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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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PROLOGUE

PRAM WATKINS had spent the night in cars before, and he knew how cold their thin tin sides could be. He did not even consider kipping in the green Aston Martin hard-top drawn up at the end of a swirl of tyre-marks opposite the mouldering steps to the huge front door. He knew a much better place. For all there would be soft leather and the smell of cigars he still knew a better place.

He had been this way many times—seven years running he had passed here spring and autumn. There’d never been tyre-marks before, nor yet a bloody motor at the end of them. The house had always been empty—except for the bats. Pram hated the bats. It was partly because of them that he had kept out, kept away from the kitchens and the passages, the big halls and the thirty bedrooms. Now the bats must have been driven away, for the house had human tenants and there were curtains at the ground-floor windows. Still, the new tenants wouldn’t bloody worry him, whoever they were. He shambled back into the bushes at the side of the drive and heaved his pram in after him.

He went along dark paths between the laurels and the rhododendrons, the moss-caked stems of the sapling elders and shot-up leafless azaleas—paths where the pram rocked and bucketed, shaking cruelly its contents, the sufficient things the world had left him. Pram was no Socialist, he grudged nobody their five thousand pounds’ worth of motor. But he knew that five thousand pounds’ worth of motor would certainly grudge an old man a night’s shelter and a warm bed. So Pram bucked and rocketed unseen within the shrubbery.

He made his way round the long arm of the East Wing. Beyond it the house folded back on itself, enclosing a large courtyard surrounded by kitchens, dairies, plucking sheds and stables. This courtyard in the past had been a favourite sheltered mud-patch for the store cattle allowed to wander in the grounds. But this year there was a gate, and the ground within was dry and reasonably untrodden. Some attempt had been made to tidy up—Pram noticed a worn patch to what had been a buttery, and one or two significant pieces of coal left beside it. He’d come and load up when it was dark. No point in risking anything now, even though the light was failing and it must be nearly six. Old Pram knew he wasn’t as quick as he had been once. Even an outdoor life couldn’t keep you young for ever. He’d kindle a fire of sticks ready for the coal when it was dark enough.

Funny thing, people coming to live in this old place, overgrown and rotting down the damp Devonshire seasons—people with a motor like that, any rate. There were curtains at the windows on either side of the front door, but the rest of the place was empty, the East Wing windows blank and dusty, the cattle-smashed glass still gaping in the rooms round the courtyard. And Pram could see smoke coming from only one chimney. Milky wood-smoke flowing over the edge of the red clay pot and down on to the roof in the moist April evening. Through the broken windows away on the South Front brambles were growing, and ivy had prised crooked the deep stone mullions. The evening was grey and gold, with rooks as part of the silence. Pram blew his nose into a bush and trundled on.

He was not dead to the beauty of the place. He saw the worn stones, the brilliant orange lichen, the black-green of the pine trees behind. But his eyes turned wearily back to the padded piece of American cloth at the end of the pram between the handles. He knew the look of that piece of American cloth probably better than the look of anything else in the world. He sighed and shivered. But he was not cold, for his clothes were good this year. Just that the sight of the cracked American cloth and the feel of the dead house gave him the shivers. Everything wore out, even houses. And Pram himself was not getting any younger. They’d stopped making spares for his model years ago.

He trundled on, swishing the pram through the long grass. Beyond the South Front the ground rose steeply, pine-needled and barren under the high dark trees. Near the foot of this hill there was a stone trough taking the overflow from the well, deep in the hillside. A galvanized pipe with a green brass strainer over its end ran down from this trough to the house. And behind this trough, hidden deep in the uncurling ferns and the brambles, there was a low tunnel following the stream back into the hill, a tunnel dug and arched over centuries before Cromwell. Pram saw that the trough and the filter had been cleaned recently.

He pushed his pram into the bushes near the tunnel and looked round to be sure he had not been seen. Then he got down on to his face and wriggled quickly into the tunnel.

Not far inside the hill the tunnel widened. To one side of it a considerable hollow had been made, and above it the sky showed at the end of a long narrow ventilation-shaft. Pram felt around on the wall by him and finally came upon a candle—a new one. Somebody had been there since last autumn, somebody who had thoughtfully replaced the dog-end of candle with this new one. Pram lit the candle. He saw everything in its place, the stones for his fire, the straw for his bed, the apricot tin he kept to save crawling out in the middle of the night, everything was there, yet everything was different. One of the boys must have dropped in. Crasher—or Lofty Smith perhaps. Good boys, they were. Good boys, leaving him that good bit of candle.

He sat down and rested for a few minutes. The bending and crawling had left him out of breath. He rolled a cigarette and licked it into a brown, bent string. He lit it with difficulty. Then he snuffed out the candle and the darkness leapt up round the smouldering shreds of tobacco. He coughed the shreds into a white-hot frenzy.

He liked the darkness. He sat smiling in the darkness and smoking, till the rooks were quiet in the high trees.

He went out into the night, foraging for sticks and pine-cones. He fumbled in his pram and brought out some sacking, a mug, a kettle, a tin of sugar and cocoa mixed, half a sliced loaf from a dustbin—perfectly wholesome in its blue-and-white waxed packet—an onion and a grubby pasty. By candlelight it would be too dim for the finer points of pasties. He had decided not to light his sticks until he had fetched the coal—if you didn’t get coal going quickly it made a heavy sour smoke that hung around and was bad for your cough. He took his pram down the way he had come to the gate of the courtyard.

No lights were showing from this side of the house, and he propped the gate open with a stone. He propped it wide in case he should have to leave in a hurry. He wheeled his pram across the bare bumpy ground to the buttery door and filled the small sack in his pram with tidy lumps of coal: three big ones and the rest just right for kindling. He returned across the yard and closed the gate carefully after him.

Old Pram Watkins reckoned he had grown out of being nosy—the ways and means of his day-to-day life filled as much of his conscious mind as needed filling. For the rest, he thought his own thoughts, and left other people to think theirs.

But when other people’s thoughts led them to come and live in Buckleigh Coombe—his Buckleigh Coombe—then even his incurious mind was roused to wonder. What strange folk might they be, and what might it be they wanted, coming to live out here? He left his pram close in against the wall of the stable and went round to the front of the house to find out.

The big bay windows to the right of the front door showed a dim, almost orange, light. It was so muted that the white sinews of the leafless wistaria could be seen in contrast against the mullions between the high narrow panes. But as he approached he was just able to make out the ceiling of the room within, its intricate patterning, and the dark shapes of distant pictures hanging on a scarcely less dark wall. When he finally reached the window his head was on a level with the sill, and he could do no more than look up at the vast curtain-rod far above him, with brocade curtains hanging from it on wooden rings like bangles—brocade curtains, colourless and impenetrable in the steady orange glow.

There was a movement in the room, and a man spoke. After a pause there was the sound of logs being banged and shifted, and in a flicker of white firelight the long shadow of a woman standing by the hearth was cast clear across the ceiling. At the same moment, high above him, Pram saw a swirl of wood-sparks tossed out against the black sky. The flicker faded, only to be kicked and roused again. He heard the woman’s voice.

‘The wood’s still damp I’m afraid. Harry.’

There was no reply. The woman moved away from the fire and the flickering again faded.

Old Pram fetched the door-scraper from beside the front door and stood up on it. He saw a single oil-lamp, with a rich parchment shade, standing on a long, plain, oblong table. Seated at the table was a man—a hunched nothing of a man, hunched in his writing.

The room was like a museum, or a room in a doll’s house—out of scale with the two small people in it. The dark walls seemed to lean in on them and by its very remoteness the ceiling seemed to crush them. A stuffed bear stood in a corner and above the black over-mantel there were muskets and ornate pistols.

The woman sat on a three-legged stool almost in the fireplace, and she was knitting. In that room the incongruity of this simple domestic act occurred even to old Pram. He watched the jerking of the needles, fascinated.

Suddenly the man at the table changed. He made no sound, he hardly moved; if he was different it was a difference sensed rather than seen. But it drew Pram’s attention instantly from the flicking needles.

There was no one else in the room, so the man at the table was Harry to whom the woman had spoken. He was still writing, bent forward now over the table, close to the lamp. But he was no longer looking down at the paper on which he was writing. His eyes instead were staring out of the window. His hand moved steadily on the paper and his eyes stared out of the window at Pram, through Pram, past Pram. Wide and empty they were, like the eyes of a blind man.

Harry stared, seeing nothing, till Pram began almost to doubt his own reality. He wished that the woman would turn from the fire and see him and scream, and phone for the police and be afraid, just so that he would know that he was really there. He held his hand up by his face—he saw it clearly in the orange light. But Harry stared and saw nothing.

An owl hooted close by and Pram felt comforted. His world re-established itself. He dropped down from the window just as the woman looked up from her knitting at the owl’s cry. He replaced the door-scraper by the step and returned through the darkness to the pram and to his load of coal.

He heard a clock strike somewhere far away in the house—a dusty, unwanted sound in the peopled silence. Eight o’clock. He wished he hadn’t looked.

On purpose he rustled noisily up through the grass, dispelling the creeping quiet. He crawled through the tunnel with the coal-sack beside him. He lit his candle and his fire and boiled his kettle. He burned no more than two pieces of his coal, for there was no breeze to draw the smoke up through the vent in the roof and the coal-fumes hung about like railways. He felt safe and contained. He drank his cocoa, he ate his pasty and his bread-and-onion. He chose not to think about the house and the woman, the lamp and the blind eyes.

Later he swilled out his mug in the trickle of water that ran by to the trough and piled dry cones on the embers of his fire, watching the smoke furl and thicken above him. Before blowing out the candle he used his apricot tin, putting it afterwards as far along the tunnel as he could reach.

Later still he dowsed the fire, having heard of a man burned alive in just such a place. He loosened his boots, leaving them on for warmth. In the dark he rolled some sacking for a pillow and burrowed feet first into the straw. He planned to be away very early in the morning—he’d pick up some breakfast at a farm he remembered two miles down the road. He’d had tea and a slice of egg-and-bacon pie there last year. Egg-and-bacon pie—it was bloody good. Sustaining, that’s what. Egg-and-bacon pie. …

He slept easily, without dreaming. The farm he remembered two miles down the road began another day at five-thirty with the milking. Perhaps in May or June the farmer might wonder what had happened to old Pram Watkins that year. And perhaps not. A tramp who doesn’t bother people doesn’t exist. In the minds of most people he never did.

And before the morning milking that Tuesday in early April this tramp, this Pram Watkins, did stop. At least, his mouldering flea-bitten life stopped. Before dawn old Pram Watkins had died, and the rats sniffed at the crumbs in the blue-and-white waxed paper.
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