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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.







CHAPTER ONE


The Watchers


The summit of the hill made an ideal grandstand. Rising as it did several hundreds of feet above the plain, there was nothing to obstruct their view of the whitely glaring expanse of barren sand which lay like a fitted carpet from the hills to the dim horizon. A dark strip of tarmac road ribboned out across the whiteness from the north, ending in a cluster of concrete buildings, wire fences, KEEP OUT notices, and queer-looking towers and ramps. Coming swiftly from the west, a helicopter wheeled and landed among the buildings, lost to view. But it was none of these things that held the attention of the watchers on the hill-top two miles distant.


Morgan, Hughie Morgan, of the Record, glanced at his watch and grunted. He was a big man in shirtsleeves, dark glasses and white shoes. The hot sun brought a glisten of sweat to his bulging forehead. “Won’t be long now, boys,” he said. “Gee, will I be glad when they send those ships up and let us loose off here!”


The case-hardened newsmen and photographers around him grinned and went on staring. Their eyes were glued to the two golden pencils that reared from the whiteness of the sand down there beyond the cluster of concrete and iron.


“You figure they’ll ever make it?” queried Mozzen, the wiry little scientific representative from the N.Y. Times.


“Two minutes to go,” mumbled someone else. “Whew, but it’s baking hot in this place!”


“You’re jittery, Mike! Relax.”


“They’ll make it all right, you see! Why, with this new fuel the brains developed there ain’t no limit to where we can go in space! I’m telling you, bud! You watch it and see if I’m wrong!”


“I wouldn’t want to be those guys, all the same,” said another man. “Just imagine being cooped up in one of them shells and shooting off the earth. It’s crazy!”


“Them four fellers are okay, son. You’ll see. They pioneered the Moon voyage, didn’t they?”


“Oh, sure, but …”


“Quiet, Bunny. There’s the Walding girl coming over. You wouldn’t want to scare her, would you?”


She was tall and very willowy and just a shade too good to be true, this Walding girl. She was teamed up to marry Malone, one of the four men down there in the little golden ships that were due to sky very shortly now. The newsmen eyed her appreciatively; she was not exactly hard to look at.


“Hello, boys!” she called gaily. “Get some good shots of the take-off, won’t you?”


“Sure, Miss Walding,” they answered. “How about a few pictures of yourself while we’re waiting? Hold it! Fine!”


A loudspeaker in the background, rigged on a jeep truck, crackled and hummed: “Stand by for the take-off, everyone!” it said. “Fifteen seconds from now!”


The men went quiet, forgetting the Walding girl, shutting out everything else from their minds but those two gleaming pencils that reared to the sky from the sandy plain. Even Fionna Burns felt her pulses quicken. She couldn’t stop the take-off now. It was too late; and the four men sealed in those awful shells were finished. She knew it with all the certainty of instinct, with all the positive knowledge that sprang from her fey Celtic prescience. And yet she had to be here, had to take down her impressions for a gullible public who would read all about it at breakfast tomorrow. And the horror of it was that she herself knew what would happen.…


“Five seconds. Four. Three. Two. One…”


Way down there on the white glaring plain the two little pencils quivered in the heat haze. Dust rose all round them, enveloping them in a cloud. Flame grew and blossomed at their bases, lifting them vertically, very, very slowly at first, then with a rapid increase in speed.


The watchers on the hill drew a breath. Even these men who were coldly indifferent to murder except from its news value angle felt a tension surrounding them as they stared at the rising ships. Binoculars were glued to sweat-ringed eyes; palms were sticky with heat and nervous excitement. A man muttered something in the sudden stillness, before the dull roar of the take-off rockets reached them.


Fionna could not help watching. Something infinitely stronger than her own innermost feelings kept her eyes on the twin streaks of fire-trailing gold as they rocketed upwards.


She knew the precise instant at which it would happen. Never before had her uncanny foreknowledge of events brought such a sense of helplessness in its wake. She stole a sidelong glance at the Walding girl standing on the fringe of her field of vision. Tall, supremely elegant, the girl’s eyes were alight with barely concealed excitement. Hers must be a soul that thrived on excitement. The thought crossed Fionna’s mind in a flash. It was a flash that was suddenly echoed and reflected up there in the brilliant sky. At one moment the two ships were dwindling rapidly as they rose. And then they were gone, vanished and wiped out in a vivid splash of fire. It was over. Four men and more than ten million dollars’ worth of equipment were gone. It was just as quick as that.


Fionna shut her eyes tightly, closing out the spreading cloud of grey dust up there in the sky.


The tension broke like an overstrained wire, twanging harshly as it parted, breaking into a clamour of voices, wild conjecture, idiotic questions. It surged about the girl in the same way as the dust cloud in the sky surged raggedly around itself, without pattern or reason. And then the men were running clumsily for their cars, their aircraft, for anything that would take them to a telephone with the news. The photographers struggled with cameras, packed up the gear, took last-minute shots of the ominous cloud that hovered over the white sandy plain below. There was no sense of pity for the ones who had died up there in the golden shells, only an eager desire to be first with the news of the disaster. Someone jostled Fionna in his haste, checked and turned. It was Hughie Morgan, sweating, anxious, but ready enough to give a word of advice.


“I wouldn’t hang around if I were you, kid,” he said. “This is big! You want a lift to town?”


She put her shoulders back, staring past him, thanking him mechanically, shaking her head. “No hurry for me,” she muttered. “I can wait.”


He grunted and bustled off, important, urgent, sticky hot and cursing the climate. And then there were only three of them left on the top of the hill, three lonely figures who chose to stay where they were, scraps of humanity stranded when the tide of newsmen ebbed in a race for the city.


“They’d never have listened, anyway,” whispered Fionna. She shuddered. “Oh, to think I knew it would happen!” She tore her gaze from the drifting dust cloud. It was just a cloud of microscopic particles; steel, magnesium, iron, fuel, and … yes, men as well. Four men she had met and spoken with, drunk a toast to, laughed with a few days before. There’d been a reception and cocktails at the research base. She’d liked them a lot. And she’d known they would die; she’d seen it all so clearly that there could have been no mistake. It had happened before. She knew herself well enough to understand, cursed herself for that uncanny gift which her Celtic parents had handed down all unsuspectingly. There was nothing she could do about it.


She looked across at the other two figures a few yards away. One was the Walding girl; the other a man she had never seen before, a middle-aged man with a small pointed beard and rimless glasses. Both were staring at the dust cloud as if it represented everything that had ever mattered in their lives, as perhaps it had.


Mercedes Walding never cried; she wasn’t the type. But there was a pinched look about her mouth that made her suddenly disagreeable, even ugly.


The man stood rigid, only a hot wind stirring his hair.


Fionna moved slowly towards them, prompted by feelings of sympathy for the other girl. She did not know how to say what was in her mind, yet how could she turn away and leave it all unsaid?


It was Mercedes herself who decided the question. She spun round quickly, nervously almost, facing the other girl. Her head was thrown back, defiant, dry-eyed, cynical in the pain that must even now be growing up in her mind. In her own queer way she’d been in love with a man who had vanished before her eyes, vanished so that nothing but disintegrated particles of dust remained.


“This must be marvellous for you,” she said icily. “You want my reactions, of course? I wondered why you hung around when the others left! Naturally, you’re approaching this from the woman’s angle. Well, you’ll get no sob-stuff from me, if that’s what you’re looking for!” Her eyes were cold and blue and chippy as glacial ice; the sneer on her lips was not pretty to watch.


Fionna moistened her lips, biting back at the quick surge of anger that flared within her.


“You have me wrong, Miss Walding,” she said. “I may be a newspaper woman but I’m human as well. I only wanted to say how sorry I am about your fiancé … being killed.”


The elegant woman curled her lip in a smile. “You can quote me as being sort of hurt about it myself,” she said. “I guess Dirk Malone wouldn’t want me shedding tears in public though—not even for the benefit of the great American Press. Now scram and leave me alone!”


Fionna kept her temper with difficulty. “You’re pretty tough, aren’t you?” she said. “I still mean what I told you. I’m sorry. And that’s off the record, too.” On the point of turning her back and making for her car she hesitated. Then: “It doesn’t matter now, and it couldn’t have helped, but I knew this would happen. I just have to tell you, that’s all. I’m sorry.”


The other girl’s eyes were cold and hard. She took a quick step towards Fionna, then checked as the man with the beard and rimless glasses suddenly grasped her wrist as he reached her side.


“Take it easy, Mercy,” he said. “She doesn’t mean any harm. You’re all strung up right now. Let’s go.” He gave Fionna a penetrating stare as he spoke. She felt as if he was trying to get some message across to her, trying to make her understand something he couldn’t say aloud.


Mercedes shrugged and turned on her heel, walking stiffly away, shaking off the man’s restraining hand. He blinked behind his glasses, moved uncertainly a yard or two and came to a halt again, glancing at Fionna. Mercedes was out of earshot.


“What did you mean, you knew it would happen?” he asked. His voice was low, well-modulated, cultured.


She was sorry she’d spoken now. “Just that,” she replied. “I knew they were going to die. I don’t mean there was sabotage or anything of that sort. It was just … well, it had to be, I suppose. Now it’s over.”


He nodded very slightly, glancing at the disappearing form of Mercedes. “She’s worse hit than she makes out,” he said. “Malone meant a lot to Mercy.” He looked at her squarely. “She’s my secretary, you know. I’m Gavin Garland.” His head jerked up towards the dust cloud that was drifting nearer. “There’s a lot of my work up there as well.”


“I’m sorry,” she said again, quietly. “It—hurts.”


“A great many things do in this life.” He eyed her shrewdly. “Do you foresee disasters often, Miss . .?”


“Burns. Fionna Burns. No, not often. Sometimes they aren’t disasters. Nice things, too. It’s in the blood. But this time it seems to be far more personal. I met those boys; knew them quite well. Now …”


“Now they’re dead. Yes, I know what you mean. But it’s over as far as you’re concerned. I’ve got to start again, find out why it happened, work out fresh equipment that won’t kill men and waste a lot of money.” He gave a wry smile. The sun glinted brightly on his glasses. She saw a great weight of worry in the lines of his face, and again she was sorry for him. He said: “If you get any other ideas, let me know. It might help.”


She smiled for the first time, not a happy smile. “I’ll remember,” she said. “You’d better go now. I’d like to stay for a while. You’ve got work to do; I haven’t—now.”


“For a newspaper woman, you’re odd,” he told her. “You look too young, too pretty, not hard-boiled enough. And you’re fey.”


Fionna grinned. “Enough to know that if you don’t get after Mercy Walding she’ll go and get very, very drunk. Maybe I’ll give you a ring.”


He nodded. “Do that, please.” He passed her a card at which she scarcely looked. Then he was gone, moving off across the summit of the hill without a backward glance. She watched him till the swelling curve of sunbaked turf cut him off from sight. She was alone now, utterly alone except for that strange cloud of dust that was sweeping across the sky towards the hill-top. And down on the white plain cars and aircraft were moving like ants as people closed in on the base. But she barely noticed the cars or planes. Her whole world seemed to be concentrated in that billowing cloud of dust as it came ever closer in the cobalt vault of the sky. And in it she saw writhing shapes and eddies that wove and twisted in a pattern so bizarre that she caught her breath as she watched. Some of the brightness seemed to die from the sky as the leaden pall spread more widely. It was then that Fionna experienced an eerie sense of desolation. It began in her brain, reaching out and down to every nerve in her supple body. She tingled as if an electric charge ran through her, and the sky grew dark in her sight. Only the cloud remained plain, rolling and billowing majestically, such a large cloud for the size of the terrible explosion which had wiped out all trace of the ships and men so shortly after take-off. Her eyes were aching with the strain of staring into it, held there by something stronger than herself, compelled to look and read and understand.


Something told her that it wasn’t over after all. The cloud was alive with movement, with moving shapes and strange macabre visions that were to haunt her waking hours. She saw the four men who had died, striding through the sky with a red gleam of light on their bodies; she saw herself up there, too, a weirdly barbaric figure in a setting so fantastic that she barely believed what she saw. And the tall form of Mercy was there as well. And Garland. And other figures, the very sight of which frightened her mind. But they couldn’t be there in the sky, of course. That was absurd. They were dead, drifting particles of dust. But why, then, should the living take their place beside the dead? What terrible thing was making her see these glimpses? The silence shut her off from the world of light; even her own laboured breathing did not reach her ears. Then something seemed to snap in her brain and she was running over the sun-baked turf, running from the monstrous pall of the cloud as it spread and enveloped the top of the hill. She couldn’t let it touch her! It was a cloud in which men were disintegrated! A cloud of agony and death and acrid smoke from the blast-shattered ships. No longer was it alive with moving shapes of fantasy, but only with the horror from which it had sprung.


She reached her car and looked back, wide-eyed and fighting to control herself. The cloud was almost dispersed now, absorbed by the earth that reared in its path. Only its ragged remnants clung mist-like to the summit of the hill. The sky was its usual painful brightness, the heat unrelieved by a faint breeze that stirred the last remaining eddies of the drifting dust.


Breathing hard, afraid of herself and of giving way to the growing sense of apprehension that stirred within her, she drove swiftly. Her face was white, her hands unsteady on the wheel. She looked back, half expecting to see weird shapes pursuing her. There was only the glaring sun and the dazzling sky.




CHAPTER TWO


Edge of Beyond


During the two days and nights which followed the space ship disaster Fionna was restless in a way she had never before experienced. She could settle to nothing, and the news assignments she turned in were poor by usual standards. Her editor frowned, rubbed his chin and cocked an eyebrow at her across his desk.


“Look,” he said, “you go take a vacation. There’s something gotten inside you, Fi, and it ain’t good for business. Get some coast air, smell the sea, go climb a mountain. Don’t come back till you can turn in a story worth reading. I’ll hold your job for a while.”


She mumbled her thanks. But she didn’t go to the coast. Instead she drove out of town and stopped the car in a shady backroad when the forenoon heat was increasing. She knew she must get a grip on herself, must sort out the variety of indistinct emotions and tangled impressions that were constantly rearing themselves at the back of her mind. She knew now that those brief and frightening glimpses she had had on the hill overlooking the plain were only forerunners, tiny warnings of what was to come. It was a horrifying knowledge, from which there was no escape, and it was stronger on this occasion that on any previous one. Something beyond her ken was going to happen, something connected with that terrifying moment when the shapes and forms had moved in the dust cloud as it settled on the hill-top. Even now, a hundred miles from the scene of the disaster, with leaf-clad branches dipping gently in a breeze and the fluting whistle of woodland birds in her ears, she could see her own face and form back there in the ominous cloud. The clothing she wore in that vision was bizarre, and the setting equally so. Yet she knew instinctively that it was no mere fantasy of an over-wrought imagination; she knew herself too well to fall into that trap. What she had glimpsed was as real as the fact that she was now sitting in a car in the warm sunshine. The thought was worrying but persistent. And there was no one to whom she could turn in her trouble.


Except Garland.… Garland, with his beard and rimless glasses, his quiet voice and gentle manner. He would not laugh at her; she felt sure on that point. And Garland himself had some part in the shadowy future to which her acute prescience had been directed so forcibly. He had a right to know something of her worries; and she had a right to impose them on his less susceptible intelligence. It might help them both, though she doubted it.


Garland’s place was outside the barbed-wire, beyond the notice boards, clear of the atmosphere of oil and concentration. It was a small bungalow surrounded by a plot of garden which had long since given up the struggle to be productive. There was too much heat, too much dust, insufficient time. The garden was a gesture, no more.


Fionna drove up and stopped, sitting for a moment looking about her with curious eyes. Garland had said to come right over when she called him. And she was there, uncertain now what to say, uncertain even that this was wise.


The screen door banged open and Garland appeared on the concrete porch. He was in his shirtsleeves, cooler-looking than on their previous meeting. He smiled at her.


They sat indoors away from the dust, sharing highballs, not broaching the subject which had brought Fionna from town. He was leaving that to her, guessing, perhaps, that she needed time to adjust herself. At length: “I couldn’t rest,” she said, avoiding his eyes behind the rimless glasses. “I thought I’d like to talk to someone. You know.…” She looked at him then, finding friendship in his face.


He leant forward, twirling the stem of his glass between thick brown fingers, capable fingers. “It must be hell to be clairvoyant,” he said quietly. “Sometimes, anyway. What’s it about? I shan’t laugh, I promise.”


She smiled a little. “How’s Mercedes?” she asked.


“Bearing up. There’s a very tough core to that girl.”
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