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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


Flotsam


THE sea was as smooth as glass, a great salt mill pond that lapped darkly against the islands which crossed its deep confines like stepping stones across a river. The swell was so gentle as to be almost imperceptible; mighty deeps were in a mood of gentleness and calm.


Marina lay on her back, shivering slightly and staring out through the glass. She wondered now whether the whole business had been a rank and dangerous mistake, but it was too late to go back—or was it?


It was difficult to move with the rolling and swaying of her vessel, and the glass was so thick that all she could see was light and water. She looked up at the bewildering brightness of a great golden something that hung high, high above her head, that gleamed like a million candles. She closed her eyes against it. Now that she was lying perfectly still she was acting as ballast in her strange craft. Some of the water ran from the edges of the glass, so that it was no longer so besmeared as it had been. She was able to see that there was something above her, rather like a gigantic, overturned blue bowl, across which fleecy white shapes hurried as though on urgent business. She wondered if they could possibly be alive. She had never seen anything like them before. The shapes were fascinating, and they appeared to have the ability to change their outlines at will. Marina ran a hand through her long, silky, black hair, and wondered anew whether the whole thing had been worth while. It hadn’t been like this when they had talked about it, she thought it would have been all so different … then, she thought, things seldom turn out as you expect them to. There had been that dreadful acceleration, that rushing sensation, then the loop; the impact; the falling back; and then, when she had recovered consciousness, a very unpleasant headache, and a feeling of sickness. She had simply lain here looking up at the bright disc in the blueness, and the strange grey and white things that flew past. It was not going to be like this at all. Everything was so strange and so odd. None of the old familiar landmarks were there at all. It was a completely different environment. In some ways strangely beautiful, in others terrifying.


How long she had lain there she didn’t know, her time counter had been smashed in the fall, which had followed the great leap. The radio, however was still working … perhaps she could contact her people. She didn’t know whether the radio would still work at that distance. She didn’t know how far she had come, there was no means of telling, it had been a wild, rash, impulsive, yet irresistibly attractive experiment. For Marina of the silky black hair and the bewitching black eyes possessed an insatiable curiosity. She fiddled with the radio for what seemed an age, and finally she heard a familiar voice.


“This is Hela calling, this is Hela calling, Marina is that you? Marina? Marina, this is Hela, are you receiving us?”


She turned over to transmit.


“Yes, I am receiving you loud and clear.” There was an audible sigh of relief from the other end, and then a long silence ensued, for neither Hela nor Marina could think of anything to say.


“What’s it like?”


“Strange.”


“Well, we knew it would be,” said Hela after a thoughtful pause, “but strange in what way? Are there lights or colours?”


“There’s a great blue thing over the top, like a huge bowl turned upside down,” said Marina, “and as I lie on my back I can see most of it. I am still in the water, yet I seem to have got to the limit of it. When I came up, I rose out of the water for some way and then fell back.”


“Oh!” The voice at the other end was bewildered. “Didn’t it——?”


“I know,” said Marina, “it should have done, but the theory was wrong! Hela, I think that there is air all around.”


“Why not undo the vessel and find out?”


“I can’t yet, it’s not safe, I’ve got enough oxygen for several hours yet, but I’m hoping I shall be found pretty soon.”


“I wonder what they’re like?”


“So do I,” said Marina.


“Do you wish you hadn’t gone?” asked Hela.


“There are some strange things above me, I can’t understand them at all. They’re white and grey and their outlines are indefinite and they’re flying slowly.”


“Do you think they have flying machines?”


“I don’t think these are machines. They change their shape.”


“They change their shape?” echoed Hela in amazement.


“Yes, as they fly they seem to change shape,” repeated Marina. “And the strangest of all is a great golden thing; a huge, round, golden thing that blazes with light, and, although it was cold when I first opened my eyes after the fall the outside of the ship is warmer now.”


She put her hand to the glass. “I can feel the warmth. I think it’s the golden thing that warms everywhere. It almost hurts your eyes to look at it. It does, honestly. Its brighter than anything I’ve ever seen in our world.”


“How strange, how exciting,” said Hela. “I do wish you had let me come with you.”


“It was far better for one to come, than for two,” said Marina firmly. “There was enough difficulty in persuading the scientists to let one of us come. They didn’t think our idea would work. It would have taken them ages to have built a ship the way they wanted to.”


“Your father is very worried about you,” said Hela. “He thinks now you shouldn’t have gone, he says what if we’ve miscalculated and the others either can’t or won’t help you back?”


“Well, that’s just too bad, I suppose,” replied Marina, but there was an undercurrent of fear in her voice. “Hela, there’s something coming now, Hela—I can see it. It’s all blurred and vague and funny, but it’s moving towards me. It’s very, very big. I think it’s a—yes! I think it’s one of the things that we sometimes find—as they’re meant to be! Not as we see them.”


“One of the weapons?”


“I don’t think they are weapons. I never did think they were weapons,” replied Marina. “I think that when they come to us something must have gone wrong. But there’s nothing wrong with this one, its moving very fast, faster than the white things up ahead. It’s coming quite close. I’m sure it’s one of the things we find.”


“Keep in touch,” said Hela anxiously. “I hope everything will be all right.”


“ ’Course it will,” said Marina. If the great legends are true they cannot be very different from us.”


“But what if the legends are not true?” said Hela. “Many of the young men down here do not believe them. I scarcely know whether to believe them myself. They seem so fantastically incredible! It is difficult to believe even half of the great legends.”


“I know,” said Marina, “——I can hear a noise coming from that thing now. It’s very close indeed.”


Tom Hazell was watching the sea through binoculars. Something flashed on the sun, flashed and went on flashing, almost as though it was a signal, but he knew that the order of the flashes indicated nothing—no code—no comprehensible signal, nothing coherent at all. But Hazell was blessed with an innate and inordinate curiosity. He wanted to find out. He called across the the second officer.


“What do you make of this, Jack?”


Jack Steele put his own binoculars to his eyes.


“Ruddy queer, Skipper,” he said, “don’t know what to make of that at all. It’s too low in the water to see much yet.”


“I think we’ll alter course a couple of points,” said Hazell.


“Aye, aye, sir,” said Jack, and bellowed the order across to the steersman. The big cargo steamer, clean and trim and new, responded superbly and immediately. Her razor sharp prow dissected the sea as cleanly as a printer’s guillotine cuts paper.


“Steady it down, steady it down,” said Hazell. “Don’t want to ram the thing.”


Jack Steele rang for half astern, the cargo-liner lost way almost at once. The two men went silently to the rail, looking down at the object now floating not more than a hundred yards away.


“Flying cows, what the devil is it?” Jack Steele asked.


“If I knew that I’d be the great Oompah of Og itself,” replied his Captain with a twinkle in his grey eyes, “but not being the great Oompah of Og, nor the great Wogga-wogga from the plains of Astrakhan—I just don’t know. Short of those two mythical creatures or a first rate Oracle, me boy, I don’t think we’re going to have an answer to that question till we get alongside.” Very slowly and carefully they nosed the great liner closer to the round, glittering, flask-shaped object.


“It’s a glass cylinder,” he said at last. They were not more than fifty yards away now. “I’ll swear it’s a glass cylinder. There’s something or someone inside it! I’ve seen messages in bottles before, but I’ve never seen this,” said Jack Steele, with an attempt at humour that was foiled by the amazement in his voice. “This is uncanny, Skipper!” There was a strange whirring sound in the air above him. Steele looked up, and recoiled from the rail as though he had received a powerful electric shock. “Skipper! Skipper!” he shouted, “Look up there! Look above us!”


Tom Hazel had his attention riveted on the glass cylinder on the sea below them.


“What’s the matter?” he called over his shoulder without looking round. Jack Steele was speechless. There was a thing, a huge, disc-like thing that had suddenly appeared as though from nowhere, travelling at fantastic speed, until now, when it hung directly over the ship, it was motionless.


“What the devil——” Tom Hazell had finally recoiled from the rail and was staring up at the spinning circle in the sky. It appeared to be defying all the laws of gravity all the forces of science. The speed with which it had travelled, the way in which it had laughed at the law of momentum, of mass, and of impetus. The two men stood staring. It was Tom Hazell who recovered his wits first.


“All we want now is a sea serpent, to complete the trio,” he said with a grin.


“It’s fantastic,” agreed Steele. The steersman was gaping open-mouthed at the thing spinning above them.


“It’s a flying saucer,” he gasped. “Its a flying saucer, sir!”


“I never ruddy well believed in them,” said Steele.


“Nor did I,” said Tom Hazell. “I never believed in bottles that big in the sea, neither. Look at the size of that thing, that glass cylinder down there. Do you think there’s some connection between the two?”


“I reckon there must be, sir.”


“Half astern,” ordered Hazell. “I think we ought to pull back. They may or may not be friendly, and this old tub isn’t armed.”


“I don’t think it would do us much good if it was sir,” said Steele. “Not against that thing! The speed of the thing, we’d never hit it with a gun.”


“I dunno,” said the Captain. “Nothing’s invulnerable, but let’s not make any trouble if we can help it. Just standby for the time being at any rate.”


The great spinning machine hovered directly over the glass bottle, or cylinder, or whatever it was that the sailors could see glittering in the sea.


“You were right, sir, I think they must be together,” said Steele. “Look!”


A long flexible jointed grab descended from an open hatch at the base of the flying machine.


“You know, if this wasn’t 1961, and I wasn’t cold sober, I’d say we’d either got into the future or got mixed up in a science fiction story,” said Steele. “This doesn’t happen. This is a perfectly ordinary ship, on a perfectly ordinary day. We are carting cargo—we’re sane and we’re sober—look!”


“I know” said Hazell.


Half-a-dozen of the crew were staring open mouthed at the fantastic scene being enacted before them. The mechanical grab had picked up the glass cylinder gently but firmly and was even now lifting it swiftly and smoothly into the flying ship. Steele was staring through his glasses.


“Well, what do you make of it?” asked Number Two, without turning his head a fraction of an inch.


“Incredible as it sounds,” said the Captain, “I’d say that there was a woman inside that glass cylinder….”


“A woman?”


“Quite an attractive young woman too,” said the Skipper, his grey eyes twinkling again, “so if she’s from the ship there’s nothing much to worry about, they’re not bug-eyed monsters at any rate! It’s a good job the science fiction writers were wrong! If the Martians and Venusians look like that I don’t think we’ve got much to worry about! They’re probably as human and as civilised as we are. Funny how people always imagine them as great scaly, hairy things, with eyes on stalks!”


“Yes, the typical bug-eyed monster,” replied Number Two. “I’m inclined to agree with you, sir, I’m pretty sure that was a woman, a nice looking kid, too.”


The hatch under the flying machine had closed. Both the grab and the glass cylinder, and the girl, if it had been a girl inside, had disappeared. As suddenly as it had come, the flying saucer revved its power chamber—or whatever it was—to maximum thrust. There was a high-pitched screaming whine, and then, it had gone, almost as suddenly as it had come.




CHAPTER TWO


The Kelks


MARINA was still giving her friend Hela a commentary on what was happening to her when the weird machine appeared from out of the sky. The great metallic grab came down like the hand of some angry metal monster, and lifted the girl and her glass cylinder, straight out of the water. At first she was too surprised to realise what was happening, and then, as she recovered her wits she tried to let Hela know, but contact with the metallic grab had broken radio communications with her own people.


It was an eerie experience being jerked up higher and higher, into the weird spinning flying craft above the water. Her eyes opened in fear and bewilderment, though they were not unmixed with her singular curiosity. As the hatchway in the flying machine closed behind her, she found herself staring out through her glass vessel into a large circular, amphitheatre like building. The whole place was illuminated by a rather weird, opalescent, grey-green light. It was the same sort of phosphorescent glow that she noted in her own world. This to her was far more familiar and less frightening than the great golden orb high above them which shone down into the ship. They were above the white fluffy things which she had originally thought were living things or flying machines. Now, as they struck one, she realised that they were passing right through it, and it was no more nor less than mist. It was a cloud of minute dropules of condensed water vapour. She could almost have laughed at her own child-like belief that these things lived, but she had never seen one before and she thought perhaps it was excusable. Apart from the empty semi-circular interior of the ship with its observation ports, she could see nothing. There were one or two blurry patches which might have been machines, and which she guessed were part of the equipment for flying and generally manipulating this disc. Yet how was it flying? Was it an automatic thing, or did it have a crew? She couldn’t imagine a ship without a crew no matter how strange and alien the race might be. No matter what these surface dwellers were like. She thought she had noticed some men on the decks of the large water ship that had been coming towards her first. She didn’t understand why they had sent two ships to pick her up. Perhaps the water ship had sent for this one. But the men on the deck of the water ship had looked very much like the men back home … and she was feeling a lot less worried. She tried her radio again and found that it worked. It had obviously been some kind of force field or ray around that grab-arm, or while she was in that particular location which had broken off the contact.


“Hela,” she called.


“I was getting worried—I’d lost contact with you,” Hela was speaking very rapidly, her voice trembling with emotion, “What’s happened, Marina? Are you all right? Have they picked you up?”


“Yes, the flying ship has lifted me out of the water and on board—”


“The flying ship?”


“I said things were not as we thought they would be. When you reach the surface there is flatness and then the water stops, and there is air, and then there are ships on the water, great iron ships, like the things that come down, like the ‘weapons’ that come down—but I’m sure they’re not weapons as I said before. For I saw one of them, and it is a ship. Perhaps they strike rocks and break, and then, as they come down to us——. But there is no more time to speak of that, that is something that we can think about later. There is another ship, another ship.”


“Do you mean a water ship?”


“No, this one is a flying ship, it just goes through air. It doesn’t touch the water. I saw the water ship first and it came towards me. I saw people on the deck very much like us, and then they seemed to stop, and I thought they had sent for this flying ship. It is a circular one, like the plates from which we eat our food, only a thousand times larger. Then, when it came, a great iron grab seized the vessel I was in, lifted me into the ship, and now the hatch is closed behind me, and the ship is taking off, very very fast indeed, and I cannot see the first ship any more. The things that I thought were living creatures are clouds of water vapour, floating in the air and moving. And that golden light of which I told you, is now very, very bright … there’s someone coming … there’s——” and suddenly Marina screamed. An ear-piercing scream that made the toughened glass of her vessel vibrate.


“What is it?” Hela’s voice was desperate with anxiety. “Marina, what is it?”


“It’s not like us at all,” she screamed. “It’s hideous, it’s awful. It’s got a great scaly head, the eyes are protruding from it on stalks, and there are pseudo-pods all over it. It’s got claws and teeth, great hideous teeth, teeth like a shark and there’s a horrible smell to it. An awful smell. Strong and bitter.”


“How do you know,” asked Hela.


“It is unfastening the hatch of the vessel,” replied the girl simply. “I’m cowering away from it as far as I can get….” The radio suddenly went dead, and Hela closed her eyes and offered up a heart felt prayer to all the gods of all the worlds.


The thing was a Kelk. It had been curiously intrigued by this object in the shining cylinder, and had manoeuvred its disc ship down to snatch up the object, before the humanoids who had been watching the cylinder had time to examine it. The Kelk had been watching their attempts at space probes with cynical, and curiously amused interest. He had in fact been responsible for the failure of more than half of them. He wondered whether they had, without his knowledge, managed to launch this one, and recover one of their own kind alive. It didn’t seem very likely, but what else could the thing be? If it wasn’t a space capsule what was it? He put his gigantic claw through the opening of the shining glass vessel, and tore the radio transmitter out of the humanoid woman’s hand. They were not dangerous of course, but they did have primitive atomic weapons, and if she was radioing her own kind they might be able to fix a beam. And if they were able to fix a beam—well, some of their new jets were capable of a thousand miles an hour—it was painfully slow, but he might have a bit of bad luck, and the Kelk didn’t believe in taking any unnecessary chances whatsoever. He enjoyed this observational war with the humanoids. He was on the verge of knowing everything there was to know about them, and the time would very soon come for the full scale invasion to start. An invasion in which he anticipated figuring prominently. The Kelks were a savage, warlike race. A ghastly race. Cynical, cruel, sadistic—more reptilian than anything else yet seeming to combine the evil features of many classes of beast and many species of living thing. If anything in any living species was unpleasant, the Kelks would emulate it, and glory in that evil emulation. In its own horrible, sadistic way, it enjoyed watching the sufferings, both mental and physical of other races. Besides, it needed information. Not that it needed an excuse for ill treating its prisoner, but the desire for information would be as good as any other. The eight deadly claws that had torn Marina’s radio set from her hands now seized her roughly by the shoulder, and dragged her from the glass vessel. She stood looking at the creature. Neither spoke; neither moved; then suddenly a telepathic brain flash lit up her mind. It was almost painful in its intensity.


“Your rocket—how does it work?” asked the Kelk.


Marina looked at him in dumb bewilderment.


“What is a rocket?” she asked. The Kelk threw her to the floor, and watched as she slowly picked herself up.


“How does it work,” again that mind-searing flash exploding in her brain.


“I don’t know what it is,” she shouted. “How can I tell you how it works?”


He pointed to the glass cylinder. “This.”


Had he picked on something stupid? Was it someone they had taken from one of their insane asylums—something that didn’t matter. Was that the reason it had been jettisoned into space? Perhaps its recovery was unimportant, and yet he would have thought they would have sent somebody capable of manning a ship. Somebody with intelligence, somebody utterly reliable, somebody who wouldn’t talk under any circumstances. The Kelk struck her again. How easily they bleed, it thought. The Kelk was ten feet tall, and as strong as a grizzly bear. Humanoids were a puny race, he thought, they would be no match for our people, when our invading army does arrive. Its as easy as robbing children. The Kelk was pointing to the glass cylinder again. “Tell me how this works. Tell me everything.”


Marina looked at him savagely, her eyes blazed hatred, for hers was a proud race.


“No,” she said defiantly. “Do what you like.”


The Kelk’s hideous mouth twisted into what might have been a smile, on a less repulsive face.


“I like them when they’re stubborn,” it telepathed back, “it gives me more amusement.”


Then Marina did the completely unexpected thing. The Kelk thought it understood these humanoids, thought that he knew their actions and reactions. He had not noticed the knife at the girl’s belt. Suddenly it was out in her fingers, long and gleaming and deadly, and something that might have been a spasm of fear went through the hideous body before her. He had not brought his power blasters with him. He was completely unarmed. True, he could probably wrest the knife away from her, but if he was unlucky and he missed—she looked savage enough—if she was able to inflict a wound on him, out here alone, he might easily bleed to death before he could radio for help. Help was a long way off. She might sever an artery for him. That was a chance he decided not to take, he realised his desire for information was not as urgent as all that. The great thing backed slowly away from the point of the knife.


“Keep still,” said Marina, “if I see you moving towards anything I shall strike.”


It looked ludicrous to see the monster backing away from the girl, with its great jaws, and claws, backing away from one shining knife blade because at heart it was a coward, because it was alone, and because it was afraid that injury would prove fatal. Because it believed in playing for the maximum amount of safety….


“What do you want,” it flashed back.


“Open that hatch!”


“Its a long drop.”


“I’ll chance that,” she retorted. “I want to find some way of getting back to my own people.”


It was temporary stalemate.


“If I refuse to open the hatch,” telepathed the monster, “what can you do then?”


“I shall try and kill you,” answered Marina with cold ferocity.


“What good will that do you?” he was playing for time, he, the great Kelk, playing against one puny human!
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