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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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      … And God said to Jonah: Art thou greatly angry for the gourd? And he said: I am greatly angry even unto death. And the Lord
         said: Thou hast had pity on the gourd for which thou hast not labored, neither made it grow, which came up in a night and
         perished in a night and should not I have pity on Nineveh, that great city, wherein are more than sixscore thousand persons
         that cannot discern between their right and their left hand and also much cattle?
      




   



      
      
      I

      
      Oswald shoots Kennedy.

      
      Well, so far so good this time around, but then it all goes wrong again. There is simply nothing to be done with these people.
         Kennedy, that idiot, has decided to try this standing in the limousine and without actor’s grace he falls heavily across Jacqueline and into the roses which collapse underneath.
         Explosion of petals. Oswald, unaware of the disaster, thinking as all of them do only of his own performance, throws the rifle
         cheerfully down ten stories and disappears from the window as I run out frantic.
      

      
      The rifle is deflected by a third-floor balcony on the Municipal. It slams left off a flagpole, drops to an eave, arcs out
         beyond the building, and finally misses my ear by only inches, catching me a terrific blow on the shoulder. For a moment I
         think that I have reached the end right here, right here – to die on the city stones from a blow inflicted by an idiot.
      

      
      No such luck.

      
      All will go on; my duties will not conclude so abruptly. I come to my feet, flex limbs, everything works. I rub the shoulder
         convulsively until some of the pain recedes. It goes away quickly. Perhaps I make a little more of the pain than it really
         is. I will admit this. But they must be taught a lesson. If I die, so will they all in this pigpen: they will learn regard
         for my person. Precautions will hold. The situation is in flux but it will hold.
      

      
      And so they gather around me quickly then: Kennedy now bounding from the car. Jacqueline, Johnson, Connally. The security
         forces. Even though I have finally taught them the necessity of staying within the roles at all times I can see fear hammering
         at the edges of their characterization. What will they do if I die? Who will speak for them when the incendiaries open? They
         look frantic. Good. It is necessary that they show me the proper respect. I am their only chance for release from the city and my person priceless.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Kennedy asks. He runs his hand over his jacket, other hand pumping away in a side pocket. Masturbation
         under stress is an old habit of the Kennedy clan or am I confusing them with these lumpen? Of course, there are no Kennedys now, all of them are dead; it is the lumpen who have no control. Separate history from situation; cleave memory from instance. These lumpen are insane. Difficult to believe that Kennedy was shot and in extremis only seconds ago. He has worked himself almost totally out of the role, not even a transitional sense. Discipline. I have
         got to teach them discipline!
      

      
      ‘Get the hell back in the car,’ I say, still rolling the ball of the shoulder under fingers, then stagger toward him threateningly.
         The sun is uncomfortable; the air binding. Ruined New York makes an inconstant Dallas, the landscape itself is inimical to
         the sense of the production. Kennedy was killed in open spaces. ‘What are you waiting for?’ I say to those idiot faces clumped
         around me, docile, but yet threatening. ‘Get back to it. Keep on with the production.’
      

      
      ‘We were worried,’ Jacqueline says. She runs a hand across her wide, blank forehead. Fat stupid bitch! I cannot bear to see
         them in gestures of appeal. How many times have I told them this? I have only allowed her to play the role because she begged.
         Records will attest to this; she is no actress. She is no actress, Kennedy is no actor, Connally does not know what he is
         doing. None of them, possibly excepting Lee Harvey Oswald, have any conception of professionalism or of the peculiar and terrible
         obligation which all of them have incurred. Have incurred! Nor is there any way in which I can tell them. Certain channels
         of communication with the lumpen are frozen. They are not human.
      

      
      Note that it is Oswald who joins us now. At a run from the towers he comes toward me limping from some pointless injury, his
         eyes dilated. He has seen the flight of the rifle then; now he sees the cast gathered around me, the concern on their faces,
         the way in which I hold my shoulder (I admit that to some degree I exaggerate the pain to make an impression on them) and
         he understands what has happened. He has some moderate sensitivity, unlike the others who function on the bestial level of pleasure – pain. I really do not
         know how he has gotten into this pack but it is unwise in any event to speculate. He is here, he can be used. Were it not
         for him the reenactment would fail utterly.
      

      
      ‘Are you all right now sir?’ he says, stepping some feet away, backed off from the others. He is still locked into the role
         – timorous, shaking, but latently aggressive – which is good. None of the others would have had even this elementary understanding.
         ‘I guess you’re all right,’ he says, turning. ‘So the hell with you then. There’s much work to do. I’m on my way.’
      

      
      ‘So you are,’ I say, facing the others who, anticipating this rage, have begun to scatter. ‘Get on with it damn you!’ I shout.
         ‘Can’t you do anything right, don’t you have any sense, any discipline, any professionalism?’ – the same pointless rant: set
         it to music, score it for flute and let it be gone, no hope, no reason, no possibility, no form, no depth, slam the timpani. I am sick of delivering the recitative, sick of hearing it refracted through the damaged consciousness.
         But it works. They shuffle back to their cars, stake out positions on the ground. Already we are three minutes behind the
         projected schedule.
      

      
      Hopelessness overcomes me. Three minutes! I resist an impulse to fling myself upon the ground and weep. Is this my penance
         then? to extract performances from the lumpen forever on this burning ground, nothing to ever work out? I do not know how I will get through it.
      

      
      For a moment, I think of cancelling. I actually consider telling them my thoughts in some detail and striking the set. But
         they have, in their way, worked so hard to this point that it would not be fair to them or to me to let that work dissipate
         and there are also notes given them from the last run-through which I will have to reinforce in performance. It leads nowhere.

      
      So they are my burden. I will carry them. ‘Let’s go,’ I say, struck by this epiphany (I have had so very many recently), raising
         my hand, and they see me in the sun, see me standing there, those lumpen, the power oozing from that hand and slowly the cars begin to move. I hear the sirens. Oswald is already gone; it is not impossible
         that in his haste he will retrieve all of the lost time. I take my pad from the place where it was dropped and taking the pen from my pocket, continue the observations.
      

      
      Locked within the directorial detachment it is as if none of this is happening now, but has happened a long time ago – in
         a southwestern city, fifty-three years ago next Thursday it will be, already frozen into artifact, their bones become sealing
         wax and how much longer, I question, before I lose all patience?
      

   



      
      
      II

      
      Later. With Lara I try to relax and put all of this from me, however momentarily. She is the only one of the players who I
         will call by her real name even in these notes which as part of the study are supposed to preserve the confidentiality of
         the principals and to be opened by outsiders only decades after the fact, 2050 or something like that. It is so difficult
         to keep track of everything and people should understand the problems I am having with my mind. ‘Preserve the confidentiality of the principals!’ Committee actually thinks in this fashion.
      

      
      Under the terms of the grant, however, I am compelled to keep these notes in order to make a good impression upon future researchers,
         this being the phrase Committee used – good impression – Committee having no gift for the language at all. But if it were all the same to those future researchers, I would not
         care to make a good impression or a bad as I find most recollections boring. The past is dismissed, the future is a dream.
         Only the present is interesting, but how much of a present do I really have now? Well, there are no answers, let alone easy
         ones. Back to Lara. I swarm in her flesh like insects.
      

      
      She played the Governor’s wife today. I have shifted her through all of the females, even once to Jacqueline, but none of
         the available principals suits her qualities, whatever those qualities might be. She becomes frozen at critical times, postures
         aimlessly, often allows sentiment to overcome her to the point where she cannot function at all. There is that kind of actor,
         and Lara is a specimen, who can get into roles only through denying themselves. A pity. She has more than moderate sensitivity.
      

      
      Lara, to be sure, is a bad actress, but she is a good fuck. Even the Director must take his pleasures where he can. ‘Don’t you ever get tired of this?’ she asks, her head now leaning across my legs in a posture of relaxation, her hands rather
         aimlessly pedalling my thighs, slivers of sensation coming through that way although in the basic sense I am not to be moved
         by any of them. Even by Lara. Limited people for limited purposes and that is all. Field research. ‘I would think that you’re getting bored.’
      

      
      ‘I am not getting bored. I never get bored. It’s work, that’s all there is but you’re something different. Don’t try to explicate
         my feelings, Lara; essentially I must be a mystery.’ Directorial detachment.
      

      
      ‘All right, then,’ she says in a mollifying way, increasing the small, deadly rhythm of her strokes as if this could affect
         me at all. ‘You don’t have to lose your temper. I was only asking.’
      

      
      ‘I did not lose my temper,’ I say. Pomposity extrudes; I wrench it away. ‘I never lose my temper. Do you have the presumption
         to think that any of you people could affect me at all?’
      

      
      ‘But I don’t understand why you want to do this. I can see everything else, that you were sent here on a study, that you’re
         working on a project, but why would you choose something like this? Aren’t there topics, areas, possibilities you could take
         up with me?’
      

      
      Lara is indeed the most intelligent and the only one with whom I can converse at all, but intelligence is relative. Actually,
         she is as disastrously stupid as the rest and I perceive, not for the first time, the hopelessness of any relationship with
         her. ‘Now stop it,’ I say then, ‘I don’t want to discuss this any more. It’s a project, that’s all it is and I should be able
         to put it behind me. If you want to pursue this you’ll have to leave, Lara, you were the one who initiated this relationship,
         not me. And I warned you at the very beginning that it would have to be on its own terms. I can do you no favors.’
      

      
      This is not a pleasant thing to say, particularly to a woman who has indulged my fantasies as industriously as she, but her
         incessant probing disturbs me more at some times than at others and the run-through today has brought me to embitterment.
         It is really quite hopeless. I cannot get work out of them. They will simply never get this down right for the damned tapes and as they become overly familiar with the clichéd plotline they are losing even that childish simplicity by which I might have lucked them through and are settling
         into rigidity. It is possible that on the first run-through after the initial set of notes with no real preparation, they
         did as well as they ever can and that from here on in matters can only become worse. The rifle will fall tomorrow and I will
         be decapitated. Kennedy will wave his arms at a signpost and fall out of the car. Three more days and I am out of the field:
         it will all be over then but what have I learned? Have I learned anything at all?
      

      
      No. I have learned nothing, will never learn. I am just like them. The anxiety-hysteria overtakes me again; nothing will change.
         I am what I am, no less than lumpen. ‘Go,’ I say, inflamed by this realization, ‘if you have nothing comforting to say to me, then just go.’
      

      
      ‘All right,’ she says, lolling to my other side, ‘if you want, then I will,’ picking herself up gracefully in a single gesture,
         and opening ground. ‘If you want me to I really will, if you want me to stay I’ll do that too, it’s always been your choice,
         you know, on everything. Why won’t you ever talk with us? Why won’t you answer the questions?’
      

      
      ‘Never mind.’

      
      ‘Once I thought that you were doing it for our own good because something awful was about to happen, but I’m afraid that it’s
         only because you have no answers. Is that true?’ Her breasts swing over me, the nipples little blind eyes. ‘Do you really
         want me to go?’ she asks cunningly. ‘I don’t think you do.’
      

      
      I do not. I reach for her. My cardiovascular and sympathetic nervous systems have been previously immobilized, this being
         one of the requirements for entering the city, but the injections have worn off (were they improperly administered?) and I
         feel again the distant, uncoiling response, hooked to the memories of what I have already done. ‘Stay,’ I say to her and she
         smiles.
      

      
      But ah, ah, the nervous cunning! She retreats and holds herself before me with new assurance. ‘Then you must tell me,’ she
         says, ‘you must tell me the real truth of why you are here and putting us through what you call performance. No one from the
         outside comes unless they want something from us but I don’t know yet what you want. You must tell …’
      

      
      
      ‘No,’ I say standing, stalking from her. ‘There is no more. You must go, Lara.’ Too abrupt. I distrust the blocking.

      
      Stricken, yet she holds in place. She might have been an actress if she had had the training. I can see the force of her will protruding in small edges or waves across her face. ‘You must tell me,’ she says, otherwise
         I tell you, I cannot go on …’
      

      
      ‘You will go on. You will go on as long as necessary and then further yet because you have been ordered to do so and you know
         that I am your only hope. When it is ended you may have your explanations and welcome, welcome to them, but not until then.
         I will say no more to you about this.’
      

      
      There is a certain arrogance in my tone. It is the arrogance I heard in the voice of Committee. I am discomfited by it; nevertheless,
         I could not have restrained myself. The demands are enormous.
      

      
      ‘You think that you can control us,’ she says quietly, ‘and you think that because you’re from the outside and we lumpen – yes, I know your name for us – you can make us do anything you want because of your authority but you are a fool. You don’t
         understand …’
      

      
      ‘Don’t I?’ I say, staring at her. She is attractive in the crude, bright way of some of the lumpen females, but amorphous at the edges, filled with her small, restless shadings of darkness and dead in the center as they
         all must be.
      

      
      No. She cannot touch me. All of her efforts to reach forward must lead to nothing; there is no interlock with these people.
         ‘I can do anything I want, you see,’ I say to her quietly, ‘anything I want, all of the time. And you understand that now,
         don’t you? Don’t you?’
      

      
      I come forward and touch her breast. It lies quietly within my palm, glittering like a teardrop. She submits. Her head is
         bowed. She becomes penitential.
      

      
      Her eyelids tremble as she looks down and yet she says nothing. We are on the eighty-seventh floor of an abandoned housing
         project near the sea. Vigorous fishlike smells waft through the open window, filling the empty spaces. Once these rooms were
         lived in, but now they are only for fucking. The support system drones on: it sifts filth from the air, protects our ruined
         lungs, replaces ash with a scent of incense. In the distance, I hear the clang of an incinerator chute. We, that is to say,
         the company, have taken over the rooms in this project for the duration of the production. I conceive of them, strung by twos and threes like a necklace throughout
         this project, coupling mindlessly while waiting for the next run-through. Are they dreaming of me? I know that I would dream
         of them.
      

      
      I lead her from the window. Through the pane, eighty-seven stories above the wastes, I can see the miniaturization of disaster,
         but it looks harmless now, enveloped by gas which gives it the aspect of an old painting. In the spaces below, dangerous animals
         may whisk invisibly, but they cannot hurt us here. Cannot hurt. I feel suddenly a lurch of hatred from Lara as if it were
         strung on filaments of wire arced through, filled with explosives and the scent of gasoline.
      

      
      ‘Anything I want,’ I say, ‘anything I want to do ever.’ Then I put my hands upon her, feel her rise against her will toward
         me, feel the imprint of breasts against my skin and then I move toward the familiar pursuit of myself within her, wondering
         all the time in some mad corner of the mind if any of this can matter or if I too am already and irrevocably lost.
      

      
      The city. It must all come from the city.

   



      
      
      III

      
      The next day. Final rehearsal, my last chance to pull things into some kind of order, but if possible everything goes worse
         than before. Oswald levels the rifle nervously, looks down the sight. Even from this distance I imagine that I can see the
         little lines of involvement working small creases and hatchmarks across his face; he has a bad actor’s habit of working himself
         into a role only through grief or rage recollected. But even as Kennedy now huddles in the car, moving like a toad toward
         Jacqueline, burrowing himself into an open angle for the shot, I see that it will not work.
      

      
      The damned synchronization is off and to compound the disaster the old car leading the motorcade throws a rod or something
         even worse. Metal vaults through the hood, tearing it, the car comes to a stop with a scream and from that car leap the secret
         service detail. They curse. They make hand signals that the motorcade is to stop, but the cars behind do not see them or see
         them too quickly and they pile upon one another in dull thuds, only their extreme crawl at collision point sparing injuries
         and lending a certain comic intensity to the performance. The crews will be here quite shortly.
      

      
      Kennedy sways from his car, wiping his forehead. The agents surround him at once, Jacqueline holding an elbow and whispering
         confidentially. They seem to be telling him that he must go back in there to be properly killed, but Kennedy does not want
         to be and I can understand this.
      

      
      From this distance I can see Lara, the only one of them with professional discipline, still at rest quietly in the car, her
         hands folded, locked into the role. She is waiting for the motorcade to resume. She will wait until it does. The others are
         gesturing at one another, talking in voices which grow progressively louder and Oswald now disappears from the window (he gathers that Kennedy does not want to be killed) to run clattering again down flights of the Municipal to join
         them.
      

      
      The run-through is destroyed. They do not even look at me as I come toward them, gesticulating, ranting, clapping notes now
         into my hands. In fact, and I am not sure of this, but there seems to be an insinuation of oily laughter as if all the time
         they have cooperated with me only unwillingly and disaster renews their strength.
      

      
      It is the end. The repudiation of my project and my last reserve of containment seem emptied as I rush toward them, realizing from long,
         dangerous knowledge that I am on the verge of a serious loss of control. It is something that I should not risk in this context,
         but it is too late to talk quietly at myself in the familiar, reasonable tones: small whispers of assurance.
      

      
      ‘God damn you!’ I scream at them. ‘Damn you all, can’t you do anything right? Don’t any of you understand what’s going on
         here, what the stakes might be, what could be done for all of you? I can’t stand this any more; we only had three days to
         get this right from the beginning and now you’ve ruined everything you pigs. Pigs!’ I shriek. ‘You deserve to be in the city.
         Once I took pity on you, but that was before I came to know what you have become. You’re incompetent, there’s nothing you
         can do in the terms of your lives because you cannot control them!’ It was a fine, scholarly rant with florid gestures intermixed.
         I am really quite out of control at this moment and it is pointless to abuse the lumpen so because their condition alone is retribution and the abuse means nothing to them. I know this, but the knowledge does
         me no good.
      

      
      Nevertheless, it seems that I cannot stop. ‘Three days to get a simple scene staged and taped and now you’ve ruined it all!’
         I bellow. ‘Just as you’ve ruined everything for yourselves from the beginning.’
      

      
      I realize that I am not being entirely fair. The lumpen and, God will face it, have ruined nothing for themselves – their lives being entirely ruined – but only for their director. The scheduling, the reports, the performance,
         my great plans have been destroyed. Still, I cannot control myself, flinging notes to the ground now where the prompt winds
         of the Battery whisk in to scatter them on the ruined clumps of earth.
      

      
      ‘How?’ I say more quietly, exhausted. ‘Tell me how I’m going to get anywhere with this.’

      
      ‘Don’t blame us,’ Kennedy says earnestly. His eyes are shocked, but persuasive, at least I find them so; he is physically right for this role. ‘Nobody here wanted to do this. We offered our services as a favor and we’ve done the very best that
         we can.’
      

      
      ‘True,’ says Connally, ‘all true.’ Texan, diffident but scheming, he slides a hand into a pocket, looks at me with tiny, tormented
         eyes. ‘You made us do this. We had nothing to say about it at all. We’ve done everything that you wanted us to do.’
      

      
      ‘We’re doing the best we can,’ Kennedy points out, looping an arm around Connally’s shoulders. Strange, it garners an insight:
         how much of a relationship was there between Kennedy and Connally and would anything have happened if they had been in different
         cars? ‘How do you know what you want, let alone us? You’ve never made yourself clear on this.’
      

      
      ‘That man is right,’ Connally says in the precise, unaccented lumpen English, patting Kennedy affectionately between the shoulders. ‘He is speaking the truth.’ I feel a twitch of genuine feeling.
         Physically, at least, they are right for these roles and it is affecting to see men fifty-three years past the prime of their
         portraits, clutching one another. ‘If you don’t like what we’re doing it’s not our
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