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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


Annihilation!


“Six months, John! that’s all I give it! I tell you that if things go the way we think they will it’s goodbye to civilisation! And you know it!” Forbes glared at his companion challengingly, defying him to argue the point. He moved restlessly, hands thrust deep in his pockets, a restless man with a restless brain. And Cassel knew that what he had just said was only too true.


“I’m not denying it,” he grunted. “We both know the world is sitting on the edge of a volcano. But there’s nothing we can do about it. Or is there?”


Forbes stopped his pacing and gestured briefly, that odd, helpless little gesture that Cassel knew so well.


“No,” said Forbes; “there’s nothing we can do. I’m quite aware of that. But it simply makes it worse to my mind. This being so helpless. You know what I mean!” He was pacing again, dark shaggy head pushed forward, shoulders a little hunched as if he bore the entire weight of the world’s multiple troubles on his own back.


John Cassel watched him. Their friendship was long and close; Cassel didn’t want to strain it, hated the idea of it rupturing. In Forbes’ present mood there was a danger.


“Yes, I know what you mean,” Cassel said slowly. “Being cooped up down here, a couple of hundred feet underground, doesn’t help either.” He grinned suddenly and felt for a cigarette. “But even that might have certain advantages if what we fear actually happens.”


Forbes halted in the middle of the comfortably furnished room. He nodded slowly. “At least we’re immune from possible radio-activity,” he admitted. “If not from any of the other delightful results of full scale war. Delights! Ha! My God, John, it makes me shudder when I think of what will happen to the people. The ordinary people, the dull, stupid masses who do as they’re told no matter what it costs them. They don’t understand, I tell you! They’ll never understand until it’s too damned late; and then they’ll be finished, their world falling apart around them!”


Cassel nodded. “While we and the others like us live on in our little bolt holes and nurse the very core of world destruction.” His voice was suddenly bitter. “Why did we ever take on this thing in the first place?”


Forbes laughed. “I know why you took it on!” he said. “You wanted Mandy and she was in it already. That’s why you dedicated your life, John; and you can’t deny it!”


Cassel screwed his face up defensively. He couldn’t deny it; Forbes was right. But the irony of it was that even so he was no closer to Mandy now. Further off in fact. Oh, she was tied as he was, all right, her life given over to the guardianship of these underground generator piles—death dumps, as Forbes had named them—but Cassel himself had been drafted to Number Four, while Mandy was irrevocably stationed in Number Three, twenty miles away. Twenty miles.… It might as well have been twenty thousand.


Cassel suppressed an angry retort. “Too true,” he admitted. “But how was I to know they’d put me in charge of Number Four? There was no choice; and you know as well as I do that once you’re in this thing you can’t get out—or make your own terms, damn it!”


Forbes smiled grimly. “And you told them with such conviction that your only interest was guarding the station!” he murmured with cutting sarcasm. “What fools men are for the sake of a woman! But never mind that, John. It doesn’t meet the present situation at all. Once these flaming half-wits who control the world’s destiny give the word, all hell is going to break loose. They’ll take the bombs we look after; call on us for bigger and better destructive force; turn on the generative directional impulses that spring from our little dungeons and blast each other to smithereens! And I don’t need to labour the fact that once they start—as they certainly will before long—we can count it the end of our human culture on this earth.”


“Couldn’t we refuse to co-operate? Tell them we don’t have the stuff?” Cassel knew it was a hopeless suggestion.


Forbes laughed unpleasantly. “My dear chap,” he said, “imagine what the result would be! We should merely be seized and put to death as traitors to the cause of the coming war against aggression! And it wouldn’t do any good because we aren’t indispensable by any means. We’re the key men here, I grant you; just as Mandy and others like her are vital to the running of the other stations. But anyone can come and collect these frightful weapons we nurse so carefully.”


Cassel said, “You’re right, of course; you usually are. But it doesn’t make me any more amenable to the horror that’s bound to come up there on the surface.”


“It won’t affect us—directly, I mean. We shan’t be killed when they start. None of the advantages of modern war can reach us down here! And if we ever put our noses above the ground when it’s all over and civilisation is blown to rags we shall still be immune from the after-effects. No lingering death from radio-activity or the wasting due to the new cosmographoid particle radiation. Isn’t that wonderful to think about? I’ll say it is! No, John, personally and physically we don’t have a lot to worry about when it does start. But afterwards … well, I suppose what’s left of the human race—if it’s sane—will gracefully degenerate into a new cave-man period. More likely, though, there’ll be nothing edible and what survivors there are will soon perish.” Forbes grinned wickedly, warming to his subject. “You see what I mean? Guess what it means to us personally!”


Cassel shifted uncomfortably in his chair. “I don’t have to guess,” he said. “I know! Just a handful of us, eh? Immune from the perils of destructive war. They might stop it before it goes too far, of course.”


“They won’t! The ideologies with the greatest sway in the world are dead set on cutting one another’s throats. It doesn’t matter to them what it costs! They can’t see further than their noses and the politicians don’t appreciate the terrible danger. Even if they do they think they’re bound to win and so avoid disaster! Lord, but it makes me sick to think about!”


“Nothing we can do.”


“Not a thing, my friend! Except stand by and watch and weep for our fellow beings, secure in the knowledge that if they all perish we and others of our calling will be saved! Ironic, isn’t it? We devote our lives to guarding and creating the agencies of untold misery, protecting the bombs, tending the generators of destruction, serving the very things that will annihilate humanity. The only suffering we shall have to face is the suffering of our conscience, something we can never justify, but which it’s too late to assuage now.”


Cassel dragged hard on his cigarette. His face, much younger than Forbes’, drawn into lines of resentment at his own futility and the bitter prospects that faced him. There was not even the saving grace of having Mandy to share whatever the future might hold. Station Number Three and Station Number Four were virtually different worlds, their inhabitants segregated for good and all from, the world above, with only the tenuous contact of radio and video between them, a contact that was unsatisfying and strangely unreal. And Cassel knew that he and Mandy had drifted far apart in their separate little existences. Even on the video her smile lacked essential warmth, and her calls were now restricted to routine checks between the two underground destruction dumps. It never struck Cassel that the dark-haired girl might be shying from closer contact because she knew that they must inevitably be separated forever. Once a person, man or woman, took on the job they did there was no turning back. It was part of the system that the remainder of their lives must be spent in the same subterranean labyrinth where untold devastation was stored and tended. The men who directed the affairs of the human race called it progress; achievement; protection of peace; loyalty to mankind’s precarious existence; service to the all-important state. They called it a number of other high-sounding phrases, duping the world, gradually taking it with them to the very brink of cataclysmal war, a war which, as Forbes had said in so many words, would be the end. No wonder there were times when men such as Cassel and Forbes grew bitter as their keener minds groped and found the essential weakness in the infallibility of the dominant world controllers.


But they were helpless to avert the peril they foresaw, and must stand by and watch. That was the system; that was their life. They themselves were mere cyphers in the vast and somewhat incomprehensible scheme of things which made up human existence in the year of grace 2043. And if there were times when revolt seemed the logical step to take they were just as helpless, for the ruthless hold which the dreaded controllers, the politicians, the power maniacs and the smaller but no-less dangerous fanatics had on the peoples of the earth was unbreakable. Only swift and instant death would face a man like Cassel should he decide to leave the post into which he had been directed after volunteering for service in one or other of the subterranean stations. There was nothing to prevent him from stepping into the lift and rising hundreds of feet to the surface. Nothing but the knowledge that the moment he stepped out at the top concealed relays would notify his masters that he was leaving. A button pressed miles away and an unseen weapon would be touched off, a small but incredibly powerful projectile would be loosed and find its mark in his heart before he had covered a mile. There was no other deterrent; but likewise there was no other result but death. A few, a very few, had imagined themselves clever enough to escape. None had survived more than fifteen minutes after leaving the exit shaft. And the visiscreens below had seen and watched and told their dismal story. Yet often enough Cassel—and Forbes as well for that matter—toyed with the notion of leaving. It never got further than speculation because they realised the impossibility of success. And now in Cassel’s mind there was a dim hope that if world chaos did result from the crass stupidity of war, escape at least might be less impossible.


The days dragged on; days into weeks; weeks into months. Still the human race hovered on the edge of disaster, slowly but surely thrust closer and closer to senseless ruination by the men in whose careless hands the issue of war or peace was entrusted.


And Cassel and Forbes, together with their twenty-four assistants in Station Number Four, worked on as usual, tending the dangerous things in their care, constantly checking humidity and temperature, adjusting the artificial gravitational forces which were necessary to maintain equilibrium in the bombs themselves, working on the impulse generators so that stored energy would always be on tap to meet demands in the event of hostilities breaking out.


They were warned, too, that possibly those demands might come at any moment. It did nothing to lull their fears for the future, and many were the earnest conversations they held between themselves and the other three stations. Number Three was a bare twenty miles away, buried far beneath the white chalk of the Sussex Downs; Number One and Two were under the great arid deserts of Australia, half the world away. Each station had the same complement of men or women, twenty-six, so that one hundred and four persons were engaged in nursing the so-far unused potential of appalling destruction.


For many hours during his off-duty periods Cassel stared at the viewer screens as he roamed the surface of the earth with the eyes of the video scanner. Cut off from sharing the life and everyday existence of the people above, looking at their activities in this vicarious fashion was more than a form of relaxation. It became, for Cassel anyway, one of life’s necessities.


The great cities throbbed with vitality, their people scurrying like so many ants about their business. And when he scanned them more closely so that their features were plain he saw that little sign of the coming disaster was revealed. They laughed and talked and planned, yet were doomed by the greed of their controllers, unknowingly and ignorant of what was to come. Gone were the days when the people themselves had any say in government or the ordering of world events. Now they were numbers, without personality or identity. And as such were condemned to obliteration in the name of victory.


Only men like Cassel and Forbes in Station Four, or women like Mandy Lecrane at Station Three, had an inkling of how things were to shape themselves. Their intelligence was unhampered by extraneous considerations such as faced the surface dwellers of the city and countryside; theirs was a dedicated existence, though most of them would certainly have turned their backs on it had they been able to. And it was small consolation to know that when once the terrors of full scale war were unleashed on the people only they and their fellow guardians below the ground would be safe from the awful ravages of radiation injury once the bombs began to fall and the impact of the generative impulses were loosed on rival territories. Below ground, they were fully protected by the special anti-radiation screening of the stations; and if they should happen to be subjected directly to the fatal radiations on the surface that, too, was taken care of. Special treatment had been given them when they volunteered for service. They were immune from that peril, though Cassel, when he tried to think about the future objectively, wondered if it would not be better to be as vulnerable as everyone else.


Later on he was to change his mind on that score. But that was before the coming of the Terror.…


Forbes came on duty one morning to find the whole place on the alert after an urgent call from surface headquarters. Cassel ignored his greeting, jerking his head instead to a cypher message on the desk.


“It’s begun!” he announced grimly. “We’re to deliver the contents of Bays X and Z to the weapon chute in half an hour. You know what that means.”


Forbes ruffled his thick hair with restless fingers. “So the fools are taking the plunge!” he said bitterly. “Heaven help the world, John; that’s all I can say.” He glanced up at one of the indicator screens. “Who’s on duty at Number Three? Have you been in touch?”


Cassel shook his head. “Bateman was on,” he said. “Mandy should be taking over from him about now.”


“Call her up.”


Cassel moved a switch, his eyes on a visiscreen in a neat little cabinet on the desk. It glowed and from beneath it a loudspeaker crackled and hummed. Then the face of a girl came into focus. Her hair was long and dark, her eyes wide spaced and grave, full of imprisoned feelings to which, it always seemed, she was afraid of giving vent.


Cassel grinned unhappily and said, “Good morning.” The girl smiled, but her smile was uncertain.


“Have you had any orders?” Cassel inquired.


Mandy Lecrane gave a nod. “So we’re not the only one to be called on for supply?” she murmured. “John, has—has it started?”


“ ’Fraid so by the look of it. Two bay loads from here in half an hour.”


Mandy nodded. “Same here,” she said. “Isn’t it awful? I never thought it would happen, not really. John, will we be safe if they blow themselves to bits, destroy all civilisation?”


His face became bitter as Forbes watched. “Safe from that,” said Cassel. “God knows what we shall have to face afterwards. How are One and Two coping?”


She hesitated. “I called them a few minutes ago,” she replied. “Couldn’t get an answer. It—it was rather as if something was jamming the frequency.”


He frowned. “Never happened before, has it? Queer … I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime just carry out the orders, Mandy. Don’t do anything silly, will you? Maybe we aren’t as … friendly as we were, but I couldn’t let you risk your neck.”


The smile went from her eyes; her mouth seemed to stiffen. “You don’t have to worry about me,” she said coldly. Then the screen went blank before he could answer.


Cassel glanced up and saw that Forbes was grinning. “You’ll never learn, will you, John?” he said. “She’s scared of becoming emotionally entangled, as they say. But never mind; there’s work to do if we want to preserve our immunity and shine like little angels in the eyes of our Masters!” His voice was redolent of cynicism and irony, both calculated to irritate Cassel in his present frame of mind.


“Shut up!” the latter snapped. But for all that he and Forbes went to work with an ingrained efficiency that was part and parcel of their job. For a quarter of an hour the vast underground labyrinth was a hive of activity. The deadly contents of the two projectile bays were loaded into the chutes. Exactly thirty minutes after receipt of the message that ordered them, the projectiles were on their way, being drawn up and along the chutes pneumatically until they were taken over on the surface by the long-range projector handlers and prepared for delivery on the so-called enemies of the state. There was little to choose between the two warring factions, for one was as bad as the other, and between them the continuation of civilisation as it was known by the common people was doomed.


Forbes and Cassel sat together in the central control room. For a long time they were silent, neither caring to broach the subject of the coming widespread destruction, which both knew instinctively was inevitable—and final.


And then, without warning, the communication visiscreen glowed and flickered. The face of Mandy Lecrane came to life.


Cassel threw over the clear switch hurriedly. He knew by the girl’s expression that something was troubling her. Forbes leant forward almost as anxiously.


“What is it, Mandy?” he demanded before Cassel could speak.


She seemed agitated, unable at first to speak coherently. Then: “Have you noticed the cosmic and gamma bombardment rate meters?” she asked uneasily.


“Er—no, not lately,” said Forbes.


Cassel turned and flicked the switches over, his eyes on the relative meter dials which gave the earth surface readings she had mentioned. They were way above norm, climbing still. He frowned and turned back to the screen.


“Something’s gone crazy out there in space!” he said. “We’ve never had such readings! They’ve stepped up a hundred times.”


The girl nodded. “Exactly! It frightens me.”


Forbes rubbed his chin, puzzled. “Nothing to do with the hell that will shortly be let loose up there,” he mused. “They haven’t started yet. We’d have had the checks on our activated metronometers by now if they had.”


“Then what the devil’s causing this fantastically high rate of surface bombardment?” demanded Cassel.


Mandy said: “One of my people is checking with Stations One and Two. So far they haven’t established contact.”


Something seemed to close on Cassel’s heart like a heated vice. “Let’s use the scanners!” he suggested. “We might see something of the world even if we can’t contact One or Two. Watch in, Mandy; we’ll be right back with you!”


“Make it fast,” she urged. “I don’t like this business at all; it’s not natural.”


The screen went blank while Forbes made adjustments to the master circuit, bringing in the worldwide frequency band and scanning feverishly. Scene after scene was revealed on the milky surface of the small screen. Cassel, meanwhile, was using a second instrument, working over a different area to that being studied by his companion. And all the time he had a terrible feeling that some peril, perhaps even worse than manmade warfare, was threatening to engulf the earth in disruption.


But nothing out of the ordinary showed in the brief glimpses the two men took at the normal everyday or night life of the peoples of the world. The cities were as busy as ever; the countryside as beautiful; the sea unchanging. As yet there were no great ragged craters where cities had been; no shattered areas which had once been populous. That would come later, with the launching of the projectiles and the unleashing of the fearful destructive impulses stored in these underground stations at the beck and call of the warring controllers. There was none of that yet; they still held their hand, perhaps expecting the other side to give in without a fight. And the people of the world went on as usual.


But still the cosmic and gamma bombardment rate went up and up as they glanced at the meters. One dial reached the limit of its registration, fused with an audible hiss, and went dead.


Cassel’s jaw hardened. Nothing like this had ever happened before in the recorded history of cosmographical study. But he was puzzled by another factor, too. Puzzled and unwontedly worried. Closer scrutiny of the tell-tale meter readings told him that some other impulse apart from gamma and cosmic rays was being showered on the earth’s surface.


He mentioned it to Forbes. But Forbes had seen it already, without speaking about it at the time.


Nothing rewarded them from their scanning of the world on the video. They switched back, re-joining Mandy on the shorter distance talk-vision system.


“Nothing unusual,” she reported, checking with their own findings. “But I still can’t contact One or Two.”


Forbes himself had tried without success. They compared notes dismally. Something must have happened to create a jam curtain somewhere on the other side of the world; and yet whatever it was it had not interfered with the scanning system whereby they were enabled to study life anywhere on the earth’s surface. Forbes had even viewed the shaft entrances to the two isolated stations One and Two in Australia. No sign of life; he had not expected any. But no contact either; and yet everything was outwardly normal.


“Well, what do you make of it?” demanded Mandy nervously.


Cassel frowned. “The meter readings…? One of our meters has gone already. If it climbs much more the rate of bombardment will bust the lot!”


Mandy nodded. “We’re in the same fix here,” she said. “But haven’t you noticed that there’s some other impulse in action besides the stepped-up cosmic and gamma radiations?”


The two men nodded grimly. “What is it? Any clue?” asked Forbes.


Mandy shrugged helplessly. “Maddison says it might be a particle emanation from some supernova that’s blown up in space. We can’t isolate it so we don’t know any more than you do. But it seems to be inextricably mixed in with the cosmic and gamma bombardment clouds.”


Cassel said: “There’s been no report of any supernova going up, Mandy. They keep a pretty close eye on these things, you know. They wouldn’t have missed a thing like that and we ourselves keep in touch, just as you do. No, I can’t accept that supposition.”


“It was only a guess on Maddison’s part,” she said defensively. “No need to snap me up on it, John.”


“I’m sorry,” he mumbled, avoiding her withering glance in the screen. “Let’s not quarrel, Mandy; it’s the last thing I want. You know that.”


“Stop it, both of you!” snapped Forbes, breaking in just as Mandy seemed about to say something else. “Don’t you appreciate the fact that the world is not only on the brink of a catastrophic war, but is also being subjected to some other form of radiation about which we know nothing? Do please retain your sense of values!”


Mandy’s face went stiff, then suddenly softened. A slow smile gave it back its beauty. Cassel grinned sheepishly.


“We both apologise to you, old man,” he said.


“And to each other,” added Mandy. “Forbes is right. But it doesn’t bring us any closer to understanding this thing.”


Forbes shrugged in his own restless fashion. “Damn it all!” he exploded, “we can hardly be expected to work it out at once. Give it time; it’ll sort itself out and then we shall probably be only too thankful that we didn’t discover about it sooner!”


“Cheerful Charlie!” grunted Cassel. He glanced up at the meter dials. Another had burnt out. But when he turned back to the transmitter-receiver screen Mandy’s face was drained of colour. Over her shoulder he caught a glimpse of Maddison, her assistant in charge of Station Three. He had just told her something that Cassel had missed. The girl said: “No, it can’t be! Oh no, not that!”


“What’s up?” demanded Forbes urgently.


Maddison answered for her: “I’ve just seen a crowd of people stop work in New York and just throw themselves in the river!” he gulped. “Honestly! I’m not kidding! It—it looks like mass lunacy.”


“Or the beginning of annihilation.…” Forbes sounded grave.




CHAPTER TWO


World in Chaos


They stared at one another, Maddison and Mandy, Forbes and Cassel, the pairs separated by twenty miles yet closely linked through the medium of the video.


“Annihilation …?” whispered Mandy. “What—what do you mean by that?”


Forbes gestured briefly, his restless hands for once ineffective. “Just what I say,” he muttered. “Something is at work, acting on the world’s surface; something we don’t and can’t understand yet. Those radiations … the meters … the stepped-up bombardment rate.… It’s fantastic! And now a suicidal tendency among the people themselves. Surely that should tell us something?”
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