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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 I


NIGHTMARE BROTHER


For a moment, Kerrel Stevens was half-conscious again. He felt himself being lifted on to something smooth and flat and for a few minutes he lay there, enjoying the pleasant semi-existence, where there was neither pain nor problems, where nothing made sense and nothing mattered, everything having given way to the casual acceptance of sentient being.


Then there was agony in his chest and in his mind. A weight like the crushing weight of Earth lay upon him and he was horribly afraid. Desperately, he waited for the pressure to ease. There was a bursting pain behind his temples, and it was almost impossible to breathe and for an instant, for the barest fraction of a second, a little thought intruded into his mind.


It couldn’t go on like this; it had to let up sometime, to go away and give him peace. But it did not. There was a queer humming in his ears which he could not identify, a little throb that somehow reminded him of a headache, and he found himself listening to the throbbing hum as it climbed, high and shrill, until it slipped over the edge of hearing and in climbing higher, the pressure grew with it.


There was a brief moment of terror. Something was happening to him. Something strange and unearthly. Some odd feeling that was in his bones and in the very atoms of his skull and he could sense it creeping insidiously along the fibres of his body, probing and rending the cells of his being apart until the horrified wonder became terror and that in turn, changed into sheer, blind panic.


Far, far away, a voice which he could not recognise was droning monotonously in his ear, speaking words he could not understand; words which might have made sense if only he could have heard them properly, or words which were being spoken in an alien tongue. He began to fight against the pressure in his mind which was threatening to blot out everything, to destroy him entirely.


But the black emptiness of unconsciousness came again and when he next surged close to the surface of reality, there was another sensation which he failed to recognise. He was moving, of that he felt sure, and yet it was a strange form of movement, almost as though he were drifting weightlessly down through a vast tank of thick liquid, swaying gently from side to side, his whole body inert, buoyed up by some force which he tried in vain to locate. He had a vague glimpse of something red, a vivid scarlet which might have been the blood in his eyelids as he tried to see through them.


Somehow, nothing in his mind seemed clear and for a while, instead of opening his eyes and trying to look about him, he lay quite still with them tightly closed and concentrated all of his efforts on attempting to reconstruct the past, trying to visualise what had happened to him. But there was nothing and after a little while, he was forced to give up as the pain inside his head grew steadily worse.


With a sense of mounting urgency, he knew that something was wrong, dreadfully, vitally wrong. At almost the same time, he realised that the voices were back again, but that this time, concentrating on them with all of his will, he could make out what they were saying. Keeping his eyes tightly shut, he lay quite still, tried to relax, and listened.


“You think he’s another one?”


“I’m sure of it. Just look at him. Surely that ought to be enough to convince you.” The voice was harsher, deeper, than the first. “I’ve seen more than a dozen during the past seventeen years. All the same.”


“But why do they come here? And how?”


There was a brief pause. Then the second voice went on:


“Probably if we knew the answers to those questions, and a few more besides, we might be able to help them. As it is——”


The voice broke off abruptly and he dimly heard a door close in the distance. There was a long silence. Slowly, he opened his eyes, turning his head to look over his surroundings. He tried to remember what he had expected to see, a few moments earlier while the voices had been speaking, but even that transient memory was gone and his brain felt strange and empty with a dreadful blankness existing within it which he could not rationalise or understand.


On either side of him were long, narrow beds, both with white sheets and covers. They were both empty and the long, low-ceilinged room was deserted. He seemed to be in a hospital of some kind and for a moment, he mulled over the new word which had crept unbidden into his mental vocabulary.


Hospital? He sat up so suddenly that the blood rushed, pounding madly, into his head again and he was forced to lie back weakly for several moments before he could fight down the rising wave of nausea which threatened to overwhelm him. Surely, he wasn’t insane? Was it that kind of hospital? And if so, where was he? How had he got there?


He looked round the room for any sign of windows, but there were none, and that in itself, looked ominous. Again, he shut his eyes tightly and tried to concentrate, to catch at any fleeting thoughts which might be moving around in the terrifying vacuity which was his mind.


He could just remember that dull, transient redness which had seemed so startling, so frightening and out of place. But before that, nothing.


What had happened earlier seemed to have no part of his present existence. It was almost as if he had just been born into this place, and his memories began a few minutes ago. He attempted to gather together a few loose strands in his mind, but any incidents which there might have been, were transitory and isolated and everything seemed to be tucked away and hidden inside a muddled haziness.


Voices reached him from somewhere immediately outside the door and an instant later, it was thrust open and three men came into the room, their features oddly white, almost leprous, in the harsh glare of the overhead lamps.


The tallest man came quickly into the room when he saw that he was awake and sitting up in the bed. “Ah, you’re awake at last, how does it feel now?”


“Not too good, I’m afraid.” In spite of himself, he had scarcely any control over his voice and the words came out hesitantly, slightly blurred, the syllables running together into a single sound. “There seems to be something wrong with my mind.”


The other nodded. “That’s nothing out of the ordinary with your kind, I’m afraid. We’ll do what we can for you while you’re here, but——”


Quite deliberately, he left the remainder of his sentence unsaid, and Stevens gained the impression that they held out no hope for him to regain his memory.


But that wasn’t the real problem though, he thought weakly, lying back on the pillow as the men came forward and stood on either side of him, looking down, eyeing him somewhat critically. Somewhere, there was a deep and pressing question to be answered; a real and urgent thing.


He moistened his lips and asked slowly: “What do you mean by my kind?”


The tall man frowned and made to speak, but one of the others cut in sharply, leaning forward a little, resting his hands flat on the bed.


“My name’s Neil Torlin,” he said softly, speaking as though he expected the name to convey something to him. “There are some questions we have to ask you, as you’ll probably realise. Until we know as much as possible about your past history, there’s very little we can do except try some of the advanced treatment, but that will have to be prescribed before we can use it.”


He pushed himself up on to his hands. The throbbing ache returned behind his forehead, but this time he deliberately forced himself to ignore it. There were more important things now than mere pain.


“There’s something wrong with me,” he said slowly, looking down at his hands for a moment, as though expecting to find the answer there. “I can’t recall anything before I came in here. Where am I, anyway?”


“You’re in the Observation Wing of the Accidents Hospital,” replied the third man. His eyes had never left Stevens’s face, as though he saw something familiar there, something he had seen several times before. After a moment’s reflection, Kerrel realised that this was the voice he had heard earlier when he had been coming out of the black depths of unconsciousness. The man who had said that he had seen dozens like him in the past—seventeen years?


Then was this something of an everyday occurrence, something which happened with sufficient frequency for it to be classed as ordinary by these people?


The man named Torlin walked around the foot of the bed, then advanced along the opposite side, reached out and took hold of his wrist. A moment later, he released it and allowed it to fall on to the cover of the bed.


“Your heartbeat seems to be about normal,” he observed. “Symptoms similar to the others.” He glanced at the tall man who made a brief note on a pad he carried, then shook his head as though puzzled. “If only we could get into your minds, find out more about you. Where you come from—how you managed to get here, and what’s more important, just why you’re here.”


“You keep talking about these others,” he said, stirring uneasily. “Who are they?”


“Men like yourself,” said the other casually, his voice even but pitched a little higher than before. There was, however, an undercurrent of troubled concern which Stevens noticed immediately. “They come here, or into one of the other Shells at irregular intervals, with no indication of their origin or how they get there. All we have to go on at the moment, is that on one occasion, I believe, one of your kind was found outside one of the Shells. He was dead, of course. Other than that one isolated instance, we’ve nothing to go on.”


“But there must be——”


“Better keep quiet now,” urged the tall man swiftly. “This kind of talk will only worry you and in your present condition that would be the worst possible thing. You’ve got to keep quiet, try to get some rest. We’ll have you out of here and straightened out in no time if you’ll only give us the chance. But you’ve got to do exactly as we say. There’s no possible short cut to a cure for you. The sooner you realise that, the easier your treatment will be.”


“But I——”


“Keep still and let’s have a good look at you.” There was a slender metal tube in the other’s right hand as he bent closer, adjusting a mask over the lower half of his face. Only his eyes were visible as he leaned over Stevens.


“Try to close the fingers of your right hand,” he ordered, his voice oddly muffled.


With an effort, Kerrel curled his fingers. Slowly, almost reluctantly, they closed into a tight-fisted ball. There was a brief stab of pain along the muscles of his arm, but that was all.”


“Excellent. Now the other hand.”


He began to curl the fingers of his left hand. Beads of perspiration popped out on his forehead with the effort, but the fingers refused to budge. He tried again, still without success.


“You can’t move them?” It was more of a statement than a question.


“No. There’s something wrong with my hand.” “Don’t worry. We’ll soon fix that. Lie quite still on the bed.”


Weakly, he did as he was told. The sheets felt cool against his flesh. At the edge of his vision, he could see the masked face of the doctor bending forward. There was no feeling in the fingers of his left hand, merely a terrible numbness which refused to go away.


Then, abruptly, with an unexpected suddenness that was almost shocking, pain stabbed through his wrist. It felt as though something needle-like, red-hot, had been thrust into his skin. Feeling returned swiftly and with it another sensation. The feel of smooth metal being stroked across the palm of his hand. The slender metal tube which the other had held in his hand a moment before? But that was impossible. It had been nothing more than a simple tube, no fittings, no attachments, nothing which could possibly have been responsible for this. Who were these people? Where was he?


He grew aware that the other was speaking to him, his voice soft and quiet.


“By the way, I don’t suppose you can tell us anything at all about yourself? Your name, for instance?”


He shook his head numbly. That was the one question he had feared, the one which had been uppermost in his mind since he had recovered consciousness. It was true that he was supposed to have a name. He winced inwardly. No matter how hard he tried to force his brain to think back along the short channels of his new memory, it always came up against a blank wall beyond which it could not penetrate.


It was as though a curtain had dropped somewhere in his brain, shutting him off from everything that had gone before. Little fleeting snatches of detail crossed his mind. Something intensely crimson that kept coming back to him, intruding upon his thoughts although he could not link it up with anything definite. It seemed isolated among everything else, something that stood out from the rest by virtue of its very oddity. He groped desperately, and momentarily there was a vague, hazy recollection of voices which had spoken to him a long time ago; not the same voices that he heard now and which he could identify but others, alien voices that had made no sense. He could recall a short moment of pain which seemed to have preceded this unconsciousness, but he was not even sure of that now. Everything was jumbled up in his brain, swirling hopelessly around inside his mind, making no sense whatever.


He lay back and gave it up. The other smiled thinly at him, then nodded. “That’s better,” he said quietly. “The sooner you accept the fact that you’re suffering from temporary amnesia, the better it will be all round. Remember that we’ll do everything within our power to help you. It’s imperative for us that we should discover something about you—and soon. This has been going on far too long. There has to be an explanation of some kind at the back of it all, no matter how fantastic it may be.”


“So you really think that you can help me to get my memory back?” he said feebly.


The other nodded slowly. “We think so. If you don’t mind, we’ll go through your clothing, just in case there’s anything there which might give us a clue as to your identity, or at least of your home planet.”


“Home planet?” He echoed the words slowly, wincing a little as he fumbled with them.


“But what planet is this?”


The other looked at him queerly for a moment, the brows wrinkled into a frown of concentration. Stevens did not like the look on the other’s face. There was too much knowledge in it, too much wisdom. A lot of things which had previously been just scattered observations began to slot themselves together in his mind. The physical appearance of these men, that unhealthy, white complexion which had no counterpart in his previous knowledge and which, by glancing in the tall mirror which stood at the bottom of his bed, he had seen was so different from his own, brown, almost sunburnt features.


The little details came together in his mind and they began to press down upon him like an avalanche, squeezing themselves remorselessly into his brain so that he felt a tremendous cold deep within himself, a cold which came from a dread to which he could put no name and which still had no clear shape to it.


“This is Verdis, the fourth planet of the star named Rigel.”


“Vardis Rigel?” he murmured the names quietly to himself, hoping that they might bring back a little of his lost memory, but they meant nothing. They were names which, it seemed, he had never heard before.


He stretched himself out on the bed as the others conferred together for a few moments, their voices subdued so that he could not catch any of the words. Then, without another word, they turned on their heels and walked towards the door. He caught a fragmentary glimpse of the tall man whose name he did not know, looking back at him, and there seemed to be an expression almost of compassion on his face as he paused for a moment inside the room. Then he followed the others out and closed the door quietly behind him.


How long he lay there with the cold fear hardening like a stone inside the pit of his stomach, it was impossible for him to estimate. There was no means of telling the passage of time in that room and he saw that they had taken all of his clothing away from the chair where they had been draped. It seemed as though his last link with sanity and normality had gone completely and he was meshed in the middle of something he could never hope to understand.


When the door opened again, he did not bother to look up. Someone walked across the room and stood looking down at him for a long moment, then he heard Torlin’s voice saying sharply:


“Kerrel Stevens!” A pause, then, “Can you hear me?”


“Yes, I can hear you.” His lips moved slowly, almost of their own volition.


“Doesn’t the name Kerrel Stevens mean anything to you?”


“No. Why should it?”


“Because it happens to be your own.”


The words hit him like a physical blow. Kerrel Stevens. He felt a tiny wave of relief run through him, but it was quickly tempered with fear that came close on its heels.


It was his first link with sanity. His own name. And yet—and yet, it meant nothing to him. It struck no responsive chord in his mind. As far as he was concerned, it might just as well have belonged to a stranger.




CHAPTER II


DAWNING KNOWLEDGE


The nightmare was still rooted deeply in his mind two weeks later, when he was allowed out of the ward. His first view of his surroundings did little to bring any comfort into his mind. Lying back there in the long, empty room, he had tried to visualise what it would be like, this planet about which he could remember nothing. At first, there had been periods when he had felt that he was dreaming, that this strange and inexplicable lack of memory would disappear and he would waken to find himself a sane and normal person; not a man whose knowledge had begun fourteen days earlier. Before that, there was nothing more than a nagging blankness; a terrible thing which he was trying hard to accept, to understand, but which would always be there, worrying him.


“You’ll find everything here a little different from what you’re used to,” said Torlin quietly, leading the way. “I’m taking you along to Therapy. They’ll decide what to do with you there. Our job is finished—for the moment, anyway, unless they decide you require further treatment.”


“Further treatment?” he asked suddenly, then stopped abruptly as the full implication behind the other’s first statement came home to him. He looked at Torlin sharply. “How do you know what I’ve been used to?” he muttered suspiciously, “and how do you know that it’s any different from here?”


“That’s quite simply answered,” said the other promptly, pausing in front of a semi-transparent door. “We know very little about you, but we do know something. For example, one look at your features is enough to show that you haven’t spent all of your life in the Shells as the rest of us have. You must come from Outside, possibly from Landside.”


“Landside?”


“More questions.” The other raised his eyebrows in a fractional gesture of quizzical surprise. “I think I’d better turn you over to Therapy. They’ll give you the answers to anything you want to know.”


The therapist glanced up from behind the desk in the other room as Torlin threw open the door and ushered him inside, and he felt a vague sensation of mild surprise to see that it was a woman.


“Is this Kerrel Stevens?” she asked, looking him up and down. Then she smiled. Her voice held a dry humour as she went on quickly, “but of course you are. I ought to have known that simply by looking at you. The same type of features as the others, the same dark complexion so different from our own. There’s no mistaking your breed, I’m afraid; if only we knew more about you. Why you’re here and where you come from.”


Stevens barely turned his head. His mind was full of what the woman had said and of all the things which had oppressed him during the long hours he had spent in that empty room, almost as if he were some kind of prisoner. Perhaps, now, if he had a little luck, some of the answers might be found. He glanced away only for a couple of seconds, looking at the woman carefully, trying to weigh her up, not sure whether she was laughing at him inwardly or not. But when he looked round again, Torlin was gone and the semi-transparent door was swinging slowly and silently on its hinges.


“You’re still uncertain of yourself. That’s the trouble still, isn’t it?”


He lowered himself into the chair in front of the desk, flexed the fingers of his left hand for a moment, finding to his surprise that they still curled into the palm, obeying his will, then nodded his head slowly. There was a nagging little suspicion at the back of his mind and on the spur of the moment, he said, more sharply than he had intended, “Am I supposed to be a prisoner here?”


She laughed. “I’m sorry if Torlin gave you that impression. Naturally you’re free to go any time you wish. We merely thought that in your present state of mind, you might like our help. Of course, if you should want to——”


“No, of course not. Sorry I flared up like that. It’s just that I still can’t get used to the idea that I’m a man without a past, without a purpose.”


“Don’t worry about that,” she advised. “It’ll probably clear itself up in time.”


“And the others? What about them? Did you offer them the same comforting assurance?” There was bitterness in his tone and for a moment, he even found himself blaming her personally for his present predicament.


“You’re quite right to ask that, of course. But we aren’t to blame for this, you know.” She tapped her teeth reflectively with her pencil, seemingly perturbed by his outburst, almost as though she had expected it. “Our hands are tied. We could try advanced treatment on you in an attempt to bring back your memory, but that could be dangerous. Do you wish that?”


He shook his head. Deep down inside, he wasn’t sure what it was he did want. There was something almost fierce in the urgency in his mind. He was oppressed by a fear that there might be some deeper, more fundamental reason behind this loss of memory. If only he could remember.


“Good. Now I suppose you’ll want to look around the Shell, see what goes on here, the conditions under which we live, and anything else which might interest you. Perhaps, if you see any familiar things on the way, it might help to jog your memory and start a train of thoughts working in your mind. I’m sure that’s all we need. A single event to start the chain in your thought processes. Once that happens, it should only be a matter of time.”


He looked at her keenly. She was perfectly serious and he allowed himself to relax. He nodded. There was a new note in his voice as he said: “Then you’ll help me?”


“Of course. That’s why I’m here. I’m convinced there’s much more behind this than meets the eye. Perhaps the Oracle could tell us something, but that isn’t going to be easy. The Jinxers, too, may be able to help, but I hesitate to ask them. Their methods are usually far too drastic.”


Stevens found his mind whirling, filled with half-formed thoughts and ideas. There were too many things to be taken in for him to cope with them all at once. He felt like a child, suddenly thrown into the everyday world, having to learn everything over again, each thing new and strange to him.
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