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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.


      





Good Neighbors



The ship was sighted a few times, briefly and without a good fix. It was spherical, the estimated diameter about twenty-seven miles, and was in orbit approximately 3,400 miles from the surface of the earth. No one observed the escape from it.


The ship itself occasioned some comment, but back there at the tattered end of the twentieth century, what was one visiting spaceship more or less? Others had appeared before, and gone away, discouraged or just not bothering. Three-dimensional T.V. was coming out of the experimental stage. Soon anyone could have “Dora the Doll” or the “Grandson of Tarzan” smack in his own living room. Besides, it was a hot summer.


The first knowledge of the escape came when the region of Seattle suffered an eclipse of the sun, which was not an eclipse but a near shadow, which was not a shadow but a thing. The darkness drifted out of the northern Pacific. It generated thunder without lightning and without rain. When it had moved eastward and the hot sun reappeared, wind followed, a moderate gale. The coast was battered by sudden high waves, then hushed in a bewilderment of fog.


Before that appearance, radar had gone crazy for an hour.


The atmosphere buzzed with aircraft. They went up in readiness to shoot, but after the first sighting reports a few miles offshore, that order was vehemently canceled—someone in charge must have had a grain of sense. The thing was not a plane, rocket or missile. It was an animal.


If you shoot an animal that resembles an inflated gasbag with wings, and the wingspread happens to be something over four miles tip to tip, and the carcass drops on a city, that is not nice.


The Office of Continental Defense deplored the lack of precedent. But actually none was needed. You just don’t drop four miles of dead or dying alien flesh on Seattle or any other part of a swarming homeland. You wait till it flies out over the ocean, if it will, or at least over somebody else’s country.


It, or rather she, didn’t go back over the Pacific, perhaps because of the prevailing westerlies. After the Seattle incident she climbed to a great altitude above the Rockies, apparently using an updraft with very little wing motion. There was no means of calculating her weight, mass, or buoyancy. Dead or injured, drift might have carried her anywhere within one or two hundred miles. Then she seemed to be following the line of the Platte and the Missouri. By the end of the day she was circling interminably over the huge complex of St. Louis, hopelessly crying.


She had a head, drawn back most of the time into the bloated mass of the body but thrusting forward now and then on a short neck, not more than three hundred feet in length. When she did that the blunt turtle-like head could be observed, the gaping, toothless, suffering mouth from which the thunder came, and the soft-shining purple eyes that searched the ground but found nothing answering her need. The skin color was mud-brown with some dull iridescence and many peculiar marks resembling weals or blisters. Along the belly some observers saw half a mile of paired protuberances that looked like teats.


She was unquestionably the equivalent of a vertebrate. Two web-footed legs were drawn up close against the cigar-shaped body. The vast, rather narrow, inflated wings could not have been held or moved in flight without a strong internal skeleton and musculature. Theorists later argued she must have come from a planet with a high proportion of water surface, a planet possibly larger than Earth though of about the same mass and with a similar atmosphere. She could rise in Earth’s air. And before each lament she was seen to breathe.


It was assumed that air sacs within her body had been inflated or partly inflated when she left the ship, perhaps with some gas lighter than nitrogen. Since it was inconceivable that a vertebrate organism could have survived entry into atmosphere from an orbit 3,400 miles up, it was necessary to believe that the ship had descended, unobserved and by unknown means, probably on Earth’s night side. Later on the ship did descend as far as atmosphere, for a moment. …


St. Louis was partly evacuated. There is no reliable estimate of the loss of life and property from panic and accident on the jammed roads and rail lines. Fifteen hundred dead, 7,400 injured is the conservative figure.


After a night and a day she abandoned that area, flying heavily eastward. The droning and swooping gnats of aircraft plainly distressed her. At first she had only tried to avoid them, but now and then during her eastward flight from St. Louis she made short, desperate rushes against them, without skill or much sign of intelligence, screaming from a wide-open mouth that could have swallowed a four-engine bomber. Two aircraft were lost over Cincinnati, by collision with each other in trying to get out of her way. Pilots were then ordered to keep a distance of not less than ten miles until such time as she reached the Atlantic—if she did—when she could be safely shot down.


She studied Chicago for a day.


By that time Civil Defense was better prepared. About a million residents had already fled to open country before she came, and the loss of life was proportionately smaller. She moved on. We have no clue to the reason why great cities should have attracted her, though apparently they did. She was hungry perhaps, or seeking help, or merely drawn in animal curiosity by the endless motion in the cities and the strangeness. It has even been suggested that the life forms of her homeland—her masters—resembled humanity. She moved eastward, and religious organizations united to pray that she would come down on one of the Lakes where she could be safely destroyed. She didn’t. They may have looked too dirty.


She approached Pittsburgh, choked and screamed and flew high, and soared in weary circles over Buffalo for a day and a night. Some pilots who had followed the flight from the West Coast claimed that the lamentation of her voice was growing fainter and hoarser while she was drifting along the line of the Mohawk Valley. She turned south, following the Hudson at no great height. Sometimes she appeared to be gasping, the labored inhalations harsh and prolonged, a cloud in agony.


When she flew over Westchester, headquarters tripled the swarm of interceptors and observation planes. Squadrons from Connecticut and southern New Jersey deployed to form a monstrous funnel, the small end before her, the large end pointing out to open sea. Heavy bombers closed in above, laying a smoke screen at 10,000 feet to discourage her from rising. The ground shivered to the drone of jets and her crying.


Multitudes had abandoned the metropolitan area. Other multitudes trusted to the subways, to the narrow street canyons and to the strength of concrete and steel. Others climbed to high places and watched, trusting the laws of chance.


She passed over Manhattan in the evening, between 8:14 and 8:27 P.M., July 16, 1976, at an altitude of about 2,000 feet. She swerved away from the aircraft that blanketed Long Island and the Sound, swerved again as the southern group buzzed her instead of giving way. She made no attempt to rise into the sun-crimsoned terror of smoke.


The plan was intelligent. It should have worked, but for one fighter-pilot who jumped the gun. He said later that he himself couldn’t understand what happened. It was court-martial testimony, but his reputation had been good. He was Bill Green—William Hammond Green—of New London, Connecticut, flying a one-man jet fighter, well aware of the strict orders not to attack until the target had moved at least ten miles east of Sandy Hook. He said he certainly had no previous intention to violate orders. It was something that just happened in his mind, a sort of mental sneeze.


His squadron was approaching Rockaway, the flying creature about three miles ahead of him and half a mile down. He was aware of saying out loud to nobody: “Well, she’s too goddamn big.” Then he was darting out of formation, diving on her, giving her one rocket-burst and reeling off to the south at 840 MPH.


He never did locate and rejoin his squadron, but he made it somehow back to his home field. He climbed out of the plane, they say, and fell flat on his face.


It seems likely that his shot missed the animal’s head and tore through some part of her left wing. She spun to the left, rose perhaps a thousand feet, facing the city in her turn, side-slipped, recovered herself, and fought for altitude. She could not gain it. In the effort she collided with two of the following planes. One of them smashed into her right side behind the wing, the other flipped end over end across her back like a swatted dragonfly. It dropped clear and made a mess on Bedloe’s Island.


She too was falling in a long slant, silent now but still living. After the impact her body thrashed desolately on the wreckage between Lexington and Seventh Avenues, her right wing churning, then only trailing, in the East River, her left wing a crumpled slowly deflating mass concealing Times Square, Herald Square and the garment district. At the close of the struggle her neck extended, her turtle beak grasping the top of Radio City. She was still trying to pull herself up, as the buoyant gases hissed and bubbled away through her wounds. Radio City collapsed with her.


For a long while after the roar of descending rubble and her own roaring had ceased, there was no human noise except a melancholy thunder of the planes.


The apology came early next morning.


The spaceship was observed to descend to the outer limits of atmosphere, very briefly. A capsule was released, with a parachute timed to open at 40,000 feet and come down neatly in Scarsdale. Parachute, capsule, and timing device were of good workmanship.


The communication engraved on a plaque of metal (which still defies analysis) was a hasty job, the English slightly odd, with some evidence of an incomplete understanding of the situation. That the visitors themselves were aware of these deficiencies is indicated by the text of the message itself:




Most sadly regret inexcusable escape of livestock. While petting same, one of our children monkied (sp?) with airlock. Will not happen again. Regret also imperfect grasp of language learned through what you term Television etc. Animal not dangerous, but observe some accidental damage caused, therefore hasten to enclose reimbursement, having taken liberty of studying your highly ingenious methods of exchange. Hope same will be adequate, having estimated deplorable inconvenience to best of ability. Regret exceedingly impossibility of communicating further, as pressure of time and prior obligations forbids. Please accept heartfelt apologies and assurances of continuing esteem.





The reimbursement was in fact properly enclosed with the plaque, and may be seen by the public in the rotunda of the restoration of Radio City. Though technically counterfeit, it looks like perfectly good money, except that Mr. Lincoln is missing one of his wrinkles, and the words five dollars are upside down.





A Better Mousehole



So now Irma will be at me to do something about them blue bugs. I got to do something about Irma.


Dr. West is wise too, as good as said so when him and Judge Van Anda was in today for a couple beers. Pity Dr. West is not the doctoring type doctor but just has letters and stuff. Sort of explorer people say, account of his Independent Income, gone for months till the town’s forgot him and then he turns up full of what the bull was done with.


I don’t think the Judge knows about the blue bugs. If they bit him like they done me he’d never go to dreaming, not him up there, six feet five, looking back at what he figures the world used to be. Still if you was old like him, you might want big dreams more than ever, about being young.


If you could tell them bugs, if you could name your own dream! No way, I guess. I take the dreams I can get.


Dr. West certainly knows something. I’d no sooner drawed them beers when he starts mentioning mice. I told him Look, I said, you do not see the Health Department climbing all over my back the way they would if I had mice. He asks me, so what is that hole in the floor below the liquor shelves? I had to make like hunting for it, and act surprised. Knothole, I says. Oh, knothole, he says, knothole the regal twin-cushioned back of my lap, how come a knothole in linoleum? So I had to say it could be mice. Judge Van Anda says Ha.


I went down the bar to pass the time with Lulu who doesn’t get much business in the afternoon because the light is too strong. Lulu is like blonde this week. If only I could tell the bugs to put Lulu into a dream with me! The only time they done that she turned into Irma. I can’t figure it.


What if Lulu got bit and had some dreams herself?


I suppose Irma thinks because I married her I can’t do nothing without she comes clomping into it? If her ass is solid gold why don’t she move to Fort Knox, get laid amongst the goldbricks?


I had not hardly started talking to Lulu when Dr. West goes to booming. Desolation, he says, do you think you know what desolation is? It’s the sub-Arctic tundra, he says, and me alone in that borrowed Cessna that might’ve got its engine tuned three or four months earlier, and no reason to be there except my itch to see more of the poor wonderful planet before they poison it or blow it up. Lulu, he says, what do you think? What do you say desolation is?


Oh, she says, maybe the Stadium, game over, crowd gone and you know, empty popcorn bags and match cards and spit.


You, Al? he says to me. What’s desolation?


I said, oh, say, a dark night and nobody shows you where to go.


I believe Dr. West is sad in his heart in spite of that education which is over my head. It would be like him to take off in a borrowed plane for the flat side of nowhere. I like to watch him standing by Judge Van Anda who he is always telling siddown siddown and the Judge merely says Ha. I can feel sad too, without no Independent Income. I am forty-two and I have this ulcer.


The tundra, says Dr. West—a nothing of dun colors, rotting snow, and you wonder when the whole earth will look like that.


No! says Lulu about to cry. Don’t talk thataway!


Never mind, chicken, he says, I was just bleating.


Suppose you took Irma to this here tundra and told her to walk home. Flies, she says last night, flies all over you and you drunk as a pig. God, I pretty near shut her up for good. But she just don’t know no better. She don’t have too much of a life with a busted-down hack like me that couldn’t even last five rounds with Willie Donohue and him not in his best years.


Dr. West went on about borrowing that plane from a friend has got this lodge in the north woods, and flying over the tundra till he saw like a blue spark down there. Landed and picked up the object, size and shape of a basketball he said, not really blue, more like daylight split and turned a million ways. It hummed when he held it in his ear. That’s when he broke off to ask me is there a basement under this part of the bar.


He knows damn well it’s got no basement. He was in town when I got this addition added on. Already a cellar under the main part, I didn’t need another, got this part done with merely the footing and concrete under the lino. I mean if there is any excavation in forty miles Dr. West will be there watching. It’s the people with an Independent Income or them with not any that get the excavations watched. Guys like me that work for a living, we are up that creek with a little bitty plastic spoon and no breeze. All’s I said was Hell no, this here is an addition was added on, it’s got no basement.


Unless somebody walled it off on you, says Judge Van Anda. You won’t find a better way to dispose of a body, the Judge says, that’s if you have time and materials and don’t mind the labor. Well, the Judge is retired after forty years on what they call the Bench, and keeps saying with his experience he ought to write detective stories. Yes, sir, he says, if the walling off has been done right, proper pains taken, you can give the whole thing a very attractive finish. I guess he meant the wall. You never know, with the Judge. I must of said to him a hundred times Look, I’ve said, the surprising type things that have happened to me, you ought to put them into a book if you’re going to write one. He just goes hrrm hrrm and Ha.


I hated him sounding off about bodies that way, account of Lulu’s nerves. Before Dr. West begun his story Lulu was talking to me about that murder over to Lincolnsville, the one that done in his whole family with a kitchen knife, and the shooting down in Jones-burg a couple weeks ago. She was real nerved up. His whole family, and with a plain kitchen knife. When the cops come for him—Jesus, he was like asleep, it said. Lulu takes the news real personal, it’s the woman of it.


Dr. West’s little blue eyes—why, damn, they’re near the same color as my bugs, like sky with the sun caught in it.


Maybe the bugs are something new to science that Dr. West has to keep top secret? Then this tundra story would be the educated crappola he’s obliged to shovel over it? His eyes are bloodshot like mine have been getting the last few weeks. I been losing weight too and it ain’t my ulcer. The blood the bugs take out couldn’t make no such difference, and them so gentle I float off into the dreams almost as soon as they come settle on me.


I’d give anything to have another dream where Irma is like when we got married, not bony and mean but soft, brown hair with all them goldy lights, voice like country cream.


When Dr. West quit talking Lulu was crying. She says she feels sometimes like everything was on top of her, usually goes to the Ladies and comes back with a rebuilt mouth and a fresh bounce to her ass. Lulu could put her shoes in my trunk any time. She ain’t had a real happy life.


Aw, who does? For young people it’s always a maybe-tomorrow, for the rest it’s where-did-everything-go? The Judge he should be happy looking acrost all them years of playing God and sticking people in jail? Dr. West never married, chases moonblink all over the world with his Independent Income, but once he told me what he honestly craved was hearth and home, nice woman to warm his slippers and his bed, only a devil in him couldn’t ever let him rest. And I have this ulcer.


The Bible or somebody says if you build a better mousetrap they’ll like put you on teevy. All’s I got is a better mousehole. What do they give you for that?


Dr. West waited till Lulu come back from the Ladies to go on with his story. He wasn’t telling it for her, though, spite of her coming to sit on the stool by him and give him a feel or two for friendship’s sake. Not for the Judge neither. It was for me and that hole in the floor. I could of told him they never come out till I close the bar and dim the lights.


He said he smuggled the blue ball home, not a word to anyone. As a story it wasn’t nothing, which is one reason I can’t believe he was shitting us. He kept calling the thing a sphere. I always thought a sphere was some type musical instrument.


When he says home he means the ram-and-shackle mansion at the edge of town with backland running up Ragged Rock Hill and Johnny Blood rattling around in the mansion being a caretaker with one eye that used to be an actor and still lets go with some of this Shakespeare if anything startles him. He said he sent Johnny away for two months vacation to this sister in Maine who has been trying to make Johnny come to Jesus anyhow thirty-four years, only when Johnny hears that special tone of voice he shuts the good eye and lets go with something from this Shakespeare. I wish I had the education to make with Shakespeare when Irma is at me about talking to Lulu or drinking up the profits as if I could do that with this ulcer unless I would drop dead, she never thinks of that, or why don’t I at least try to earn enough we would spend winters in Florida if I had any zing.


Sent Johnny away, he says, and kept the sphere at room temperature. Dr. West is always talking thataway. A room don’t run a temperature, or if he means hot like some special room what’s so scientific if somebody monkeys with the thermostack or leaves the goddamn door open?


Winter in Florida for Christ’s sake.


The blue thing hatched one night after he’d gone to bed—except he says it was not an egg but a figure of speech. He found the two halves in the morning not chipped like a hatched egg, just separated, like they’d been fitted originally so slick you couldn’t find the joint. Nothing else disturbed, but a hole in the window screen that looked like it was melted through, the ends of copper wire fused so the hole looked like a grommet.


Judge Van Anda asked him did he keep the busted eggshell. Dr. West says, Now I did try to make it plain it was not an egg, nor do I know why I waste my experiences on you, like when I showed you that comb my mermaid gave me it could of been a paperclip all the impression it made. So it could, says the Judge kind of brisk, seeing they make such combs in Bridgeport you can buy them in any drugstore upwards of nineteen cents plus tax. All right, says Dr. West, so if she did happen on it in the billows off Bridgeport, God damn it, she gave it to me, didn’t she? Oh, don’t get red-eyed about it, says Judge Van Anda.


I’m not, says Dr. West. Al’s the one with bloodshot eyes, late hours likely. He was watching me real sharp. No sir, you too, says the Judge, you look in the mirror you’ll see you’re red-eyed like a weasel, I snow you not. Now if you could have brought home just one mermaid scale. And Dr. West says Do I have to tell you again they do not have scales? No more reason to have scales than a seal or a whale or any ocean-dwelling mammal. Ocean-dwelling mahooha, says Judge Van Anda.


And I suppose, says Dr. West, back there ninety-six years ago in the little red schoolhouse the only biology you ever learned was out in the bushes during recess. Which was a friendly type remark because the Judge could go hrrm hrrm reminding hisself how horny he wants you to think he used to be. All the same I quick took them another round of beers.


Lulu says You got out of that too easy, Doc. I remember she pushed her shoulders back showing she has got a pair. She could put her shoes in my trunk any time. She says Do you still have the eggshell or do you don’t?


I do not, says Dr. West. I do not still possess the two halves of that vehicle.


Well, excuse me for living, says Lulu, but she wasn’t mad. She likes everybody, you could call it a weakness.


And why don’t you still have it, says the Judge, as if I didn’t know?


Because, says Dr. West, I carried the halves outdoors to see them in the sun, was disturbed by the telephone, set them down in a thicket, answered the phone at which you bent my ear for half an hour about a detective story you plan to write any day now. When I got back the two halves were gone.


Naturally, says the Judge. Naturally.


Gone, says Dr. West, from a patch of soft earth in the thicket that showed no footprints but my own.


Naturally.


They left it at that. Ever since, I been thinking about it. Only fifteen minutes now till closing time or I would flip my lid.


Dr. West was not lying or he would have done like a mermaid story. That don’t mean he told the whole truth. How could anybody ever tell that like they say in the law courts? Maybe the bugs bit him before they went off through the hole in the screen? One bite would be enough to show him what it does to you. Could we sort of share the bugs?


I would like that. Something’s gentled me down lately. I got no jealousy about him and Lulu going off together like they done this afternoon after that naturally thing. I don’t seem to have no angry feelings of no kind except about drowning Irma into the bathtub if it was practical. Aw, I guess I mean I might make that type joke, a man couldn’t do no such thing. Besides it could be some way my fault Irma is like she is. How about that, Al, how about that?


Anyhow I’d sooner Lulu went off with Dr. West than with say this salesman type looks like a shaved pig and wants a beer.


Beer. Why can’t they ask for something unusual just once so I would have to think about it and stop thinking so much?


Five minutes to closing.


It was last night Irma found me with my bugs and called them flies. I bet she believes that. It was the finest part of my dream—gone, clobbered, and here’s Irma in her nightgown come down and turned on the light standing there all bones and temper saying Drunk as a pig, now I see where the profits go, all down your gut. Her that used to talk like a lady and had them goldy lights in her hair. Flies, she says, flies everywhere.


She don’t know about the hole, my better mouse-hole, or she would of poured cleaning fluid down it and they would of come out and fixed her little red wagon. I would not like that to happen. It’s funny how gentle I feel nowadays. I used to be what they call a ruffed diamond.


I guess Irma will have took her twenty-year grouch to bed by now. Oh no, it wasn’t like that all of them years, not by no means—but my Jesus, I’m supposed to be some godalmighty Valentino Rockefeller or I’m no good? I’m good in them dreams. I been seven feet tall and bronzy, had this thing was ready whenever I said so.


There they go again talking about that thing in Jonesburg where this lady shot up a radio-teevy store account she claimed them noises spoiled her dreams. Look—things like that—it can’t mean my bugs are—


I won’t have a dream tonight, not till I can get a real talk alone with Dr. West. Well, speak of the—


* * *


It has come to be morning, hot and quiet outside in that golden street. I better try to think through what happened and what Dr. West said. That about inner space for instance.
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