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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 FIRST AVALANCHE


IT was a cold, grey, miserable, fog-bound December day in a cold grey fog-bound December capital. Rudolf Mallory looked out of the suburban window of a small, drab, suburban house. In the distance he could hear trains. Trains reminded him that he had about eight-and-a-half minutes in which to finish his breakfast, put on his overcoat and get down to the station. Fortunately the station was not far away. That was, perhaps, the one advantage that accrued from living in the vicinity of the iron road.


As Mallory finished his small dish of cornflakes, saturated with a rather unappetising mixture of milk-and-water, he was aware of an unpleasant pain in his toe. He was used to these unpleasant pains in his toe, and scarcely gave them a second thought, but this one was even more trouble than usual. He scratched it judiciously with the heel of the other shoe. The leather squeaked a little as he did so. His wife, Mabel, who was sitting opposite, looked up disapprovingly:


“You’ll ruin those shoes, Rudolf!”


“Yes, my dear,” replied Rudolf resignedly, and desisted from scratching the chilblain. Mabel was always aware when he scratched chilblains with his heel and she always told him not to. Still, of course, she was right about the shoes. Mabel was right about everything—at least in Mabel’s opinion! She did her best, he supposed, and her best was very good, considering their circumstances. His eldest son Matthew, who was just six, knocked over the jam at that moment. Mark, who was five, reached for it at the same time, and he and Matthew began a noisy altercation. Young Luke who had just attained his third birthday, joined in the general hubbub, and baby John, a sturdy, not to say obstreperous two-year-old, decided that this would be an opportune moment for him to send the salt-pot flying into father’s cornflakes. Rudolf stood up rather wearily, smiled thinly at Mabel, and said:


“I think I’d better be going, dear.”


“Bye-bye,” returned Mabel absently, clearing up the mess the children were so busily making, putting Matthew back on his chair, Mark back on his, picking Luke up out of the jam, and rescuing John from the overturned milk. Rudolf struggled into his almost threadbare overcoat, and reached for his hat; Mabel was far too busy with the children to see him off—not that it mattered very much, he thought; not that anything mattered very much. He got as far as the door before he realised that he had forgotten his glasses. He came back indoors and looked for them desperately everywhere. He finally located them on top of the bookcase, put them on and blinked owlishly for a moment as his eyes adjusted themselves to the strong lenses. The effort of looking for the glasses had raised some dust on top of the book-case. The dust on top of the book-case had upset his asthma. He began coughing and wheezing as he made his way to the door again.


“Good-bye, dear,” he called between coughs.


“Good-bye,” echoed Mabel absently as she coped with the children and the remains of the breakfast things. As Rudolf’s feet contacted the pavement his chilblains began to play up worse than ever. The speed with which he had tried to eat his small dish of soggy cornflakes had triggered off his indigestion, and a violent hiccoughing attack accompanied the throbbing twitch in his feet. It seemed, he reflected, that it never ‘rained but it poured’ as the old adage had been wont to relate. He took stock of himself as he walked the short distance to the station.


His eyesight was bad, he suffered from asthma, at the moment he had indigestion and chilblains; he longed to hurry but he daren’t because the doctor had told him that his heart was not strong; suddenly he became aware of yet another pain which was going on in interesting rhythm with his footsteps.


“Toothache!” he muttered the word out loud. Somewhere there must be an abscessed molar, because every time his foot touched the pavement there was a tingling pain in the right side of his lower jaw.


A black-jacketed youth, with a skull and crossbones between his shoulder blades and an enormous black crash helmet, roared past at a steady 85, the fact that it was a built-up area apparently making no difference to the gentleman on the enormous 1,000 c.c. bike. The noise of the bike set Rudolf Mallory’s nerves twitching almost uncontrollably:


“These young hooligans——” he thought to himself, then stopped and smiled. “How old are you, Mallory?” whispered a voice inside his mind, “you’re talking about ‘young hooligans’ and you’re scarcely thirty. You’re like an old man. Your hair is beginning to go, your teeth are practically useless; you suffer from chronic indigestion, bad sight, a weak heart and chilblains.”


Feeling very sorry for himself, Mallory reached the station, showed his season ticket and boarded the eight fifteen. He couldn’t afford to buy a paper as some of the other men did, but he stole swift, sly, surreptitious glances at the backs of the papers belonging to the wealthier residents in his carriage. He knew that many of them came from fashionable bungalows, some semi-detached, others fully detached, from different parts of the town. He knew that most of them earned at least in the region of thirty to forty pounds a week—many of them a great deal more. He looked at the papers they were reading. Most of them had the ‘Financial Times’ and were studying it avidly, others were reading the ‘Telegraph’ or the ‘Mail’. Several copies of the ‘Times’ made their presence felt. Mallory sighed almost inaudibly. He wished he had the kind of problems that bothered the men who read the ‘Financial Times’. It would be nice to have had enough money to live on, let alone some to spare to invest. … Mallory sighed again; it was his own fault, he supposed. He had two arms, two legs, a body and a brain, in the same way that they did. If they had used theirs more efficiently than he had used his, well then, the fault must be his and his alone. He started thinking about the rest of the interesting things that made up his life. He had an enormous crop of unpaid bills that didn’t look as if they ever would get paid. They owed money to the milkman, the grocer and the butcher. The house badly needed repairing, the children all needed new clothes, the push chair was worn out and must be renewed. They needed coal and they couldn’t afford any. The problem of finding shillings for the electricity meter—not to mention the gas meter—was a constant nightmare. Rudolf longed for an occasional drink and an occasional smoke and never had either. Mabel needed some new clothes, he needed a new overcoat … the list was endless.


In that dark grey morning, looking through a grimy window into a dark grey world, a dark grey thought began to be born at the back of Rudolf Mallory’s dark grey mind. He could see no hope of an improvement. Jobs were by no means plentiful and he was by no means efficient. Every now and then he had to have a day off sick with either his asthma or his heart, and every time he did that the unpleasant Mr. Claude Mongle, who employed him, gave dark hints about unhealthy men not really being worth their salary. If it hadn’t been for Mabel, the mortgage on the house, the four kids and the heap of bills Rudolf Mallory would have told Claude Mongle just exactly where to go, but he was a wage slave, and wage slaves do exactly as they are told in silence, when they are sufficiently debt emburdened. …


The train reached his station in the city; he got out with a herd of happier, more efficient men and shuffled on chilblained feet, still hiccoughing, still not daring to go as fast as he wanted to because of his heart, wheezing a little from his asthma, in the direction of Mongle’s establishment. It was ten minutes to nine by the time he had got his coat off and opened his ledger.


At nine o’clock precisely Claude Mongle, hawk-like and rather inhuman, looked interestedly over Mallory’s shoulder. Rudolf was writing as rapidly as his chilled fingers would allow; he had no gloves; he could not afford gloves; he had lost the only pair he had ever had and had never been able to afford to replace them. Mongle bid him a rather acidulous ‘Good morning’ and went on to inspect somebody else.


No prospects at all, thought Rudolf, absolutely none. The only prospect was getting the sack, or getting old and getting a pension, which would be considerably less than the eight quid a week he got from Mongle! Life suddenly seemed to stretch out before him like a great drab panorama. He realised as he thought about it that it was very definitely not what he wanted! The dark grey thought came up into his mind again. Why not end it all? He thought of Mabel and the children. Despite her nagging and her lack of understanding, he still loved Mabel; and the kids, noisy, obstreperous as they were—he still loved them. What would happen to them? Probably they would be better off on National assistance. Certainly they couldn’t be any worse off. He shrugged his shoulders and sighed wearily. … Mongle was on the way back:


“You sound tired, Mr. Mallory.” His voice cut through the office.


“Oh, no, sir! I’m perfectly all right, thank you, sir.”


“You don’t look terribly well—but then, you never do.”


“I’m feeling much better, sir, thank you,” but Rudolf’s thin cheeks and the sudden asthmatic cough which racked him belied his words.


“Hmmm,” said Mongle. “Come into my office a few minutes, will you, Mr. Mallory.”


“Oh, God, what’s this?” thought Mallory. The grey thought began to grow larger in his mind.


“I don’t want to sound unkind, Mr. Mallory, but I don’t think your health is up to the standard which is demanded at this office. I have mentioned it to you on several occasions in the past. …”


“You—you’re not going to dismiss me, sir?”


“Well, put it this way—I think it would be better for all of us if you found some lighter occupation.”


“But, sir, jobs are very hard to come by. I have a wife and four children, sir.”


“My word,” said Mongle, “but, on the other hand, if you have difficulty in getting another post there is unemployment benefit, isn’t there? National assistance, things of that nature. …”


“Yes, sir, I suppose there are, sir,” said Mallory feeling as though the roof had just dropped on to his head. Despite all his pleading Mongle gave him a week’s notice. Mallory staggered back to his desk feeling that his world had collapsed entirely. However could he tell Mabel? What would become of them and the children? The mortgage, the debts, the bills, the essential repairs? It suddenly occurred to him that perhaps his bank manager would help. At lunch time he hurried straight to the bank, even though it meant going without his meal. His indigestion was playing him up like blazes. Chilblains had turned both his feet into flaming, itching hells on which he walked, the abscessed molar in his right lower jaw was aching like fury, and his heart was palpitating as though it was trying to escape.


Cyril Faunce was the manager; Cyril Faunce was not terribly keen to see Mr. Mallory. Mr. Mallory’s account had never exceeded two figures, and more often than not it was in the ‘red’. It was only in the ‘red’ by a very small amount, but Cyril Faunce would not permit Mr. Mallory anything in the nature of a sizeable overdraft at all. He ushered Mallory into a chair and eyed him rather thoughtfully through thick-framed spectacles, which he wore more for show than for any other reason. Cyril Faunce had once seen an advert for some high class product which featured a bank manager in thick rimmed spectacles. Cyril Faunce had worn them ever since; he felt that they added dignity to his position.


“Now, Mr. Mallory, what is it we can do for you?” He had pressed a button and a clerk had come in with Mallory’s record sheet. “I’m glad you called actually, I was going to write to you and ask you to put the account back into credit. You are six pounds fourteen overdrawn, Mr. Mallory. I don’t mind anything up to a fiver, but I’d like you to get things straight just as soon as you can, will you? You might be able to do it with this week’s salary, perhaps?” Mallory felt physically sick:


“What I came to see you about was, could you extend my overdraft a little? You see, I’m changing my job, and——”


“Changing your job? And what are you going into now? Some more remunerative work, Mr. Mallory?”


“I haven’t quite decided. …”


“You mean you anticipate being unemployed for a short period?” persisted Faunce.


“Oh, no, no, no, I shall have something almost immediately, I’m sure.”


“Then do I take it that you have been dismissed from your present position?” asked Faunce.


“I’m afraid so, yes. …”


Faunce ‘tut-tutted.’


“What was the trouble, Mr. Mallory?”


“My, er—my—health,” replied Mallory, and as though to provide evidence of his last remark, he was suddenly racked by a fit of asthmatic coughing.


“Yes, I see,” said Faunce. “I’m afraid I can’t help you, Mr. Mallory, I can’t help you at all, and in addition, I would be most obliged if you would get this account within credit within seven days. Good-bye, Mr. Mallory.”


“But—but——”


Faunce opened the door:


“Good-bye, Mr. Mallory!” Mallory turned on his heel and stumbled from the office as though he had received a physical blow.


“Oh, God,” he thought, “where do we go from here?” Suddenly he felt that he couldn’t face any more work, he wanted to go home, he wanted to tell Mabel, even though Mabel didn’t understand. Even though Mabel hardly ever understood anything, she was the only person he had to turn to. He’d have to tell her sooner or later, and sitting through the afternoon not telling her, that would be a thousand times worse. Mabel had to know, and the sooner the better.


She was ironing, surrounded by the children, when he arrived.


“You’re home early—what’s the matter?”


Mallory fumbled for words, they wouldn’t come. Finally he blurted it out. Mabel’s face went deathly white:


“Oh, lor!” she said. “What are we going to do, Rudy?”


“I’ll try and get something else, of course,” he assured her, “but it won’t be easy. If only I hadn’t got this blasted asthma! People look at me as if I was a walking corpse! Damn it, God knows I do my best! A man can’t do more than his best, Mabel!”


“I know you can’t Rudy.” She sounded more understanding and tender than she had sounded for a long time; maybe he had misjudged her a bit.


“You come and sit down and I’ll make you a nice cup of tea.”


He sat down wearily. Matthew and Luke decided that now would be a splendid time to climb all over his feet—Mabel could not make tea, look after Mark and John, and at the same time keep Matthew and Luke off their father. Luke trod on his chilblain, Rudolf yelped, Mabel came through and clouted Luke across his posterior, whereupon he ran to his father for comfort and trod on another chilblain. …


The dark grey thought at the back of Rudolf’s mind began to grow, and to grow, and to grow. …


He felt better after the cup of tea, but he was still feeling far from right. The tea made him feel hot; he was flushed and strangely perspiring, despite the coldness of the time of year, and he felt an uncontrollable urge to go out into the garden.


He went out into the garden to be met by Joe Thompson. Joe Thompson was a night-worker who stood about six feet four, with shoulders in proportion. He was a vicious looking, ugly, blue-jowled individual, with a face that looked like the back of a bus, or a punch bag that’s been gone over well by an experienced pugilist.


“Want a word with you, Mallory!” said Thompson.


“Yes, Mr. Thompson, what can I do for you?”


“Come over here and have a look,” suggested Thompson. Rudolf got slowly and carefully over the wall, Thompson began pointing out various things on the roof, apparently there was some sort of drainage trouble on Mallory’s side which was causing damp patches on Thompson’s house.


“I’ll have it done as soon as ever I can, Mr. Thompson,” said Rudolf. “I just can’t afford it at the moment, I’m very sorry about it. …”


“You’ve ruined about twenty quids’ worth of my interior decorations,” snarled Thompson.


“I have said I’m awfully sorry; I will do my best to put it right, Mr. Thompson, honestly, but I’ve got so many debts at the moment.”


“You ought to do first things first, Mallory, you’re antisocial, that’s what you are!”


“I’ve said I’m sorry, I can’t do any more at the moment.”


“Well, just get it fixed up quick; I can’t wait for ever, you know. I’ll have the Council Surveyor round here after you, mate.”


There were icicles forming round Rudolf Mallory’s heart and freezing drops were falling into the pit of his stomach until his entire solar plexus had gone as cold as a polar bear’s feet. He got back over the wall, an extremely low one, and staggered back indoors again.


“What did Thompson want?” asked Mabel.


“Apparently there’s some fault on our roof which is spoiling his decorations and he wants me to have it done. Says he’s going to get the Council Surveyor round.”


“Oh dear,” sighed Mabel, and went back to the children.


An avalanche, thought Mallory; the sack; trouble with the bank manager; trouble with the neighbour; trouble with bills; trouble with everything. The dark grey thought at the back of Mallory’s mind grew larger and larger, forcing itself into his consciousness. It probably wouldn’t hurt at all, to jump off a bridge somewhere into deep, dark water. They said drowning was painless. It couldn’t be any more painful than this and anyway it would only last a few minutes. This looked like lasting for the rest of his life. He imagined dragging on, getting older and weaker, with the chilblains getting worse every year, the asthma getting worse every year, his heart getting worse every year; his indigestion getting worse every year; his hair falling out, his teeth falling out. The kids growing bigger and noisier; maybe more kids and more bills, and the house getting older and more decrepit all the time and needing constant repair—and no job! Joe Thompson getting more and more aggressive; the bank manager getting less and less friendly … the bridge seemed very pleasant by comparison! It would be tough on Mabel and the kids, maybe he could make it look like an accident. He had a small insurance, that would keep them going for a little while—but what was a hundred pounds. It was nothing—he felt very guilty about it, but it was just one of those things. … He set off towards the bridge. It was a high bridge, and the river beneath it was deep and cool; in the greyness of the winter afternoon the water looked strangely peaceful and inviting. …










CHAPTER TWO



THE SECOND AVALANCHE


RUMAL sat in a luxurious penthouse; Vlema, his glamorous and doting wife, sat on the arm of his chair. The penthouse had everything that money could buy, and money could buy a great many things on Krajos during the second half of the thirty-first century. Krajos revolved around Vega in company with half-a-dozen other rather similar planetary bodies. Among the things which money had bought for Rumal and Vlema were their luxurious penthouse with its colour organ, playing at this very moment, changing shapes and patterns of light over and over the decorations; their forty-five inch screen, colour cosmic melbar-ray television, which was capable on its two thousand line system of picking up broadcasts from every planet in the humanoid empire. There were the latest things in audeo-visiphone sets keeping them, should they so desire it, in contact and communication with anyone on the planet, or for that matter, in their system. They also had a melbar communication unit, which was capable of producing sound and vision contacts with any similar set anywhere—by means of the melbar radiations, which extended throughout the universe at right angles to one another in their gigantic reticulation.


Civilization on Krajos had reached the heights of luxury and was bordering on the voluptuous. Food of the rarest and most delicate kind was commonplace and almost everyday, if a ‘rare’ food can ever be said to be ‘commonplace’—for Krajos was the luxury planet, filled—but very carefully not over filled—with the ultimate aristocracy of the humanoid star empire. A star empire which had begun on distant Earth a thousand years ago. The questing ships of Americans, Russians, and finally Europeans, had taken first the moon, way back in 1965, and then, in 1966, the first expedition had reached Mars successfully. After that, Humanity had leapt upwards like champagne coming out of a bottle. Mars had been colonised and then Venus. In the 1970’s someone had stumbled on a new drive, a new drive which not only put solar system planets but stars into men’s hands. With that new drive in the power ships, humanity had gone forth. Over-population was no longer a problem, the dark and sinister dreams of the Malthusians had proved to be no more than fancies—there was a galaxy, a universe, full of stars with planetary systems waiting to be populated. Men had set out to do just that. It had been a long, slow process, but in 3063 the Star Empire was solidly established. Of all the important members of that empire, even allowing for the top administrators, it was agreed that the men who deserved the best which that society could give them were the space men. The men who maintained the ships, who flew the ships, who designed the ships; men who were prepared to explore and above all, men who were prepared to fight amid the other perils of space.


Rumal was thinking about the majestic ship which he commanded as he sat there in his luxury penthouse on Krajos, with Vlema stroking his hair; as they watched the colour organ and listened to the music coming from concealed transmitter panels, Rumal was thinking about the Stna, his thoughts were dark and heavy even as he looked around the luxury of his penthouse. Even in the affluent society of the 31st century, even here on Krajos, where disease was practically a memory and where the human life span was double what it had been a thousand years ago, where a centenarian was still comparatively middle aged, where a man could have laughter and light, luxury and beauty, at the turn of a switch; where a space ship commander like Rumal was practically a king in his little kingdom, a semi-god on his own little Olympus, there were still, dark, terrifying clouds and the darkest cloud of all, as far as Rumal was concerned, was the dark cloud of the Stna.
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