examination by a psychologist. Fortunately his gift of prophecy, which was very active just then, enabled him to know when such a remark was coming. What finally convinced them that there might be something in it was his prophecy that an attendant would come in with a tea-tray, with five small sugared cakes on it, two pink and three green. That sort of brought it home to them, and they started giving him little tests of their own. And then he knew he was winning. Of course he never failed, and gradually he built up some sort of confidence in the Proper Authorities that he could do what he claimed. And, mind you, all through this long interview, through which the door was almost creaking all the time for him to be thrown out, events were rushing forward from the future, as of course they always are, but horribly vivid to him, and he knew the value of the precious time that was being wasted minute by minute. He told me he was clammy with perspiration. And then they listened; and he told them the two disasters and urged them to hurry, and they promised him that they would.”

“And what were the disasters that he told the Proper Authorities?” asked Terbut.

And we all listened for Jorkens’ reply.

“The burning of St. Paul’s at the end of that year,” said Jorkens, “1950 that is, and the war with Persia immediately after, and the very wide spread of that war.”

“The war with Persia?” said some of us.

“The burning of St. Paul’s?” said others.

And Terbut said, “I never heard of that.”

“No,” said Jorkens. “They kept their promise. They promised Tupton to hurry, and they did. They took the proper precautions in time, as not every government always has; but they did, and it’s lucky for us, and the disasters were averted.”

“And what happened to Tupton?” asked Terbut.

“O, he looked a fool,” said Jorkens. “He got too excited about his two disasters when he saw them looming so clear and so very close, and he blurted them out to everybody. The story got out and he looked a fool. People thought him half-witted. He had only to start making a prophecy, and everyone laughed. And he gave it all up, a thoroughly discredited man.”

“But didn’t those high authorities speak up for him?” asked one of us. “You say they had tested his prophecies. And, after all, they had spoiled his last two, themselves. Didn’t they put in a word for him?”

“No,” said Jorkens. “You don’t always get elementary justice. They had been made fools of over St. Paul’s and the war with Persia. They were put to a great deal of inconvenience by having to explain that they had been only taking routine precautions, and the more that they had believed him at the time, the more busy they were disclaiming anything of the sort; and it was thoroughly established in all the principal centres of opinion (if anything can have more than one centre) that poor Tupton was quite half-witted, and was allowed to be at large only through kindness.”
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