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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



Double Orbi


DOORS. Swing doors. Inside the swing doors a luxuriously carpeted hall lined with brilliant, glittering plastic ornaments; things that rotated softly on slender, silken threads, for no apparent reason. Plastics that looked more like gold and silver than gold and silver looked like themselves. A magnificently uniformed commissionaire stood just within the sheltering warmth of that vestibule. No living man, not even the holder of the title Mr. Universe could ever have been provided by nature with a pair of shoulders of sufficient amplitude to have filled out that uniform. But what the commissionaire had lacked in natural endowment, had been compensated for by skilful padding There was enough gold braid on that uniform to have sunk three admirals and a couple of commanders, and the row of medals seemed to indicate that the commissionaire had won every conceivable campaign honour that had ever been awarded from Earth to Venus, across the sandy battlefields of Mars and back again. There was a moustache of incredible magnificence filling the central portion of face, it was almost equi-distant between the glorious gold braid of the cap and the high buttoned collar with its glittering flashes and studs. The commissionaire looked more like something out of a musical comedy, or one of those long-forgotten comic operas of the late 19th and early 20th centuries than any real commissionaire or any real old soldier. He was part of the luxurious presentation, the general larger-than-life-ness of the Double Orbit Club.


Beyond the commissionaire’s vestibule there were other pairs of beautifully balanced, photo-electrically operated swing doors. As patrons made their way carefully in and out, the doors operated as though invisible servants had their invisible hands upon the portals. Beyond this second set of doors was the bar. The bar out-did even the vestibule and the vestibule was magnificence itself. Barmen in jackets of impeccable whiteness, with not a hair out of place, and bland, friendly, almost seal-like expressions moved smoothly, swiftly and efficiently as they dispensed alcohol in a 107 different ways, forms and guises. They stirred cocktails; and they mixed cocktails, they shook cocktails and they vibrated cocktails. They provided alcohol with ice, alcohol without ice, alcohol flavoured with mint, or with ginger. Alcohol that owed its birth to rye, to barley, to oats, to potatoes, to oranges, to lemons, to almost anything in fact that could oid, earth-type drinks, there were thousands of weird and alcoholic concoctions that had come from more distant places. There was Martian slishsh; Venusian arghark; Martian eshashi, and Venusian Ogluk. It was also possible, if a man considered he had that kind of stomach, to drink Martian slishsh mixed with Venusian arghark, or Martian eshashi with Venusian Ogluk. It was possible, if you considered that your intestines were entirely cast iron, to mix slishsh, arghark, ogluk and eshashi together. It had been said that the difficulty of serving such a concoction was that no glass had been found powerful enough to hold it, and the barmen required danger money when they mixed them. Be that as it may, the concoctions were, nevertheless powerful, potent and paralytic!


Beyond the bar the interior of the building resembled a miniature theatre more than anything else, and yet was a cross between theatre and club. Hundreds of thousands of coloured lights swung and moved in glorious patterns of brilliance and intricacy from a magnificently decorated ceiling. The decorations were almost indescribable in the effect that they produced. One by one they could be described in detail but the overall gestalt could not be conveyed by such a description. Every conceivable shape known to art, every curve, every angle, every facet of design was there, and because of its over-all embracing quality the gestalt seemed to produce an impression of universalism. An impression, no doubt which the interior decorator had intended it to convey.


And yet, there was a more classical aspect to it. Here and there were illustrations from Shakespearian plays, a motleyed fool looking with amazement at the hideous mis-shapen form of Caliban, while in the background the scenery of the enchanted isle of Prospero was painted so realistically the club patron might almost have stepped from reality into the painted scene and not known what had happened to him.


The seats in this theatre-cum-club were the last word in scientifically designed luxury, deep and lush, really luxurious; the kind of seat which beckons to be sat upon. The kind of seat which calls a man to sink into its depths and to relax … and rest … and be comfortable, above all to be comfortable, and to be entertained.


The vestibule was first-rate. The bar was terrific; the theatrical interior decor was stupendous, superlative; but the entertainment which was offered there was one step beyond even that. Artists of the highest possible calibre from the three planets, Earth, Mars, Venus, brought the best of their talents and displayed them to the patrons of the Double Orbit Club.


It had a reputation second to none, and it had often been said that the compensation for a long space trip was a visit to the Double Orbit. It was situated as near as safety would allow to the launching pads themselves, in the miniature city that had sprung up around the Saharan launching base.


Four great highways spread out north, south, east and west, one linking the space port to the southern Mediterranean coast to the north of it, another away to the west linking up with the western shore of Africa; the road to the east linking up with the eastern coast, the great Asian trade routes and the oil power of Arabia; while that to the south ran down to join with the powerful African nations and the heart of the commerce, trade and industry of the mighty continent. Like the hub of a wheel the Saharan space port acted as the pivot around which industry, commerce, trade and enterprise spun at an ever increasing pace.


On the entertainment staff in the Double Orbit Club there were one or two who were popular that they had a permanent booking.


Normally it was a transient star who came and performed at the top the bill for a few weeks and then went elsewhere. But there were others who had become a tradition, and chief among them was Sally McQuire. She had no particular claim to artistic merit, for Sally was simply and unashamedly a strip queen. She performed a magnificent exotic dance that would have raised the temperature of any watching Eskimo until his polar cap had melted around him; that would have made the equatorial sun seem cool by comparison. Sally was a magnificent and vivacious red-head with a pair of flashing green eyes and a seductive smile that made a ticker-tape welcome seem like the cold shoulder.


Sally had just finished her third turn of the evening when the missionary came in. He looked round rather bewilderedly. The Rev. Alan Turner was a tall, broad-shouldered individual with penetrating dark grey eyes. His forehead seemed to crease into a frown of mild reproof as he looked at the luxury of the Double Orbit. His gaze ran swiftly and appraisingly round the faces of the patrons until it came to rest on a face which was a masterpiece of expression. It belonged to a gentleman who rejoiced in the name of Bill Dooley, as far as anyone could ascertain, but how Bill Dooley got the money to drink as he drank, at the prices which were charged in the Double Orbit, was anybody’s guess.


Dooley was in a semi-somnambulant condition for nine-tenths of his time. This was the one odd tenth when he was apparently hopelessly paralytic. He lay under the table, a seraphic smile around the corners of his well-oiled lips. Nobody, so they said, had ever counted the number of beers that Dooley got through, the number of Martian slishshes or Venusian argharks, of Martian eschashies or Venusian ogluks; it was incredible apparently. Of course, he fell over so often he generally spilled almost as much as he drank, and his glass although never empty, never seemed full, either. He was more like the epitomisation of perpetual alcoholism a man who drank so much that he could never be ‘drunk’ A sponge that absorbed so much that it could never be said to be truly saturated. And yet his saturation was taken for granted, as a matter of course, by those who cast him a swift, pitying look, thought ‘poor devil’, and then transferred their attentions back to the stage and the exciting movements that Sally McQuire performed as she disrobed tantalisingly.


The Rev. Alan Turner walked quietly and determinedly towards the table under which Bill Dooley lay.


“What are you doing down there, friend?” asked Turner.


“I’m sleeping,” murmured Dooley, as though he had just uttered a very profound wisdom.


“Don’t you think you’d be more comfortable if you were sleeping in bed at home?” asked Turner.


“They don’t supply alcohol in my hotel room,” said Dooley with an air of great profoundness.


“You’ll get cramp if you sleep under that table,” persisted Turner. “Come on, let me take you home, old man.”


“S’very sporting gesture, let me shee, do I know you?”


“I don’t know. You may have seen me before,” replied Turner, and as he stooped to help Dooley up his lips moved very, very swiftly. Dooley gave no indication that he had heard, and nobody else had been close enough. The whisper had passed like a fleeting shadow.


“Come along, old man.”


“All ri’, if you insist, but I’m very comfortable here,” protested Dooley. He suddenly broke into song. Sally McQuire stepped back to take a saucy bow, blew kisses to the audience, and scampered off to her dressing-room, the title of which was probably something of a misnomer in her case!


The. Rev. Turner conducted the rather irreverent Dooley back to his hotel, assisted his staggering progress into the elevator, out of the elevator into the luxurious room which Dooley occupied. It was in a state of glorious alcoholic disarray. The second the door was closed and bolted Dooley made a rapid tour of inspection. Three almost incredibly thin black threads which had been fastened across the windows were intact. He grinned at Turner, “How do you like the performance?” he asked. Turner unfastened his ‘dog-collar’, ran a finger round his neck, and breathed a deep sigh of relief “The difficulty I have in putting on a disapproving frown when that girl McQuire is doing her act,” he said, “is almost beyond belief!”


“You make a splendid parson,” said Dooley, “you‘ve got just the face for it—soulful, sincere, clean-cut, upright, splendid young Englishman!”


“Can the comedy,” retorted Turner, “Has anything happened, Bill? Is there anything to report?”


“I don’t know,” answered Bill, “there’re a couple of rather weird characters in from Mars whom I don’t like the look of, but I can’t pin anything definite on them.”










CHAPTER TWO



Folio 29


SALLY MCQUIRE sat in her dressing room taking off her make-up—all there was left to take off, she thought with a grin. She stepped across and had a quick shower before pouring herself into a magnificent sequined gown that out-did even the luxurious brilliance of the club. There was a seriousness about her now that seemed to belie the frivolity and the pleasant, scatter-brained persona which she normally adopted. Sally McQuire was more than a pretty face and a superb figure, she was a highly intelligent and resourceful young woman.


There was a sudden knock at the dressing room door. Sally moved across and opened it with one eyebrow raised interrogatively. A courier stood framed in the doorway.


“Miss McQuire?” he asked.


“Yes,” agreed Sally.


“Special delivery for you, ma’am.”


“Thank you,” said Sally, and took the proffered envelope. It contained a very thin cardboard frame for micro-film, and some lengthy micro-film strips across the frame holder. A number was written in front of it, across the top of the cardboard.


It simply said ‘29’, and Sally knew that it was Folio 29. She had no micro-reader in her dressing room, and she knew that she would have to make an excuse before the last show and go back to her hotel apartment. She picked up the viewer from her pearl-handled audio-visiphone, and pressed the manager’s call key. Max Rogerson had a face like a film star crowned with a crop of dark curly hair and ornamented by a neat tooth-brush moustache—he was Douglas Fairbanks and Errol Flynn rolled into one… Rogerson had charm, almost overwhelming charm.


“Hello, Sally, everything all right?” he smiled, displaying a set of even white teeth.


“Hello, Max,” Sally’s voice was husky and seductive, “I want to put the last show back an hour, is that O.K.?”


“It’s O.K. by me,” replied Max. “I’ll see that it’s announced in good time.”


“I just want to rest for an hour … I’m feeling a little tired. .…”


“You could rest here if you want to,” said Max.


“I’d rather go back to my apartment,” said Sally, “you’re sure you don’t mind, Max?”


“Not at all, how could I refuse you anything?” the club manager answered, with that same powerful charm.


“Darling Max,” said Sally, with her most cat-like purr, “I knew I could rely on you.” Then, slipping on an elegant fur stole, she went down to the stage door, where the stage doorkeeper hastened to summon her a taxi.


The hovercar taxi glided swiftly towards the luxurious block of apartments where Sally McQuire lived and moved and had her domestic being. Once inside the privacy of her room she took a quick look around, and found that the almost invisible threads across the window were still intact. They were similar to the threads which stretched across the window in Bill Dooley’s apartment. Sally unlocked a cupboard and took out the micro-film reader which was in it, popped folio 29 into it and began to read.


It consisted first of her own IPF agent’s number for authenticity, and this was followed by a series of reproductions of newspaper cuttings. The first had been taken from the ‘Durban Star’ and told how Otto Glokenspiel, a farmer in the south-west of Natal, had lost a cow in very unusual circumstances. According to the ‘Durban Star’ the cow had been in a field one minute, in full view of the farmer, and when he had returned to that field a few moments later it had simply vanished. There were no gaps in the hedges, no gates open—the whole thing was a mystery. It was a prize cow and the obvious suspicion was theft, but in the circumstances this seemed both improbable and almost impossible of execution. The next of the cuttings was an extract from the ‘Bulawayo Bugle’. The ‘Durban Star’ extract had been dated exactly three weeks previous, the ‘Bulawayo Bugle’ cutting was one week later, which made it a fortnight old. The ‘Bulawayo Bugle’ had an extremely strange story to tell, and it told it in the best provincial journalese tradition. Apparently a horse had been grazing quietly not very far from Bulawayo itself, a little, in fact to the immediate west of the city. The owner of the horse was a keen racing man and kept a close eye upon his stock, especially his valuable stock. The circumstances were very similar to those in which Otto Glokenspiel had lost his prize cow. Franz Hofmeyer, the horse’s owner, had given a detailed and rather flowery account to the ‘Bulawayo Bugle’s’ lineage man, and was appealing for the return of his valuable equine.


The third cutting was shorter than the other two, and was an extract from the ‘Lake Luapula’ Gazette’. The ‘Lake Luapula Gazette’ which covered news in northern Nyasaland and the Lake Mweru area, south as far as the bend in the river Luapula, told a tale of frightened, disappointed native fishermen. A tale of shoals of fish rushing up towards the surface of the lake and vanishing without trace! In isolation the three stories did not really seem to be much more than journalistic oddities, but to an intelligent woman like Sally McQuire, who had read the books of Charles Hoy Fort, there was a certain power about such incidents when they were taken not in random isolation, but when they were added together. On an Earth where Martians and Venusians were commonplace visitors, and where travel throughout the three inhabited planets of the solar system was an everyday fact, on a world where the everyday interchange of cultures Martian, Terrestrial and Venusian, had led to some strange developments and to some revolutionary changes of ideas, isolated facts began to have a composite meaning.


She tried to put herself in the place of a great thinker like Fort. He had been born in Albany, New York, in 1874. As a boy he had collected minerals and insects; he had stuffed birds, and had amused himself with science. He had been a reporter, a short story writer, a novelist, and finally he had inherited some valuable real estate. It was that inheritance which had proved the turning point in his life, because it had freed him from financial extremity to such an extent that he had been able to do some incredible private research, entirely for his own amusement. For the remaining part of his life, over twenty-five years in all, he had consulted ancient magazines and newspapers and he had taken notes on every mysterious occurrence which refused to fit in glibly with established scientific views and principles. A vast amount of his work had been done in the British Museum, afterwards he had gone back to New York, where he had lived in the Bronx and had continued to peruse ancient files in the New York public library.


She had seen photographs of Fort. He was a big bear-like man, rather shy, and boasting of a brown, walrus moustache. His eyes peered out at the world from behind thick glasses. Those who knew him said his apartment was filled with shoe boxes crammed with notes and clippings. Spiders and butterflies were framed in specimen boxes on the walls, and beneath a glass was a large particle of rather grubby, asbestos-like material, which had reputedly fallen from the sky. He invented a game of his own, which he called ‘super-checkers’ that was played on a huge board of several thousand squares and which involved the use of a thousand ‘men’, a thousand counters. Fort’s first book was called “Outcast Manufacturers,” and appeared in 1909. “The Book of the Damned” was his second work, and contained a list of the points of view which dogmatic orthodox science had excluded. His third book, “New Lands,” which Sally McQuire had also read, had been published in 1923. His fourth book was called “Lo!” The title was suggested by his old friend Tiffany Thayer, because, he said, astronomers are for ever calculating and pointing to the sky where they figure a new star should be, and then saying “Lo”, and there is nothing whatever to be seen where they point…


Fort’s last book was entitled “Wild Talents,” and was not published until shortly after his death in 1932.


Sally McQuire brought her mind away from Charles Fort and back to her job as an undercover agent for the IPF. They did not like the look of what was happening. Somebody with keen, calculating eyes at Headquarters had spotted those cuttings. Otto Glokenspiel and his lost cow, Franz Hofmeyer and his lost horse, fishermen in Luapula, who had lost their fish. Sally tried to find some kind of connection between the events, but there was nothing concrete that she could see so far, nothing definite, nothing real, nothing absolute, nothing that had any kind of validity.


Suddenly an alarm bell jangled and she knew that the door of her apartment was being forced. In a flash she took the micro-film out of the reader, raised the carpet and prised up a loose floor board that fitted with snug perfection, slipped the film beneath it, replaced board and carpet in one swift movement and then thrust the reader rapidly into the cupboard where she kept it.
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