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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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Introduction

In your hands, or on your screen, you hold a curious collaboration between the past and the present, between a dead man and one still living, a unified tale built from parts—but then so too, in the deepest sense, is all writing. We build on what came before, and even those who create imagined futures, or alternative histories, echo the voices of memory in providing solid grounding for whatever it is we project forward. Vivid television series such as Downton Abbey or Game of Thrones rise from the loam of the past under the nurturing of the present.

Between 1956 and 1962, the prodigious young author and poet John Kilian Houston Brunner published the three novellas that make up the spine of this collaborative novel. They appeared in Science Fantasy, British editor John Carnell’s fabled magazine that demanded capable writing in the service of stories fusing (at their best) scientific realism and the often outlandishly fantastic.

I was a kid in Australia when I first read these exciting but disturbing Science Fantasy stories, loaned to me by a neighbor who also passed along copies of Astounding Science Fiction and Galaxy. Science Fantasy was hard to find in my nation at the time. So it was a genuinely thrilling experience to follow John Brunner into these somewhat technologized realms of fantasy, but also into deeper domains: the nature of conflict with unknowable foes, of depression and its overcoming, of time and being and destiny.

My imagination was supercharged by the adventures and ordeals in these fast-paced narratives of the characters I here rename Moshe and Vanessa, and the others, but at the same time I felt a frustrating sense that there must be more going on beneath or behind the surface. The stories were superficially different from one another, and yet some of the dark currents flowing through the tales raised them from pure adventure tales to a kind of melancholy survey of the human heart under stress.

Decades later, as a professional science fiction writer myself, I yearned to revisit these disjointed realms at odd angles to our own, and find a way to tie them into a kind of updated meta-story.

By then I already had been permitted to expand the story of characters from Grand Master Robert Silverberg’s most famous novella, “Born with the Dead,” as well as Brunner’s own first serial for New Worlds, titled Threshold of Eternity. My extension of Silverberg’s resonant meditation on life beyond life, “Quicken,” was published in 2013, together with Silverberg’s slightly updated original, as a joint novel: Beyond the Doors of Death.

Now, again with permission from Brunner’s widow and his estate’s British agent, Jane Judd, I’ve retraced Brunner’s footsteps into a complex cosmos of branching universes and time-lines, peeking into some of the crannies to learn what was hiding there. As one does when reading any science fiction or fantasy, I stumbled quite often over such embeddedness in its own social epoch, the late 1950s and early ’60s, some six decades ago. And no mobile phones or computers and so much else that we take for granted. This is always what we find, walking into the visionary worlds from earlier decades: these are yesterday’s tomorrows, not today’s.

So it was exhilarating to work out ways to update the science and even the metaphysics from that now-antique era—and, even more, to see how the technological and gender changes we’ve since experienced, from the 1960s into the 21st century, might suggest to a writer today how to modify and expand the range of the tale. Brunner was always ahead of the social curve, so I’ve tried to capture this edginess as he might have framed some of the relationships if he were writing nowadays. Of course I’m wryly conscious that in another half century or sooner my additions will be just as clearly the insignia of the second decade of this century.

I regret that John Brunner is not still with us, to read my novel version of his novellas and of course to keep adding new marvels, if he wished, to his extensive bibliography. For any readers who are not yet familiar with his considerable range, I can only urge you to find his books and launch your imaginations into pleasures that remain fresh: Times Without Number, Telepathist, Total Eclipse, The Traveler in Black, the mordant social extrapolations that built his fame, Stand on Zanzibar, The Sheep Look Up, The Jagged Orbit, many others, not least wonderful shorter pieces like “Earth is But a Star.” More than twenty years after his premature death a month before his 61st birthday in 1995, these remain doorways into the human condition. John Brunner made that his clear intent, commenting on his early career as a professional of science fiction (in Foundation #1, March 1972):


My entire adult life has been… a voyage of discovery, and the mystery into which I am conducting this lengthy enquiry concerns the nature of myself and my fellow-humans.






Part One: THE KINGDOMS OF THE WORLD

He was in a great place, and it was dark—not dark with the absence of light, but with smoke shot through with red-yellow from the fire beneath it; sometimes monstrous shadows twisted on the mobile surface. A sort of rhythmic shouting was everywhere: a smell rich and thick and somehow satisfying filled the air.

There was a good warmth in his stomach, like the after-effect of brandy when it is needed. There was a pleasant anticipation in his mind.

The rhythm of the shouting quickened, the voices grew stronger. The shadows on the lifting smoke became more numerous. The voices began to echo in the vastness of the confining walls.

And a scream stabbed like a sword through the chant as the first of the children went into the fire to meet the god.




I

At his back, in the bedroom, he could hear Stephanie moving. A moment later, her voice came sleepily through the half-open door. “Where have you got to now?”

Moshe Kaplan felt the sweat cold on his hands as he drew a deep breath and counted five. For a long moment he gazed down at the relaxed, still-chubby face of his five-year-old daughter. He did not know, even then, whether he dared trust his voice, but he had to answer.

“I thought—I thought I heard Sandra crying,” he said huskily, and was glad the lie did not betray itself in a quaver. “But it must have been in her sleep—she’s quiet now.”

He heard Stephanie’s muffled sigh of acceptance, and then paused with his hand on the light switch by the door before going back into their room.

And it was not all a lie. He had heard a child scream. He had heard Sandra cry out; he was certain of it. Yet he was also certain that she burned like a brand, but that was impossible, and unthinkably cruel.

It was one of those heart-stopping terrors of imagination found only in dreams or insanity, incomprehensible to the waking mind and perhaps more horrible for that. His psychological training told him that snarling wolf and relentless quicksand and falling helplessly from a great height are images that have the power to make the idea of returning to sleep horrible even when the body is so tired the mind cannot stir a finger. Moshe knew them all well, and was grateful for the coldness of the floor under his bare feet, and the twelve paces separating him from the warmth of the bed. In that space he could awaken himself.

But to be certain, he did not lie down again at once; he sat back against the headboard and stared in the dim moonlight at Stephanie’s long fair hair coiled into the tidy, compact bun she made of it each night with nimble fingers. Robert Browning’s poem “Porphyria’s Lover” whispered from two hundred years past in some scholarly partition of his mind. Yes, he thought, Porphyria’s lover would have known that silky, honey-golden rope. He shuddered, then, at the notion. The poem had sensual Porphyria strangled by that lover, her radiant hair in one long yellow string wrapped murderously around her throat until she lay in passive death at his side.

Alarmed, Moshe clenched his fists in a spasm of self-loathing. And yet there was no sense in that. It was nonsense, literally, from horrors stored in the unconscious.

But that idle cross-referencing thought from the Victorian age somehow had to do with the nightmare of Sandra screaming in terror, alight. It had something to do with the way he had risen in his sleep and found himself looking down at his daughter’s little bed.

And all of it was out of a dual past: his own, yes, but the other discarded and rejected by him. That was a long and dark and bloody past, humanity’s, of which he had been taught and which he had renounced as without meaning for the twenty-first century, despite the brutality still racking much of the world.

His eyes strained into blackness beyond the window, wondering if there were a star to be seen, but cloud was thick overhead, almost blocking the moon, and the air was oppressive.

The possibility of sleep was receding; he felt almost fully awake now, and that brought relief. His thoughts slipped to less frightful things. For the thousandth time he thought of the contrast between Stephanie’s warm blondness, her skin that tanned so easily and beautifully, and his own ascetic appearance. Sandra had inherited more from him, and he was glad, in a way. She would be one of the dark exciting women he had turned away from when he decided to marry, but he’d had that tribal past to load him with pain, a legacy of words overheard when he was too young to understand them—“Kike,” “Shiksa bitch” and worse—which drove him to fury now he did understand.

And who would that other man be, now surely still a child, the man who was to be captured by the tantalizing eyes and the pouting lips and the sleek black hair of the woman his daughter would become? She would not be ugly, this woman, this child born of his genes and Steph’s, nor dull. She would have her choice of men, without doubt, and brilliant children of her own. And the interweaving tangled network of human life would have another nexus…

Meaningless on the cosmic scale, this train of thought, except to a human being—but what of that? What judge shall there be of human values but humankind?

The sky split in the distance with a long streak of white lightning. He waited for the thunder, mechanically counting. When it came, Stephanie stirred again, her eyes still closed.

“Was that thunder?” she whispered. “Has it woken Sandra?”

A second peal—louder and closer—came to them before Moshe could reply. “If it hasn’t already, it will any minute,” he said.

Stephanie turned and looked blurrily at the threadlike lightning in the distance. They waited for Sandra to call out and come running to seek protection from the storm beside her mother.

“I’m sorry for waking you,” he said, voice raspy, not knowing why the lightning made him want to hear her answer.

“More of those damned dreams, Moishe?” came the automatic, instant response. Without touching her, he knew the stiffened resentment of her body.

“Bad, yes. Very bad.”

“I used to feel sympathetic,” she told him in a bleak tone. “For the first couple of years. But this is intolerable. Get help, damn it. See a different shrink.”

And Sandra stood in the doorway asking whether there was thunder, because if there was she was frightened and please could she sleep with them?

It had stopped raining before he had to walk across the small park in West Washington Heights to catch the A train, but even at half past nine, when he reached his office on Water Street at the south end of Manhattan, the sky was a sad gray and the few scrawny trees looked bent with the weight of the rain. Should have taken a cab, wasn’t as if it cost him anything with his company taxi card. But usually he was refreshed by the crush and odors of his fellow workers, despite the cruel memory of the pandemic, preferring the subway to an Uber or a cab. Not today. As he soared into the heights of the building and began the meaningless string of morning greetings, he was troubled by a sort of directionless, useless frustration. Why waste breath on this hollow invocation to inanimate forces—“Good morning!” to the armed lift operator accompanying the mechanical device—“Good morning!” to the teenaged messenger—when no one sane could imagine that wishing someone well—“Good morning!” to Mr. Cochran—could bring about the desired effect?

One of these days I’d like to wish everyone an awful morning, he reflected wistfully. Just see one happen. If wishes worked that way.

His coat felt damp as he peeled it off and hung it up in his office closet: the wrong kind of dampness, like a stone thinly layered with algae. It wasn’t going to be a good day, he felt certain.

He dropped into his chair, ran both hands swiftly back over his hair, and logged onto his computer. Moments later he looked up as the door opened for his new administrative assistant. Astarte Agarita wore a brown suit this morning. Somehow her glasses looked more severe for the similarity of color in their rims. Extravagant, self-chosen name, surely, and what was her nationality? He couldn’t place her accent. However, it was contrary to Foundation and indeed Federal rules to probe such employee details, even for a former psychologist outside the clinical setting. A thin sheaf of handwritten memos was in her hand. No emails any more, damn it, since the Clinton leaks had helped derail her Presidential ambitions and finally hung Trump out to dry. We’re sinking back into the twentieth century, he told himself. The basic technology is getting too dangerous to use, let alone rely on. He had never expected to find himself dictating to a secretary.

“Morning, Ms. Agarita,” he said, watching her place the memos in the tray. “Anything urgent?"

She took him literally. “There’s a gentleman named Mr. Bell waiting to see you,” she said with half a smile. “I have a tiny confession to make. I am acquainted with Mr. Bell, and he sought an interview with you. I understand that he has substantial business interests. But please, call me Astarte, sir.”

Moshe gritted his teeth slightly, and answered with his eyes on the monitor screen. “Give me a minute, Astarte, then send him in.”

The sixty seconds went by, and when he glanced over to the door again, there was a man standing in the opening. Moshe he felt his hair prickle, his muscles tighten—

Some people, he told himself, feel this way about cats.

Mr. Bell was of medium height, plump, dressed in an expensive dark suit. His hair was receding, but glossy and as black as Moshe’s own. He had fat hands and his lips were just slightly shiny with wet, as if he had passed his tongue over their plump soft surface the instant before Moshe looked at him.

After a long pause, Moshe rose and put out his hand. “What can I do for you, Mr. Bell?” he said, not intending to sound rude and yet succeeding in making it appear that if it was the last thing he didn’t do, he would do nothing for the visitor.

Mr. Bell left the question unanswered for as long as it took him to grasp Moshe’s hand with a touch like soft feather pillows (and with exceptionally well-tended nails, shiny and oval, Moshe noticed with a spurt of revulsion), release it, and step back a pace, running his gaze down and up again from head to foot. Bell half-chuckled in a fruity manner and spoke in a warm tenor voice marked by the same unidentifiable accent as his new assistant. “So despite the fact that you think it meaningless, you won’t wish me good morning. I suppose, in one sense, you’re very wise.”

There was a discontinuity. Moshe’s consciousness, having refused to accept the possibility that Bell, whoever the hell he was, could have known his most intimate thoughts of only a few minutes previous, took refuge in momentary fugue. When he was again fully aware of what was going on, he was waving Bell to a chair.

Before Moshe had properly reseated himself behind the desk, Bell said, “To answer the question you put to me, Mr. Kaplan. I came here to make you an offer. You are, after all, a philanthropist.”

Irritated, Moshe let his gaze move sardonically to the large bold highly polished sign standing out in relief from the wall facing the curtain windows:

GOLDSTEIN

PHILANTHROPIC

FOUNDATION

“Uncanny insight, Mr. Bell.” He pressed against the back of his ergonomic chair. “Sadly, I’m not a philanthropist, just a worker bee.”

“Yes, but in direct charge of the disbursement of many hundreds of millions—or is it billions?—of dollars. You are driven, I think, by two impulses.”

He paused, and raised an eyebrow.

Moshe said nothing.

“You truly enjoy helping people, especially by aiding them to find their own solutions. Suitably enough, for a former psychologist. And you are thrilled by the exercise of power.”

Gripped by a sudden urge to seize the little shit by the collar and throw him out of his office, Moshe said instead, with an edge in his voice, “What kind of offer, Mr. Bell? Do you have a substantial donation in mind?”

“More precisely, Mr. Kaplan, I am here to let you make a demand. What do you want?”

Moshe blinked. “I beg your pardon?” Hairs bristled again on his nape.

Bell gestured sweepingly. “What do you want?” he repeated patiently.

Moshe leaned forward, slightly dazed, shaking his head. “I don’t understand. Are you head-hunting me?” He felt tired and bemused. Bell smiled.

“In a sense.”

The peculiar inflection of the phrase conjured up the horrifying vision of last night: the vast smoky arena or perhaps place of worship resounding to a shouted chant. For an instant Moshe knew an associated pleasure—the joy a child knows on being disobedient in revenge for imagined wrong—but the pleasure lasted no longer than the scream.

“What firm do you represent?” he said, swallowing.

“The oldest firm, if you care to put it that way,” Bell said pensively, and then chuckled as if at an original joke. “Soon to be the newest firm in a new world!”

Moshe’s temper had teetered on the edge of imbalance. This was enough to tip it over. He drew a deep breath.

“I’ve got better things to do with my time than sit here and listen to nonsense,” he said sharply. “Say what you have to say, or leave.”

The door of the outer office opened and shut, and Godfrey Gellner’s cheerful young voice was heard. Bell blinked across the desk.

“But I can’t do that, Mr. Kaplan,” Bell said, as if it were a self-evident truth. “I can never do that.”

Gellner put his head round the door. “Morning, Mr. Kaplan,” he began, and abruptly started to withdraw again, apologizing. Moshe stopped him.

“It’s all right, Godfrey,” he said. “This gentleman is just going. Perhaps you could direct him to the elevator?”
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