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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 Still of the Night


Week-end house parties are all very well in their way, I’ve no doubt, but certainly the Bannisters were putting on an incredibly boring show. It shouldn’t have been a bit like that, because everything was in their favour as far as Nature could arrange it. And the house itself, in its lovely setting on the low cliffs above the bay, was an ideal place in which to foster amusement and general bonhomie. Perhaps it was the Bannisters themselves—or some of the people they had gathered round them. I don’t know what the reason was, to be honest, but if it hadn’t been for Kitten, I’d have packed my bags and flown back to the lab after the first couple of hours on Friday afternoon.


But Kitten was among those present, and the moment I was introduced I knew that it didn’t matter what the rest of the party was like—we were going to enjoy ourselves.


Even so, our companions were about as cheerful as a car-load of undertakers out on the job, and such company was not conducive to easy laughter—let alone that warmth of fellow-feeling usually associated with that kind of weekend. Nor were the Bannisters—husband, wife and pudding-faced daughter—particularly enterprising in their choice of entertainments. The majority of the guests, about a dozen in number all told, were middle-aged, engrossed more on talking shop—which meant endless arguments on the more obscure theories of nuclear research—than on trying to forget for a time the rigours of work, and enjoy themselves in surroundings which, I must admit, were delightful.


I try not to speak too ill of the dead, but for my part that gathering of brilliant men and women was a drug on the market of cheerful amusement. And because of that and our mutual reactions, Kitten and I probably gravitated together with more pleasure and relief than we might have done under other circumstances. In fact, it was almost forced on us, whether we liked it or not, for both of us, though scientists ourselves, became so irritated at the endless arguments put up and propounded by our cantankerous fellow-guests that in sheer desperation we sought escape.


It was nine p.m., with the dusk of early summer closing in like a slow-moving velvet cloak across the wooded slopes and surf-girt shore below in the bay.


Dinner had been a pleasant enough meal: good food, good wine, good service. But I was sick to death of nuclear fission with every course and the added piquancy of theoretic journeys to the more accessible planets as a sauce to go with the cheese. As soon as I decently could, I escaped via the French windows to the terrace, making for its darkest and most secluded corner. I think that even then I knew the girl would follow me; something in her glance made it pretty clear that we shared a lot in common. I did not form that opinion through any personal conceit, but rather through an indefinable whisper of telepathic sympathy offered and demanded in kind.


The sky was perfect, a deep, greeny blue not yet dark with night. Long black shadows combed down among the pine trees. I stood and smoked a cigarette, wondering why the devil men worked when they could live just as simply without the so-called benefits of civilisation. I wondered why I spent more than half my living hours in a sterile white research laboratory and groped in the dark of ignorance for the well-shrouded secrets of Nature. Instead of doing that, I could well have cut loose and lived amid the Nature I sought to probe. But the tentacles and claws of civilisation are inescapable when escape seems most desirable. That quality of curiosity so essential to every scientist bound me to the work I did, but I sincerely hoped that in years to come, when youth was gone, I should not become as adverse and dogmatic, as irritating and as devoid of humour, as the men and women with whom I had been invited to spend a weekend in this house.


A movement behind me made me turn. She was walking towards me, but not looking at me, staring out across the bay instead, her dark head tilted a little.


I did not know whether she’d seen me or not; certainly I didn’t mind if she had, and was deliberately seeking me out. When I coughed quietly, she glanced round swiftly.


“Better out than in,” I said. “You felt the same?”


She sighed and smiled hesitantly. “Exactly. What’s wrong with this party, Mr. Ashton?”


I grinned. “Too stodgy for the likes of you and me, Miss Carr. That’s why we’re out here on the terrace. Think of what we’re missing! There must be all kinds of dry-as-dust wisdom being propounded in there between the big-heads.”


She laughed. It was the first time I’d heard her laugh. She did it very prettily; a free, somehow frank expression of amusement.


“We’re not being very grateful or respectful to our betters, are we?” she said.


I had my tongue in my cheek anyway. “No, Miss Carr,” I agreed quite cheerfully. “But there are times when I feel like staging a revolution on my own. By the way, what’s your other name?”


“Katherine. Or Kit, or even Kate.”


“I’ll make it Kitten, to be different. You don’t mind?”


“Why should I?” Her dark eyebrows were arched in an impish fashion as she regarded me. “You’re Marvin, aren’t you? Old Beamish told me.” She imitated Beamish: “Ah, yes, that’s Marvin Ashton. Very clever young man in his own sphere, but too damned fond of his own pet theories!”


I laughed. “He may be right,” I said. “I wouldn’t know about the last part. Let’s forget about science for a while. But tell me first what your own line is—I’m curious to know how an attractive girl like you could get mixed up in such an occupation.”


She pursed her lips and took a cigarette from the case I offered.


“I just am,” she said. “Science is something that grows on a person whether they like it or not. It began as a hobby with me; now it’s my life work. Physics is what I specialise in. I’m at Blazefont with Bernard Eccles and his group. We’re discovering all kinds of unexpected things in connection with polarised magnetic behaviour. Eccles hopes to perfect a means of creating a magnetic beam to bring aircraft in. He reckons it’ll be surer and simpler than radar. That’s his pet theory. I won’t pester you to know what yours is.”


“Tell the truth, I’m still groping after it myself,” I said. “I’d like to harness the untold millions of cosmic particles that bombard this crazy old world from outer space. Whether I shall ever do it or not remains to be seen. So far I haven’t even formulated a workable theory.”


We fell silent, staring into the thickening gloom that came to life as we watched. Stars appeared in the sky. Lights twinkled brightly in a fishing village on the other side of the bay. The muttering of the surf on the beach was the only sound that broke the quiet.


“I envy the Bannisters this house and position,” I said. “They have everything, but I doubt if they enjoy it. There’s even a private jetty down there, with a motor launch and a sailing dinghy.”


Kitten closed her eyes as I watched her obliquely. She was very beautiful. The night and everything about it was emotionally volcanic. I put an arm across her shoulders and settled her against me as I leaned back on a broad column of stone that was part of the terrace. She did not resist it, as I’d half expected she might. If anything she seemed grateful and friendly. I needed friendship some-how.


Kitten whispered: “How lovely it would be to borrow the sailing boat and cross the bay, and swim out there, and watch the stars getting brighter and brighter.”


At moments like that one says and does things which would normally seem outside the realms of possibility. Perhaps we are too closely bounded by convention; perhaps there is always a barrier set up that must be crossed before uninhibited freedom of expression by act or word can be achieved. When I heard Kitten talk as she did she was putting into words the same ideas and transient dreams I myself had entertained but a moment or two earlier—only to thrust them aside as not being attainable. Yet when she voiced them they were no longer impossible.


“Go and change into something more practical,” I told her. “I’ll meet you here in ten minutes time.”


She looked at me hard for four or five seconds, her dark eyes shining with a curious mixture of disbelief and veiled amusement. But suddenly she made up her mind. Even in the gloom it was possible to see the swift train of thought that flowed in her mind, glimpsed through the windows of her eyes.


“I’ll take you up on that,” she said softly. “Here in ten minutes.”


Before I could say anything more she had turned and gone. I stood where I was for a moment, the sudden kick of pleasure bringing an unsteady smile to my lips. Kitten Carr was a game little number, I decided. I went indoors, found Bannister, our host, alone in the library.


“Mind if I borrow your dinghy for a moonlight sail?” I said cheerfully. I didn’t care whether he refused to lend it or not. We were still going to use it. But it did seem polite to ask.


“Course you can, my boy!” he said. “Good idea to get away from this monkey house of theorists. In fact, if I was younger I’d go out with you.”


I was glad he wasn’t younger, but he was certainly very decent about it, and until now I had not suspected that the company of his guests had palled on him as well as on Kitten and me. A fellow feeling bonded us together. He gave me a drink, told me to watch out for the tide race beyond the bay, and wished me a pleasant trip.


By the time I escaped the ten minutes I’d given the girl were up. I hadn’t changed myself, being still in a dinner suit. It couldn’t be helped and didn’t matter a lot.


We arrived on the terrace, meeting in the warm darkness by the spot where we had parted.


“Nicely timed,” I said.


“Women are usually late for appointments, aren’t they? Perhaps you think I’m a forward woman. The truth is that I like the idea of a sail better than anything at the moment. Purely selfish, you see?” She laughed. She was dressed in slacks and a dark red sweater, with her hair combed out loose about her shoulders. Starlight, now bright, glinted on the only jewellery she wore—a tiny wrist watch, studded with emeralds.


“I doubt the selfishness,” I told her. “If you’re ready we’ll go down to the beach.”


We walked down through the gardens. The night was hot, but a cooling breeze came off the sea and promised ideal conditions for our little adventure. It wouldn’t be an adventure really, but the circumstances seemed to give it the feel of one as we went down the narrow path that traversed the face of the low sandstone cliffs on which the house was poised.


Neither of us spoke much till we reached the shingle beach. The jetty poked out into the making tide like a curved finger crooked protectively against the prevailing wind and current. Tied to the jetty was the dinghy, its sails and gear’ stowed ready for use. The breeze whined thinly in the shrouds and the water lapped a thirsty song against the planks. It was cooler down here, but still very warm. On the way down I’d discovered that Kitten was quite an experienced yachtswoman, with cruising and racing to her credit. I was in good company.


Between us we got the sails up and shipped the rudder. The moon was coming up, nearly full. There was plenty of light for our needs. I began to feel like a schoolboy out on a treat. We pushed off and felt the steady pull of the sails as the boat scudded out into the bay, close-hauled.


“This,” said the girl, “is pure heaven.” She threw her head back and let the wind spread her hair. She was handling the jib sheets while I had the tiller and mainsheet Spray slapped over the bows and glistened as it fell into the boat. There was more breeze out here in the bay than there had been on shore. We enjoyed ourselves enormously, though at that time we had no inkling of what the future held in store. I rather think that had we known we should have put about and fled from something that, had we but known it, was to prove well-nigh inescapable.


But we didn’t know and we didn’t care. We were two people in company, delighting in a sport with which we were both familiar, and one which present circumstances made doubly pleasant.


Far out in the bay we changed places, laughing and chatting as if we’d known each other for years. We tacked out beyond the limits of the bay as far as the edge of the tide race Bannister had warned me of. Even under the calm conditions it looked angry as the current battled against the wind and created a broad area of vicious, leaping waves. The dinghy was not the type of craft it which to court disaster. We put about and spent another half hour just messing about in the bay itself. Time passed with insidious speed. I had never enjoyed myself so much in my life, and afterwards, when we looked back on those delightful hours that preceded the reign of terror to come we both felt that fate had been lavish in granting us such a gift and blessing. Certainly it brought us close together, bolstering our courage when we needed it so badly later on, sealing the compact between us in such a manner that in part we were fitted to face the ordeal awaiting us.


“How about a swim?” I suggested.


Kitten barely hesitated. “All right. You go first. I’ll keep the boat close:”


The darkness robbed us of shyness, which was just as well because the dinghy was small. By turn, we swum for ten or fifteen minutes each. It was perfect. At one point I looked towards the shore and saw the lights of the house we had left. They glowed distantly, a beacon for us. No thought of disaster entered my mind as I watched them, thinking that soon we should have to return and once again play our part in the polite farce being enacted beneath that roof. I didn’t want to be a scientist in those heavenly moments when the cool water lapped my face and Kitten was laughing down at me from the boat. I wasn’t to know that we should never again see the men and women with whom we were guests; if anyone had told me I shouldn’t have believed them because the reasons were too fantastic to picture. But that was before the girl and I had met the people of Asa and been embroiled in their extraordinary schemes to seize and dominate the world of men. Certainly I wasn’t thinking of anything like that, when a little later on I watched Kitten’s creamy figure as she slithered over the bows and swum like some faery mermaid of old. Nor was I thinking of such calamitous events when I hauled her back over the transom and wrapped her glistening body in a towel while she laughed like a breathless kid. Oh, we were very, very happy that night, strangers though we almost were.


“We ought to go back,” I said at last. “With this breeze it won’t take us long. She should plane in the shelter of the bay.”


Kitten sighed deeply and went on combing her hair as she sat on the centre thwart just in front of me. In the glow of the moonlight she was utterly beautiful.


“I don’t ever want to go back,” she said. “But we shall have to, of course. This isn’t a dream, is it? Even if it were, dreams have to end sometime.” She turned and smiled. “Thank you for this,” she whispered. “I have a queer feeling that, if I never know happiness again, tonight will make up for all that may happen.”


I wanted to laugh, but didn’t. She was too serious, too grave to laugh at. And I began to realise, too, that such ideas were not restricted to Kitten Carn alone. I’d been thinking on similar lines myself, and it wasn’t really a healthy outlook.


“It’s certainly been an escape from reality,” I said. “Odd to think that in these days of super-sonic flight as an everyday event you and I can fall back on one of the oldest forms of transport for relaxation. In a year or so the back-room boys will be launching their first attempt at inter-planetary travel. We shall sail in small boats and thoroughly enjoy it.”


She laughed at that. “With science as a spare-time hobby, eh?” she said. “Marvin, I like you a lot. I shall go sailing with you again. You won’t get rid of me now!”


“As if I’d want to! Seriously though, we should be getting back. It’s not as warm as it was and we both need a drink. Ready about! Lee-ho!”


The boat came round cleanly and scudded for the shore. She was fast and reasonably dry off the wind. Everything seemed all right, and yet I wasn’t quite happy about the sky. Something odd was happening to it. Once or twice I saw Kitten look up at the moon apprehensively. It was no longer a bright clear silver disc, but was tinted yellow and rapidly losing its clarity of outline.


Then the wind died completely. It was like the turning off of a tap.


Neither of us said a word as the dinghy rolled and pitched like a crippled bird on the waves. We hadn’t brought the outboard motor with us so it looked as if we should have to scull for the shore, not a fitting ending to the recent delight we had shared.


“We’ll keep the sails hoist in case it breezes up again,” I said. “Pity it died like that.” What I didn’t say was that we were caught in a powerful current that was taking us away from the coast at an alarming rate. And to add to my disquiet it was now almost completely dark, with only the glimmer of shore lights to indicate direction.


“We’re losing ground,” said Kitten quietly.


I went on rowing with a strange detachment, wondering vaguely what would happen to us. The picture of the tide race outside the bay was vivid in my mind. And I knew we were being carried towards it.


“We’ll make out,” I said with as much confidence as I could muster. “Even if we slop around all night we shan’t come to any harm.”


She grinned in the darkness. Her face was close to mine, so I saw it and felt a bit better.


“Thanks for trying to make it easier, Galahad,” she said. “I know what’s happening. It’s rather frightening, isn’t it? We shouldn’t have stayed out so long.”


Before I could answer a heavy squall swept down on us from shoreward—the opposite direction to the earlier wind we’d enjoyed. So sudden was it that it hove us down and partially flooded the boat, knocking the oars from my hands and threatening to rip the mainsail to pieces.


Somehow we managed to get the sail down before the wind tore the mast out of the boat. Towering waves seemed to come from nowhere, foaming and gleaming in the darkness as they broke astern of us. I was scared and didn’t mind admitting it, while Kitten crouched between the thwarts and shivered uncontrollably as she baled with feverish haste.


Those first minutes were pretty hectic, too full to give much thought to the future. But once we had the boat under some kind of control we were faced with the unpleasant prospect of meeting further danger.


Even at the time I had a feeling that there was something unnatural in that squally gale of wind. There was and had been no indications that the weather would break. The storm was a freak, and it had us beaten temporarily, if not defeated.


“We can’t go to windward in this!” I yelled in Kitten’s ear. “I’m going to get some sail on and try to heave-to.”


It was the only thing to do, but the chances of keeping clear of the race outline were pretty thin, and both of us knew it. Kitten was constantly baling, while I had the greatest difficulty in getting the boat to behave in anything like a sane fashion. But the current and the wind were making a mockery of our combined efforts. We were being drawn by almost tangible hands into the maelstrom of the tide race.


How long that terrifying experience lasted I never knew. There was nothing we could do in that confused sea, and the miracle was how we stayed afloat without a capsize. We had to hang on to anything we could to stay inboard at all, and by now were both freezing cold and exhausted. I began to wonder, during the periods when I dared to think about anything, what would happen when we didn’t have the strength to hang on. But the effort of wondering was too great to indulge in for more than seconds at a time. And the worst of it was that there was absolutely nothing we could do to help ourselves.


We were right at the end of our tether when the next phase began. It was one I don’t like to think about even now, when it’s past history, and the two of us are alive in a world sometimes difficult to recognise as the same old globe on which we were born and raised. It was, for us at any rate, the first hint of powerful outside forces at work against those of the nature we perforce obeyed as normal human beings.


Without warning of any kind the sea, at whose whim we pitched and rolled and all-but stood on our nose, suddenly stilled. The dinghy, at one moment a mad thing intent on the destruction of its crew, floated absolutely motionless on a glassy patch of water that showed no single ripple alongside.


The darkness made it impossible to see more than a few yards at the most, and all round us was that weird smooth. It was patently obvious that such an instantaneous transformation was unnatural. And that very fact of itself brought a flood of elemental fear to our hearts as soon as the momentary surge of relief was spent.


“What the devil?” I said.


Kitten peered at me, her face a white smear close to mine. Her hands stole out and grasped my arm, communicating terror that was already choking inside me.


She didn’t speak, just clung to me. An absolute stillness settled over everything, over the sea, the wind, the little motionless boat that was now our miniature world, our only link with reality.


“I—I don’t like it,” I muttered. The words echoed strangely in our ears, a hollow booming sound that was much too loud.


“If only we could see!” she said fearfully. “Has the world gone mad? How could that storm suddenly stop like that?”


“Damned if I know.” I listened intently. The girl shifted her position slightly, making the dinghy rock a bit. I heard the creak of the swinging boom, the complaint of a halyard fretting against the mast. But I didn’t hear anything else. Nor could I see beyond a small circle of black opaque water as flat as a mill-pond. The stars and the moon were invisible, as they had been during the turmoil of the storm. I began to hate and fear the blackness as much as I feared the silence.


We both saw the lessening of the gloom at the same time. At first it was hardly noticeable, just a very faint lifting of the blackness away to starboard. Then it seemed to be concentrated in one particular sector of our circle of visibility. We stared at it, curiosity superimposed on fear. Just as the darkness and silence and stillness had been unnatural, so the faint glow of strengthening light was unnatural.


Kitten shuddered and tightened her hold on me still more. I felt on edge, horribly aware that something—I didn’t know what—was going to happen, and that it wouldn’t be any more natural than all the rest of this bizarre adventure.


But when at last it came, we were robbed of the power to cry out either in fear or wonderment. The event itself was so fantastic to our strained nerves that all we could do was gape in fascinated terror.


As the light, of a purely local nature, strengthened we saw something else. It had no part in the normal scheme of things, and was illuminated by that queer glow that came from heaven knew where.


“What is it?” whispered Kitten.


I was just as puzzled as she was, and just as scared. The thing that rose slowly from the water and hovered above it with a few inches to spare could only be described in those first dismaying seconds as a great black sphere of gigantic proportions. It was outlined by the glow of light, a vast ball that rose from the sea before our astonished eyes, and to add to the mystery its rising caused no disturbance on the water. That it was anything of human conception we could not for a moment believe; but if it wasn’t, what was it?


The dinghy was being drawn towards it as by a magnet.




CHAPTER TWO


Sphere of Dooms


The globe was almost on top of us, it seemed. I was aware that still oily water eddied slightly in the place from which the thing had risen. That was the only indication as to where it had come from, and now it hung motionless in the air just over the water.


Kitten found her voice and screamed briefly as the mast of the dinghy nudged against the underside bulge of the sphere. The boat shivered. There was no sound when she touched the great globe. It might have been a resilient rubber ball for all the effect of metallic solidity it gave. Yet it was solid, and real, and somehow horrible, more so than if it had been composed of tenuous vapour, the stuff of nightmares. This was no nightmare, but an experience that fortunately few human beings were asked to suffer without some previous warning. That we were among the chosen few was partly our own bad luck, though had we not been our ultimate fate would undoubtedly have been quite fatal. As it was … well, a mental shrug is probably the best way of describing it.
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