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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 I

I am in a foreign town now, with little to do, and with nothing at all that is so interesting and soothing as letting my memory roam. My memory is not what it was. If Monsieur Alphonse, as I call him, for I can never quite get his queer Balkan surname, were to suddenly ask me what day it was, I might not be able to tell him, and yet the scenes of my youth are as clear as ever they were, and many men and things you may see in the course of a day that you will not remember as vividly that same evening as I remember the things of fifty years ago. Monsieur Alphonse is almost the only man I ever see to talk to: he comes in nearly every day to have a glass of absinthe with me; and when he goes I sit and think of the past. And only the other day, while the sparrows were all chirruping outside my window in sunlight, and my memories were even more vivid than usual, it struck me that it might be as well to write them down, for they are memories of an Ireland that they tell me is quite gone. And it seems to me that if the scenes of those days be allowed to be quite lost, the world will miss a memory of a beautiful and happy country, and be the worse for that. Or was it a sad and oppressed country, as some say? I don’t know. It didn’t seem so to me.

Well then, my name: Charles James Peridore. The date: I do not remember. But I remember hearing the names of Gordon and Gladstone, and one day the loss of Khartoum flashed from the news; and I must have been about sixteen. Well, somewhere about that time; for it is not the date that is vivid and bright in my mind as the leaves of the lime-tree just outside my window, but the things I saw as a boy; somewhere about that time I was sitting before the fire with my father late one winter’s evening in our house called High Gaut. Of the date of the house I can tell you nothing accurate. It was built by a forbear of ours who was a historical character, but it is just about that time that the history of Ireland begins to be fabulous, so that it is truer to tell you merely that the house was very old. Of the period of its furniture and its fixtures I can tell you at once: it was no period at all. As chairs and such things wore out they were replaced in different generations, and the only thing that they all had in common was that they were all bought by the same family. There is a right and a wrong place for antiquity: it is right in walls, wrong in carpets; wrong too in curtains and wall-paper and hearth-rugs. We had antiquity everywhere. My father kept only one housemaid to do the work of the large house, and though she did what she could, it was clear in every room that the spider was gaining. And another memory I have of that day, that is almost as clear to my mind as the memory of my father and myself before the fire in the library; and that is the picture of a long man in a frayed black coat that came below his knees, galloping down the street of a village in which all the houses were thatched, and all had low white walls shining in sunlight. I should not call it a memory, because I never saw it, but I pictured the scene so clearly when I was young, when the man came up to High Gaut, and said: “I galloped all the way from Lisronagh to tell you that the geese are in on the bog,” that the picture is still here among my memories. And a keen joy stamped the picture clear on my mind, for shooting was the greatest adventure I then had known, and a pheasant the largest bird I had ever shot; and that grey traveller the goose, with his wariness, his rarity and romance, was a greater prize to me then than any that the world could offer me now. And my father would not let me go to Lisronagh, because I had not done my holiday task. It was a book of Dickens, and everyone else in my division at Eton would do it in the train going down from Paddington. I see now that fifty minutes in a crowded railway carriage may not be enough in which to read one of Dickens’ novels; but the feeling that my father did not understand is deeper and older and stronger. Yes, it is with me yet.

So in the evening we were sitting before the fire in the library, and it was late, and he had sent for the glass of milk that he always drank with whiskey before going to bed. There were only us: my mother had died years ago. We were alone in the large house but for the cook and the kitchenmaid and the one housemaid: the butler lived half a mile away, and had long gone to bed. And there was a boy, living over the stables, who did odd work in the house by day. We were not talking much. Perhaps I was sore about not having been allowed to go to Lisronagh; I don’t remember now. Of course I had had ample warning about the holiday task; my father had often told me to do it and I had not started it yet: partly laziness; chiefly, I suppose; and partly that feeling that my father did not understand the attitude of the world to a holiday task: my world, I mean. I obeyed my father as much as most boys do; but there was one curious thing over which he seemed to exert all his personal force, all that was left to him as he grew old, and even more, as though he called up hidden reserves of power; and that was that one day in that room he might say to me “Look at the picture,” and if ever he did I was to go immediately to a little Dutch picture at the end of the room and watch it; I forget for how long, but I was to watch it minutely. And, if ever he said those words, I was never to think that he did not mean them, or that it was a joke, or that there was time to spare. He told me this often. Why? He never told me why.

Well, there we were sitting, and the house was all shut up; my father always went round every shutter himself to see they were properly fastened, and I used to think it rather unnecessary, for we knew everybody all round us; but once when I said something of this to my father he had replied: “You never know who might come over the bog.” And certainly on the other side of the bog there were hills of which we knew nothing. Yet the idea that, even over there, could be anyone with enmity for my father, seemed, I remember, absurd to me: for one thing he did not seem active enough to have his share of such enmities; but that was a boy’s idea, forgetting he had been younger.

We were talking when at all about Lisronagh, for I wanted quietly to find out what day I might go; when the housemaid brought in the milk, a tumbler of plain milk which he used to mix with the whiskey himself, after tasting the milk to see that it was not sour. The housemaid left the room, and he put his hand to the tumbler that stood on a table beside him. I can see him now more clearly than I can picture faces seen yesterday; tall and thin, with fine profile, with the firelight in his greying beard. And I was talking of Lisronagh. I thought he would have let me go next day, till he said definitely: “Not this week.” I remember the words because they fell on my ears with such a sense of disaster, yearning as I was to get to Lisronagh before the geese had gone, and because they were the last words but four that I ever heard him say. He lifted the glass of milk to his lips and then put it down again, and turned to me and said: “Look at the picture.” And he said it with none of the authority I had expected, if ever I really expected he would say those words at all, with less authority by far than that with which he forbade me to go to Lisronagh; but as though he were very tired.

I did as I had been taught. I went without thinking he did not mean it, or that there was time to spare: I went to the little Dutch picture and gazed at the tiny figures, skating past churches and windmills over grey ice. The picture was near the door, the only door in the room, which was shut, until it was opened from outside, and four tall men came in. Then I looked round, and my father was gone.

I saw at once that the men were from the other side of the bog; they were dark and strange and like none of our men. They peered round the room, then one of them looked at me fixedly and said: “There is no one we have a greater respect for than your father, but it is a pity he mixed himself up with politics the way he did; and it’s the way it is we want to speak to him, and no one could be sorrier than myself that I have to say it.”

Then I knew they had come to shoot my father.

So I said: “He is up in his room, but I’ll go and fetch him.”

“You will not, sir,” said the same man. “But we will come with you.”

So they looked amongst all the curtains in the library, and behind a sofa that there was, and found nothing, and then I walked slowly up the stairs, and they came with me. So slowly I went that one of them shouted: “Come on, now.” And at that I started forward and ran up a few steps, and fell at the top of a flight. I got up slowly, and then limped a little. All this gained time.

When we came to the door of my father’s room I knocked, but they shoved in past me. The room was in darkness and I got a match for them and lit a candle: they looked round the room carefully, and we gained time there.

I said: “He must be in his study.” And then I added: “Perhaps he is in another bedroom. Shall we go there first?”

But the man who had spoken before said: “You will go to the study.” So I did as he told me and we all went downstairs. All the time I was calculating how far my father could have got. How he had got out of the library I had no idea; there was only one door and all the shutters were shut; but gone he had. And even if he went by some narrow passage, and difficult steps in the dark, I calculated that with our various trifling delays, that all add up, he had gone by now as far as we had, and that that should have just taken him clear of the house. He would make of course for the stables: that was a hundred yards. And then he would have to get in, and saddle his horse and get out again, and past the gate by the house, before one could think him safe.

When we entered the study I think they saw at a glance that my father was not there, and never had been. It was not only that the fire was unlighted, but the look and feel of the room told you at once that it never was used by anyone. And indeed, except for meals, we never used any room at all but the library. And they all looked at me in a rather nasty way.

“If you don’t show us where he is, we’ll burn the house,” said one of them that had not spoken before.

“You will not,” I said, looking straight at him.

And his face fell at that, and I saw the eyes of all of them turn downwards. For they knew, whoever they were or wherever they came from, that we kept a piece of the true Cross at High Gaut, and had done for ages, ever since it had been granted to us for the help my family gave in a war of one of the Popes. I saw they were thinking of it, and did not have to remind them that if a man burned that, the flames might not be so easily quenched. They would flicker about his soul all through eternity.

But you do not always know, when you invoke powers like that, whom in the end they will benefit. The leader turned to me and told me to get the cross. It was a crystal cross and part of the crystal was hollow, and in the hollow the piece of the true Cross was. I knew what they wanted it for: they were going to swear me on it. And I grew suddenly afraid of the cross, and afraid of the men.

I had to get it: it was in that very room; in a little golden box on a marble table. It was never locked up; there was no need for that. I went across the room to get it, and they all drew their pistols as I went. They took them out of their pockets, in which I knew they had them, but they had not shown them before. Now they were getting annoyed because they had not found my father, and I saw that they were not going to let me escape from swearing to them on the Cross. They were long, single-barrelled pistols, old even then; nothing like the automatics they use nowadays.

When I came back with the relic I saw that they had me covered. I came up to them and lifted it in my hand, and they all dropped on their knees. “Do you swear,” said the leader, kneeling before me, but still covering me with the long black pistol, “to the best of your knowledge and your belief that your father is still in this house?”

And while he spoke I heard the clip clop, clip clop, of my father’s horse coming out of the stables. But it was only coming at a walk. That was of course so as to make less noise, and then there was a gate that he would have to open, but somehow I had thought he would gallop. Almost at once he got on to the grass, and they had not heard him, but he had to come right past the house. I could still hear every step of the horse, but I suppose it is easier to hear what you are listening for, if you are listening as I was; while they were all watching me and the cross that I held and waiting for me to speak, and they never heard the horse coming by on the grass. But they would have if I hadn’t spoken just when I did. He wasn’t safe till he’d opened the gate another fifty yards on. “I swear,” I said, “to the best of my knowledge and my belief,” speaking slowly, spinning it out as long as I could, to drown the noise of the hooves, “that my father is in this house.”

I suppose one puts one’s soul in danger oftener than one thinks, and in less good causes. The risk frightened me when I took it. If it wasn’t the true Cross, and (God help me) I’ve sometimes doubted it, then no harm was done. If it was, could it be on the side of these four men and against my father? But I was not easy about what I’d done, for a single moment, till I went to Father McGillicud and told him all. “And would you murder your father,” he said, “and with the true Cross in your hand?” Then I knew that I’d done right.

When I had sworn I put the relic down, and they all rose from their knees, and as they rose I heard the hoof-beats stop. My father was opening the gate.

That is the scene that remains with me today, so far away from Ireland, as clear as any picture that one could hang on the wall; the old room in my home, and the four men kneeling before me with their pistols. It takes a wealth of experience in many peaceful years to make a man forget having looked from the wrong end along fire-arms; and the first time he probably never forgets; but it is their earnest, devout faces that I see in my memory as vividly as their weapons.

When I put the relic down they began to search the house. My father must still have been fumbling with the gate, for I did not hear as yet the sound I was waiting for. It was one of those gates that you had to dismount to open. I went with them from room to room; and suddenly, in the first room that we came to, I heard my father’s horse. It was trotting now. I began talking hurriedly, and still they seemed not to hear the horse. There was the lodge still ahead of him, and the lodge gates, but I felt he was almost safe now. I never knew how these men had come, whether on horse or driving or on foot, and did not know what means of pursuit they might have; but I felt he was nearly safe, though I wished he would gallop. We went from room to room, and they searched thoroughly, paying no attention to my suggestions that I made to drown the sound of the trotting hooves, growing fainter and fainter; but, in the hugeness and the stillness of the night, they were clearly audible all the way to the lodge. Sometimes the four tall men stopped suddenly still and listened, to hear if my father was moving about the house before them, but they never heard the hooves. Large deserted rooms that we never used we passed through, with a feeling of emptiness and damp about them, and so little suggesting the presence of either my father or any living man that one of them said to me: “Was there ever a ghost here?” And partly because of the look and feel of the room, with only one candle burning, and partly because of the habit I had picked up from the people all round me of rather avoiding a straight answer, I said: “I wouldn’t trust it.” I think that hurried them on, which is what I should most have avoided; but, as they came to the last room, I heard all of a sudden ring out in the heart of the night the sound of a horse galloping. It was my father, clear of the lodge, on the high road. It must have been half a mile away, but the sound of a horse at night galloping is a sound that they could not have missed. They all stood still at once. “It’s himself,” said one. They looked at me, but gave up any notion of my complicity; then they turned to their own plans and began to hurry towards the hall door. I started making conversation with them about shooting. One of them listened to me, and soon I was telling him of the geese on Lisronagh bog. It was a safer topic than some that they might have started, if left to themselves. To look at him you would have said that he was the worst of the four, and yet he told me little things about shooting that are pure gold to a boy; and, when he saw how keen I was on the geese, he said to me just as they all went out through the door: “And a goose takes a long time to get his pace up. Don’t aim so much in front of a goose as you do at other birds.”

And then when they’d all gone he opened the door again and put his head inside, and said, word for word as I write it: “And if it ever comes to it, and God knows the world’s full of trouble, aim a foot in front of a man walking, at a hundred yards.”
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