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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.









PART ONE: THE HAMMER RISES











CHAPTER 1



The ancient constellations – star groups which had presided over mankind’s entire history – vanished in one quiet instant, and were immediately replaced by new stars arrayed in unfamiliar patterns.


It was the most astounding event in the annals of astronomy, but it was witnessed by relatively few people. Only those who happened to be working near portals and looking outwards at the crucial moment saw the cosmos being transfigured. The news of it spread to the far interior of Orbitsville, of course, but the process took time and had little impact on the complacent market town of Orangefield. Most of Orangefield’s inhabitants had never made the journey to a portal – and therefore had never even seen a star – and happenings in the outside universe tended to be of secondary importance to them.


Distant suns might have changed their positions; remote galaxies might have done a strange shuffle – but crops still had to be gathered in the apron of cultivated land surrounding the town. The wheels of commerce and local industry still had to turn; no man or woman had been excused any chores; and infants still had to be fed, bathed and powdered before being tucked into bed for the night. During the hours of darkness the Orbitsville sky, which had never known stars, continued to exhibit its watered-silk striations, hundreds of delicate arches of blue and darker blue spanning the horizons – and life gave every indication of proceeding very much as usual …


Jim Nicklin’s home, lending library and workshop were combined in a single timber-framed building which occupied a pleasant site on the north edge of the town. It was constructed of fortwood, a local timber which, even when left unpainted, had a satisfying appearance and the durability of stone. Considered simply as a building, it was somewhat lacking in architectural merit – having been added to in a haphazard manner at various times in the previous fifty years – but it suited Nicklin’s needs and life style very well. It was easy to clean and maintain, and yet provided ample space for all his activities. It was within easy reach of the town’s amenities, and yet for the most part looked out on farmlands and distant savannahs.


There was a good fused-earth road a little more than a hundred paces from Nicklin’s front porch, but his property was separated from it by a broad stream. The clear water contained several varieties of fish which had been imported from Earth more than a century earlier, and now were as well established as if they had been there for geological eras. In addition to providing Nicklin with sport and occasional fare for the table, the stream gave him a comforting sense of being partitioned from the outside world.


To reach his premises, personal visitors and customers were obliged to make use of a small wooden bridge, at the far end of which was a gate which he could lock when he was in the mood for solitude. The fact that the stream could easily be waded, and also was well provided with stepping stones, was immaterial. When would-be callers saw that Nicklin’s gate was closed they understood they had chosen an unsuitable time, and – unless their business had a fair degree of urgency – would turn away. Respect for a person’s wish to be alone was basic to society in most regions of Orbitsville.


Although Nicklin had the reputation of being a moody and changeable individual, his unsociable spells usually manifested themselves only when nightfall was drawing near. That’s what he gets for being a bachelor, was the view of most of Orangefield county’s women and quite a few of the men. It isn’t right for a normal, healthy young man to be living on his own and going to a lonely bed at night. However, in spite of their reservations concerning Nicklin’s bachelorhood, very few of the eligible females had ever seriously thought of trying to attract him into the socially acceptable state of marriage.


He had not yet turned thirty, was tall, fair-haired, reasonably handsome and had only the faintest trace of a bulge above the belt buckle – but his boyish face, with its small nose and blue eyes, was slightly too boyish. It often bore a philosophic and mildly puzzled expression, as though he had just worked out how many angels could stand on the head of a pin and was dissatisfied with the answer. His eyes sometimes seemed amused when the folk about him were engaged in serious debate; or they could mirror a deep concern when there was nothing but laughter all around. In spite of his acknowledged genius for the repair of domestic appliances and light machinery, he gave the impression of somehow being impractical. He struck people as being soft, a dreamer who was ill-equipped to deal with the hard knocks which rural life could deal out on a plentiful basis. The women of Orangefield township and county were conditioned to respect tough, pragmatic men who had the potential to be tireless workers and good providers – so when choosing husbands they tended to overlook Jim Nicklin.


That arrangement suited Nicklin quite well. Orangefield was a low-tech community which was modelled on the ideal of a small town in the American mid-west, circa 1910, with some elements borrowed from equally idealised English villages of the same period. The quality of life was good – enhanced by the fact that high-tech resources could be called upon from outside when emergencies occurred – but Nicklin had observed that married men always had to work harder than bachelors, and led lives which on occasion were marred by domestic troubles. Not being greatly enamoured of toil, he was quite satisfied with his mode of existence, especially as there were more than enough times when he got himself into ample trouble with no assistance from a marriage partner.


He had an uneasy suspicion that one of those times was near at hand as he watched the heavy-shouldered figure of Cort Brannigan cross the bridge and come striding towards the workshop entrance. It was early on a fine spring morning, the sort of morning which might have been designed to uplift the human spirit, but there was something about Brannigan’s gait and out-thrust jaw which suggested that, if anything, his spirit was in a meaner and more joyless condition than usual.


He was a sixty-year-old farmer, who had a mixed-produce spread eight kilometres north of the town, and in spite of being obese he was renowned as a brawler. His great belly, which could absorb strong men’s best punches, surged as he walked, glowing intermittently as it moved in and out of the cylinder of shadow created by his wide-brimmed hat. Several of the cinnamon sticks he habitually chewed to obliterate the smell of alcohol projected from his shirt pocket. He had no time for Nicklin as a person, and only dealt with him because there was no other competent repair service in the county.


Some ten days earlier he had brought in his wife’s sewing-machine, which needed to have a bracket welded or brazed, and had demanded priority service. Nicklin was afraid of the big man, although he did his best to conceal the fact, and had promised the repair would be taken care of within a couple of days. He had intended to pass it over without delay to Maxy Millom, his part-time employee, but Maxy had not been around that afternoon. There had been a flurry of urgent work the following morning, and somehow the sewing-machine had been forgotten. When Brannigan had telephoned to enquire about it Nicklin had put him off with a hastily concocted excuse, and then – incredibly, it seemed in retrospect – had forgotten the machine all over again.


At that very moment it was being worked upon by Maxy in the shed he used for welding operations. The job would take only a few minutes, so Brannigan would not have to leave empty-handed, but the machine was bound to reek of hot metal when finally produced, and the big man would realise, at once just how much priority his esteemed order had been given …


“Good morning, Cort,” Nicklin said, mustering a smile as Brannigan came into the shop and approached the low counter. “Great morning, isn’t it?”


“Hadn’t noticed.” Brannigan glanced over the shelves behind Nicklin. “Where is it?”


“It? Oh, the sewing-machine! Maxy will be bringing it through in a minute.”


“Isn’t it ready?”


“It’s been ready for ages, Cort … sitting right here and ready to go …” Nicklin forced his brain into higher gear. “I just noticed a rough spot on the welding – just a minute ago – so I told Maxy to take it back and smooth it out. We don’t want your good lady scratching her hand, do we?”


Brannigan studied Nicklin as though he were some unpleasant primitive life form. “I bumped into young Maxy in the bar of the Victoria Hotel last night. Got to talking to him for a while.” Brannigan increased the intensity of his stare, as though he had just said something very significant.


“Really?” Nicklin toyed nervously with his empty coffee cup as he divined what was coming next. “That was nice.”


“When I asked him about my machine he said he didn’t even know I’d brought it in. What have you to say to that?”


Nicklin mentally cursed his assistant for not having either the loyalty or the savvy to cover up for him. “You can’t trust a word Maxy says when he’s had a couple. Poor kid gets confused. I think his memory goes.”


“It had gone last night, that’s for sure,” Brannigan growled, his gaze probing Nicklin’s soul. “He couldn’t even remember having any relatives over in Poynting – let alone a favourite uncle who had just died, and whose funeral he had just attended.”


“My problem is that I trust people too much.” Nicklin put on a disappointed expression, at the same time wondering what insane impulse had prompted him to blurt out that particular lie. To make matters worse, he had completely forgotten having done it, otherwise he might have been able to bribe Maxy into collusion.


“I let Maxy put just about anything over on me when he wants some extra time off,” he went on. “You know what? I’m going to go over to the welding shop right now and fetch your machine, and while I’m there I’m going to give that kid the worst …”


Nicklin’s voice faltered as he glanced out through the nearest window and saw the pear-shaped figure of Maxy approaching with the sewing-machine tucked under his arm. Maxy’s bottle shoulders and wide, slabby hips made him look older than his nineteen years when he was seen at a distance. Like many slightly misshapen men, he had great physical strength, and was walking so energetically that he appeared to spring clear of the ground with every step. He had not bothered to put on his hat for the short walk between the two buildings, and his scalp – shaven to forestall premature baldness – shone in the sunlight with the whiteness of lard.


Nicklin, who had been hoping to keep Maxy and Brannigan apart, almost groaned aloud at the sight. Please, O Gaseous Vertebrate, he prayed inwardly, please allow Maxy to have developed some common sense, diplomacy, loyalty or compassion during the night. Make him keep his mouth shut about the dead uncle business. That’s not too much to ask …


Maxy burst into the shop with unnecessary force, glaring at Nicklin with hostile eyes. “What for,” he demanded, “did you tell Mr Brannigan I had an uncle in Poynting who died?”


Terrible sentence construction, Maxy, Nicklin thought, his mind trying to escape into irrelevances as he realised he was well and truly boxed in. His brow prickled with cool sweat.


“Yeah, that’s what I’d like to know.” Beneath its frosting of silver stubble, Brannigan’s face was that of a man who was prepared to commit murder.


Confronted by his accusers, Nicklin was suddenly amazed by how angry they were. They were behaving as though he had committed some terrible crime against them … as though he had betrayed their trust in a matter of the utmost gravity … and, when it came down to it, who were they? Nobodies! He had no need of them. In fact, they were the ones who needed him! It was, now that he thought of it, rather like the trial scene at the end of Alice in Wonderland, where Alice is coming to her senses and realises that all the entities who are crowding and harassing her are nothing more than playing cards. There was absolutely nothing to prevent him from, as Alice had done, rising up and venting his irritation with one great shout of, Who cares for you? You’re nothing but a pack of cards!


“What are you grinning at?” Brannigan shot Maxy a can-you-believe-this? glance and leaned across the counter, coming so close that Nicklin received a warm gust of cinnamon from his breath. “I don’t see anything funny.”


Nicklin, who had not been aware of showing amusement, did his utmost to emit that single devastating shout which would scatter his oppressors as though they were leaves caught up in a tornado. His mouth opened, but no matter how he strained no sound was issued, and he realised amid an upwelling of despair that the simple act – natural to anyone who had any backbone to speak of – was beyond his capabilities. He was hemmed in, trapped, about to be humiliated, and could envisage no possible means of escape.


“There must be some misunderstanding here, gentlemen,” he said, mind racing with the futility of an engine which has just snapped its load shaft. “I don’t think I ever actually said anything about …”


He broke off, becoming aware of a new element in the scene, something which with a modicum of luck could terminate the current unpleasantness. Beyond the wide shady eaves of the building, the agile figure of Zindee White – aged thirteen and a bit – could be seen sprinting across the stretch of grass which separated her family’s home from Nicklin’s property. She was wearing a bright red T-shirt and orange shorts, and was moving so fast that a visible cloud of dust and pollen swirled in her wake. She was the most regular customer for Nicklin’s library service, and – in spite of the age difference – possibly his best friend. It was obvious that she had some important news to impart to him. From past experience he knew that “important” could embrace anything from the acquisition of a desired toy to the discovery of a jewel-bug with exceptional markings. Whatever it was on this occasion, Nicklin vowed, he was going to find some way to make it his ticket to freedom.


Thank you, O Gaseous Vertebrate, he thought while giving a theatrical start of surprise. “Here’s young Zindee!” he exclaimed. “And just look at that speed. I hope there isn’t anything wrong at home.”


Before Brannigan and Maxy could reply, Zindee stormed in through the shop’s open door, her sneakers slapping the floor with the force of her deceleration. “Jim! Have you heard the –?”


Realising that Nicklin was not alone, she stopped speaking, folded her hands behind her back and came around the counter to stand at his side. He saw it as a little gesture of solidarity, and was gratified. Zindee was breathing heavily after the run, and Nicklin detected from her the buttery smell of clean perspiration.


“What d’you want, kid?” Maxy said irritably.


Zindee gazed coldly at an old adversary. “Nothing to do with you, baldy.”


A look of outrage appeared on Maxy’s face, and Nicklin wished he had the child’s casual facility with insults. It was a matter of ingrained principle with him that he would never make offensive remarks about any feature which had been foisted on a person by the lottery of birth. If people had unpleasant personality traits, something for which they could be held responsible, then on that score they were fair game – the only snag being that, even so, he found it almost impossible to inflict verbal wounds.


“That brat needs a lesson in manners,” Brannigan said.


Zindee studied him for a moment, decided it could be imprudent to cross swords, and moved a little closer to Nicklin. “Have you heard the news, Jim?” she whispered.


Maxy cupped a hand to his ear, intruding. “What news? Speak up a bit, kid.”


Zindee hesitated, but Nicklin – determined to develop the situation – gave her a nod of encouragement. “Go ahead, Zindee – what is it?”


“It’s just been on our television – the world has moved!”


Nicklin half-smiled as he looked down at Zindee. Her face was round and freckled, with a chin which was tiny and yet determined, and with wide-set eyes which beaconed intelligence and integrity. Her features were perfect, those of an archetypal little girl as envisaged by generations of artists, and over the years Nicklin had learned how to read that face. His smile faded as he saw the anxiety there.


“What do you mean, Zindee?” he said. “How could the world move?”


“Somebody’s been on the job,” Maxy put in with a guffaw and switched to a falsetto voice. “Did the world move for you, darling?”


“It’s just been on television,” Zindee insisted. “All the stars are different, Jim. All the ships that were docked outside the portals have disappeared. There was a woman who had just arrived from Earth … Silvia London, I think she was called … and she was crying a lot … and she said her ship had vanished …”


“The Council should never have allowed television to come into Orangefield,” Brannigan said, shaking his huge head – in spite of his violent streak and weakness for alcohol, he was quite puritanical and righteous in most other aspects of his life. “It rots people’s minds, that’s all it does, with them trashy three-dees. That kid’s a perfect example – she don’t know what’s real and what isn’t.”


Nicklin did not even subscribe to the sound service which was cabled in from Weston Bridge, but within the last few days he had heard talk of an odd phenomenon which was supposed to be affecting Orbitsville’s great shell. It had been said that luminous green lines were moving across both surfaces of the sphere. There had been no way for him to verify the report in person, because the soil and rock strata were more than a thousand metres deep in the Orangefield region. In any case, he had a subconscious desire to forget that he lived in the interior of a shell of ylem which was 320 million kilometres in diameter and only eight centimetres thick.


A product of two centuries of migration, during which virtually the entire population of Earth had moved to Orbitsville, Nicklin thought of his environment simply as “the world” and lived his life exactly as he would have done on a normal planet. But the shining green lines had been something entirely new, and some of the townsfolk had mooted the idea that they were an omen, a prelude to some great event …


“Come on, Zindee!” Nicklin took the child’s hand in his and walked with her towards the door of the shop, feeling more relief over his fortuitous escape than concern about any putative threat to his pleasantly humdrum existence. “Let’s go over to your place and get ourselves a better idea of what this thing is all about.”


“I was talking to you,” Brannigan said, scowling.


Nicklin flicked Maxy’s shoulder as he passed him. “See to Mr Brannigan for me – and don’t forget to give him his bill.”










CHAPTER 2



Cham and Nora White – Zindee’s parents – had a veterinary practice which they operated from their home on the plot next to Nicklin’s land. The fact that they dealt solely with small animals made the couple appear almost as idiosyncratic as Nicklin in the eyes of a sizeable section of the community. The farmers of the area adjudged maintaining the health of livestock to be a worthy occupation, but devoting one’s energies to the care of sickly cats, hamsters and the like was regarded as – to say the least of it – a mildly eccentric form of behaviour.


Being classed as oddities had created something of a bond between Nicklin and the adult Whites, but that was almost as far as the relationship went. They were remarkably similar in appearance for a couple with no blood ties – medium build with a tendency to chubbiness, sharp noses, florid complexions and a general red-gold-brown coloration. Nicklin quite liked the Whites’ squirrelly appearance, but their unfailing industriousness and lack of humour had deterred him from trying to build up a close friendship.


Unexpectedly, in view of their Calvinistic outlook, they were among the few people in Orangefield who subscribed to the television service which could be piped in at some expense from Weston Bridge. Nicklin knew that Cham and Nora atoned for the self-indulgence by restricting their viewing to the evening hours, and therefore he was surprised on entering the house to find them seated near the set in the main room. It was an indication that Zindee’s obvious concern was justified, that something really serious was taking place.


“Morning, Jim!” Cham called out, gesturing for him to sit down. “What do you think of this caper?”


Nicklin nodded a greeting in response to Nora White’s tense smile. “I don’t know what to think yet. Zindee gave me the bare details.”


“It was Zindee who alerted us – that’s why we’re in here at this time of the day,” Cham said, defending himself against any possible charge of sinful sloth. “Can you credit this? They’re saying that Orbitsville has moved!”


Nicklin released Zindee’s hand and lowered himself into a plumply cushioned armchair. “How do they know?”


“Apparently it’s either the universe or us. Look!”


Nicklin directed his attention to the televiewer stage which occupied one corner of the room. The scale control had been set for roughly half-size projection, with the result that the stage appeared to be populated by groups of perfectly formed midgets, male and female, some of whom were obviously distraught. The grassy surface on which they were standing was littered with discarded space suits, some of them resembling corpses. It was obvious that there had been little or no development of the area – the background, apart from a scattering of single-storey prefabs, was the featureless green of Orbitsville’s ubiquitous savannahs.


“Where is that?” Nicklin said.


“Portal 36. There’s nothing there but an agricultural research station.” Cham paused as a series of ripples swept through the scene, momentarily distorting the human figures and reminding the viewers that those seemingly real and solid human figures were only bi-laser projections, holomorphs. “We were warned the image quality could be pretty poor. Apparently all the permanent outside antennae and reflector satellites have disappeared. The TV engineers are working with lash-ups.”


“This is a kind of amateur broadcast, anyway,” Nora White added as Zindee went to sit on her knee. “The network is showing it because those people were in the middle of disembarking when their ship vanished. They actually saw it happen.”


Cham flapped one hand in an appeal for silence. “Listen to this guy – he was on before.”


“We are about to have another word with Rick Renard, the owner of the Hawkshead, the cargo ship which was attempting to dock at Portal 36 when – literally – it vanished into nothingness,” an invisible commentator said. The televiewer scene changed, flowing outwards around Renard until he occupied the centre of the stage. He was a curly-haired young man with the sort of buoyant and healthy plumpness which is underpinned by well-developed muscle.


“As has already been mentioned,” he said in a high-income drawl, “my ship had attempted to dock in the normal manner, but Captain Lessen was unable to complete his manoeuvre. There appeared to be some kind of repulsive force acting on the ship and preventing it from getting to within thirty metres of the Orbitsville shell.


“The shell itself was in a highly unusual condition – it was shining with a greenish light which was pulsing on and off several times a second. It is possible that the radiation had something to do with repelling the ship. Perhaps it hadn’t – I don’t really know. It was all so … I mean …”


Renard smiled unhappily and Nicklin saw that his lips had begun to quiver. The man looked as though he would have the sleek arrogance of the very wealthy in normal circumstances, but it was obvious that he was now in a state of shock. He shook his head, bringing the interview to a premature end, and turned to a black-haired woman of striking appearance who was standing just behind him, looking equally distraught. He put his arms around her and she slowly inclined her head on to his shoulder.


“I’ve seen that woman before,” Cham White announced triumphantly, as though claiming a prize. “She’s connected with some so-called scientific organisation which says it has proof of life after death. Her name is Silvia … Silvia …”


“London,” Zindee supplied.


“That’s right. Of the … um … Anima Mundi Foundation. I wonder what she was doing on that ship.”


“If you find her so fascinating, why don’t you just take yourself off to Portal 36 and ask her?” Nora said tartly.


“There’s no call for you to be jealous,” Cham replied, looking gratified over what he saw as a compliment. “Besides, from what we’ve heard so far, it’ll be quite some time before anybody will be able to travel between portals.”


“Why is that?” Nicklin said.


“No ships! You’re not paying attention, Jim. Everything, but everything, that was outside the shell has disappeared – and that includes all the interportal ships.”


“I wasn’t thinking,” Nicklin mumbled, shrugging slightly in response to a sympathetic glance from Zindee. It came to him that he had not really accepted the sensational news as being true. The portals, those kilometre-wide circular holes in the Orbitsville shell, were almost five million kilometres apart. Taking a direct interior route from one portal to another, even if Mach 2 aircraft were available, would entail ninety days of non-stop flying – the kind of odyssey which was ruled out by logistics and economics.


“I keep expecting somebody to discover that it’s all been a hoax, or a mistake,” Nicklin explained. “Two or three hundred years ago, back on Earth, somebody made a radio broadcast of a play about invaders from some nearby planet and it panicked a lot of people.”


“H. G. Wells,” Cham said knowledgeably. “It was H. G. Wells who made that broadcast.”


“Whoever it was, he scared a lot of people and there was no need for it.”


“This is different, Jim,” Nora White said. “I wish they would skip all this human interest stuff and take us back to the scientists in Beachhead. At least they had some idea of what they were talking about.”


As if responding to her wish, the scene on the platform faded and, after some sparkling swirls of colour, was replaced by a holomorphic group of men and women seated at a circular table. A female voice announced the return to the main OTTV studios in Beachhead City for further expert comment, then went on to name all the members of the panel and list their qualifications. The first speaker, named Carpenter, was a youthful professor of observational astronomy from the Garamond University.


“The events of the past few hours are unique in the history of Optima Thule,” he began. “Incredible though it may seem …”


“You can easily tell that guy’s a scientist,” Cham said loudly. “Nobody else would be pompous enough to refer to the Big O as Optima Thule.”


“Be quiet,” Nora chided. “The rest of us want to hear what he’s saying.”


“… understand that when we say everything outside the shell has disappeared, we mean everything! At close range, all interstellar and interportal ships which were in dock have vanished, plus several of the latter which were en route between portals. And not only ships – docking cradles, cargo handling gear, passenger transfer tubes, even radio and TV antennae. Anything which was projecting beyond the boundary line of Optima Thule has been sheared off – with a perfect mirror finish on the metal sections, incidentally – and has vanished from our awareness.”


Professor Carpenter paused to take a sip of water. “At what we might style as intermediate range, the outer planet of our own local system – Napier – has vanished. All this is trivial, however, compared to the fact that – on the cosmic scale – every star known to us can no longer be observed, every galaxy known to us can no longer be observed.


“To my mind, there is only one possible interpretation of those facts, incredible though it may seem – and that is that Optima Thule has been repositioned.”


“I can’t believe this,” a grey-haired woman said, shaking her head with an air of sadness. “You claim to be a qualified scientist, and yet you sit there and try to make us believe that our world –Orbitsville – has been moved!”


“I am a qualified scientist,” Carpenter replied, in the measured tones of one who was determined not to be provoked. “And I did not say that Orbitsville had been moved. The word I used was ‘repositioned’. It is obvious that no movement in the conventional sense of the word was involved – the repositioning was achieved instantaneously.”


His words were followed by a babble of voices as all the holomorphs tried to make points at the same time. Nicklin gave up trying to follow the various threads of argument and lapsed into a reverie until the televiewer scene changed. The group at the table dissolved, to be replaced by an outdoors shot – a view of Portal 1 at the centre of Beachhead City. It was recognisable because of the statue of Vance Garamond, the discoverer of Orbitsville, at the edge of what appeared to the casual eye as a circular black lake.


The camera advanced until it was poised at the edge of the aperture then rotated forwards, simulating a leisurely dive into space. When it steadied the corner of the Whites’ living room was filled with an intense blackness which was stippled with hundreds of glowing specks. Professor Carpenter could be heard in voiceover, commenting on the complete absence of familiar star patterns and the presence of totally alien constellations.


As always, Nicklin found the view of the outside universe to be something of a disappointment. Orangefield was less than a thousand kilometres from Beachhead – an easy enough journey by air – but he had never taken the trouble to go there, and hence had never seen the stars in actuality. For him, those remote flecks of light had very little relevance to the problems, pressures and pleasures of everyday life. His family had been on Orbitsville for six generations, and the course of their lives had not been affected in any way by stars or patterns of stars …


“And what about Earth?” another man was heard to say.


“We no longer know where Earth is. We don’t know how to get there.” Carpenter sounded as though he was deriving a perverse satisfaction from the negatives. “Therefore all contact with Earth has been lost, probably for ever. That also goes for Terranova, of course.”


Who cares about Earth or Terranova? Nicklin thought. Museum pieces! Staring into the near-featureless blackness was beginning to make him feel drowsy. He decided to give it just another five minutes, time enough to be sure that Cort Brannigan had vacated his premises, then he would take his leave of the Whites and get back to important business. It was the task of the astronomers to find out why the universe looked different – in the meantime he had a juice extractor and a bicycle wheel to repair, jobs which had been promised for that very afternoon.


Nicklin allowed his eyelids to close, creating an exquisite feeling of relaxation in his eyes. The sensation was so pleasant that he was immediately aware of the risk of lapsing into sleep, something which would be embarrassing in front of the tireless Whites …


“Just look at old man Jim,” Cham White said loudly, his voice reaching Nicklin across murmurous summer meadows of contentment. “Working for ten minutes has worn him out.”


Nicklin roused himself with a start. “Sorry, sorry – I got very little sleep last night.” The lie came unbidden to his lips.


“What was the matter?” Nora said, showing a neighbourly concern. “Tummy troubles?”


“Yes.” Nicklin seized on the suggestion with gratitude and began to elaborate on it. “I ate a chunk of apple pie just before bed, and I made the mistake of putting a slice of cheese on it.”


“Apple pie, eh? Have you started taking cookery lessons?”


“No – it was a little gift from May McVickar.” Nicklin listened to his own words with growing dismay. Why did he get himself into this kind of situation? And what had possessed him to appoint May McVickar as his fictional benefactor? She lived only a couple of kilometres away, and was quite friendly with the Whites, and the two women could easily meet and begin chatting and comparing notes within the next day or two. In fact, with his luck, the silly old bitch could arrive on the Whites’ doorstep at any minute …


Nicklin was casting around in sudden alarm for a way to get off the subject of apple pie when he became aware of an unusual sound from outside the house, one which was beginning to conflict with the voices of the televiewer. It was growing in volume, and was so incongruous in the rural quietness of the area that several seconds went by before he was able to resolve it into separate components. There was brassy marching music overlaid with an amplified male voice which, although the words could not yet be distinguished, sounded like that of a politician or an evangelist.


“Seems like we’ve got visitors,” Nicklin said, rising to his feet and making for the door. “This I must see.”


He gave the Whites a perfunctory wave and escaped from the house into the vertical rays of the Orbitsville sun. Its warmth seeped through his hair and spread like hot oil on the crown of his head, making him wish he had brought a hat. He shaded his eyes and peered through curtains of midge-clouded brilliance. On the road beyond the stream was a slow-moving procession of about ten vehicles, a mix of campers and trucks, all of them painted powder blue. On the side of each, pulsing in photoactive orange dyes, was the message: COREY MONTANE is leading you home.


“Oh no,” Nicklin whispered, “not another bible thumper! Please, O Gaseous Vertebrate, not another holy roller!”


Denial of his prayer came in the form of a crashingly distorted announcement, the gist of which was that evangelist Corey Montane would be visiting Orangefield for three days. His intention was to bring salvation to any of the locals who had the good sense to heed his preachings. All the others would, naturally enough, be doomed.


The speaker’s words faded and became even less decipherable as the cavalcade began to pass out of sight behind a stand of whistle trees. But before intelligibility was lost altogether Nicklin picked out a fragment –“Orbitsville is a tool of the Devil.”


That’s just great, he thought bitterly as he began walking towards his own property. It looked as though for the next three days he would be under the threat of having his privacy invaded by earnest heliumheads. And worse, the therapeutic calm of the village green, where he liked to stroll in the evenings, was likely to be shattered by noisy sermons, appalling music and collectors of cash. There was one feature that all religious missions, all purveyors of spiritual peace, all renouncers of worldly gain had in common – somebody had to collect the cash.


All thought of what was going on in the outside universe had been displaced from Nicklin’s mind. Frowning and looking disconsolate, as befitted one who had found genuine cause for concern, he made his way home through the lush green grass.










CHAPTER 3



Helping to erect the marquee had left Corey Montane feeling tired and slightly shaky, and now he was sitting on a canvas chair outside his camper, refreshing himself with a pot of his favourite tea. As he sipped the fragrant brew he allowed his gaze to drift around the shops, inns and occasional private dwellings which ringed Orangefield’s central green. The scene – with its imported oaks and chestnut trees – was one of idyllic, nostalgic tranquillity.


Throughout history different sections of humanity had formed their own visions of the perfect setting for the jewel of life, ranging from the sentimental New York of Frank Capra to the serene Antarctic demesnes of the twenty-first-century poet, Richard Caine. But for an astonishing number of people the ideal would always closely approximate what Montane was seeing now. In the charmed age which the surroundings lovingly recreated, cigarettes did not cause cancer, it was no sin to eat butter and cream, nuclear weapons were unthought-of, and work brought fulfilment and not hypertension. Hefty, bearded cricketers might be on their way by steam train to contend with the local team; a distant mechanical murmur might be the Wright brothers tinkering with some impractical machine in their corrugated-iron workshop.


At times like this it was easy for Montane to understand why so many inhabitants of Orbitsville opted to live in low-tech communities. It pained him, therefore, to remember that his natural human response to all he saw was part of the terrible danger which Orbitsville held in store for all of God’s children. It was the bait in the Orbitsville trap …


“You all right, Corey?” The speaker was Nibs Affleck, who had approached from the direction of the marquee, where the adjustment of turnbuckles was still going on. He was a serious-eyed young man whose florid complexion was the legacy of a long spell of alcoholism. He had joined the crusade a year earlier and had found in it enough inspiration to enable him to fight free of his habit. As a result, he was fiercely loyal to Montane and showed his gratitude by being solicitous – embarrassingly so at times – about his mentor’s health.


“I’m fine, Nibs,” Montane said, glancing up from under the flat cone of his sun-hat. “Just a little tired, that’s all.”


“You should leave jobs like putting up the tent to the rest of us.”


“You may be interested to learn that being sixty years old does not qualify one for a wheelchair.” Montane smiled to show that he was not offended. “Besides, you know our rules. Nobody is so high and mighty that he is excused his share of work – and that includes me.”


Affleck shuffled his feet and looked miserable. “I didn’t mean you were …”


“It’s all right, Nibs – you were just being thoughtful and I thank you for that. Now, will you do me a favour?”


“You bet, Corey!” Affleck said eagerly, his round face brightening. “Just name it!”


“This town actually has a daily newspaper – a real Mark Twain job, by all accounts – and I might consider advertising in it. I’d appreciate it if you would go and get me a copy.”


“You bet, Corey!” His eyes glowing with simple happiness, Affleck turned and bounded away across the green.


Montane watched his progress with troubled eyes. Affleck was a good-hearted, industrious man, but he was an innocent – not the kind of disciple the crusade was desperately short of. What Montane really needed was a team of smart fast-talkers with the talent for raising large sums of money, the sort of men and women who – with a mesmeric combination of business acumen and evangelistic fervour – could induce rich men to part with fortunes. It was quite difficult to find millionaires on Orbitsville, because the acquisition of great wealth involved the manipulation and control of others, and it was no easy matter to do that to individuals whose birthright it was to trek off into the interior, at any time the mood took them, and claim the equivalent of a county, or a country, or even a continent. And such wealthy people as could be lured out of their strongholds were disinclined to hand large sums of money over to what they saw as ingenuous Jesus freaks.


There had been a time when Montane had believed that he would be able to attract the sort of funding necessary for the success of the crusade, that God would speak through him and touch the hearts of men – but that had been six years ago. He almost groaned aloud when he thought of how much time had gone by since his awakening, and of how little had been achieved …


For the first fifty years of his life Corey Montane had been a conventional and unremarkable inhabitant of Pewterspear 97. The numerical suffix given to any place-name referred to the nearest portal, and that was as close as Orbitsville had come to devising a zip code system. The fact that Pewterspear had a number close to 100 meant that the city was almost as far from Beachhead as it was possible to get, but that had not troubled Montane. He had liked being well away from the great urban centres of commerce and industry. He had owned and run a small home bakery, which yielded a modest but comfortable income from the sale of a variety of spicy meat pies and elaborate Danish pastries. His wife, Milly, and grown-up daughter, Tara, had helped in the business in a relationship that was nearly always harmonious. He enjoyed a range of outdoor pursuits – principally flying light aircraft – and was well liked in the town.


The chances were that Montane would have lived out his allotted ninety years in the same pleasant and undemanding manner, but everything had changed for him in the space of a few seconds …


It was a wet morning in the early part of the year – but Montane was not in a mood to find the rain depressing. It was coming down in the form of very large, clean, tumbling drops, each of which created a spiky crystal crown in miniature as it impacted with the pavement. His vision seemed preternaturally clear – the way it could be in the prelude to a migraine – and he saw the crowns in diamond-sharp detail, just as he had done in childhood. He wondered if that could be what had inspired his present feelings of boyhood optimism, in which for him the bad weather was recreating the ambience of Christmas Eve. The section of the street he could see was crowded with shoppers, complete with umbrellas and turned-up collars, who were determined to obtain last-minute Christmas gifts in spite of the rain, and the lighted windows of the other stores were cheerily reflected on the wet ground, adding to the Yuletide atmosphere.


Montane smiled as he noted yet another similarity to the festive season – business had been exceptionally brisk that morning, so good that it was already necessary for him to replenish his window display. He decided to begin at once – while there was a break in the flow of customers – by slicing up a large veal-ham-and-egg pie, and perhaps a couple of the battenbergs, which sold well under the folksy name of marzipan windows.


“Milly,” he called out, taking a brick-shaped pie out of the refrigerator, “What did you do with the knives?”


“They’re here – in the steriliser.” His wife was in the kitchen at the rear of the shop.


“Would you like to bring them out here?”


Milly gave a barely audible tut of impatience and he remembered that she was about to go over to the Canterbury to have morning coffee with a few friends. A moment later she came hurrying into the front of the shop with the knives on a tray. And somehow – it was surmised afterwards that wetness tramped in from the street had been responsible – she managed to slip and fall forwards.


Montane expected anything but tragedy on that nostalgic grey morning, but the sound that Milly emitted as she hit the floor told him at once that something terrible, something totally unreasonable and unfair had happened. It was an appalling sound – part grunt, part sigh – expressive of pain, surprise and fear.


“Milly!” Montane ran to the end of the counter, looked down and saw his wife lying face downwards on the floor. The tray was beneath her. Face contorting with shock, he dropped to his knees and rolled her over. A knife, which must have turned its point up to meet her descending body, was protruding from just below the left breast.


She died in his arms, staring up at him with a bemused expression, while the knife-handle – stirred by her heart’s last contractions – playfully wiggled and circled amid the growing stain on her tangerine blouse.


Montane tilted his head back and howled with grief.


The hours and days that followed were almost as nightmarish as the initial cataclysmic event. After the police had made some preliminary enquiries and the ambulance had departed with the body, he turned to his daughter in the depths of his despair, needing support and consolation. To his astonishment, she reacted to him with silent, glacial fury, almost as though he had engineered her mother’s death. He was unable to penetrate the barrier she had erected between them, and as soon as the funeral was over she packed a bag and walked out, refusing to give any hint as to where she was going …


Thinking back to those traumatic days of six years ago, Montane found cause for philosophical wonderment in the fact that his awakening had been prompted, not by the loss of his wife and daughter, but by a geological peculiarity of the Pewterspear area.


The town was situated in a broad dish-shaped depression which, on the old survey maps, was designated as McIntosh’s Bottom. Montane had always been aware of the name, but to him it had been little more than an inspiration for vulgar schoolboy jokes. He had also been aware, though with little interest, that the rocky soil on which the town was built was as little as two metres thick in many places. It was common practice in the local construction industry to support the more massive buildings on short piles which penetrated down to the Orbitsville shell, but that too had been of minimal concern to Montane – until his first visit to his wife’s grave.


He had been kneeling by the still-fresh plot, striving to wrest some degree of reconciliation from the notion that she would become one with the earth. Death was part of a natural cycle … springing from the soil, returning to the soil …


Then had come the shocking realisation that Milly’s body, her sacred body, was suspended only a hand’s breadth above the featureless grey sheet of ylem which formed Orbitsville’s vast shell. And beyond that, only centimetres away, was the harsh emptiness of interstellar space! There could never be any peace for her, for either of them, in those supremely unnatural circumstances; there could be no gentle absorption into the ancestral unity of a God-given world; there was no rightness to Milly’s shallow interment …


Montane had remained kneeling by the grave for more than an hour – his mind poised like a hovering kestrel half-way between divine inspiration and insanity – and when finally he had stood up on aching legs he had been a different man.


People with medical knowledge had later told him that his transformation had been a consequence of delayed shock, rather than a profound religious experience, but Montane had known better. Much better. Infinitely better.


Even while sitting, as he now was, sipping tea on Orangefield’s sun-dappled common, the principal element of his thoughts was bafflement over the fact that virtually nobody else was aware of having fallen into a devilish trap. What kind of mass insanity, what form of collective blindness, had suddenly afflicted humanity upon the discovery of Orbitsville?


The people of two centuries ago were products of a civilisation which had always been forced to fight tooth-and-nail simply to remain in existence. They were hard, cynical and suspicious; they knew the cosmos provided no free lunches – and yet when Orbitsville had been found they had swarmed to it like wasps to the honeypot.


Nobody had said: Wait a minute! Let’s think this thing over before we do anything hasty. What we have here is a huge sphere made of some material which defies analysis, but which has artificial gravity. It also has force lines around its sun in the form of a cage which has been beautifully engineered to provide night and day, and a progression of seasons. The thing is obviously an artefact! It seduces us by promising to meet all our needs, to fulfil all our dreams. It is too good to be true – therefore it has to be a TRAP!


Montane had no idea who had created Orbitsville, but he knew in his heart and soul that the makers – those who had schemed to pervert the course of human destiny – were no friends of God. Orbitsville had remained quiescent for what men regarded as a long time, two whole centuries, but that was a brief span in the context of the history of the universe. A carnivorous flower always remained motionless until its victim was far back in its throat, beyond any possibility of escape.


There had been reports recently of glowing green lines moving across the surface of the great sphere, and to Montane they were the equivalent of the first hungry quiverings of a Venus fly-trap’s jaws, just before the trap was sprung …


His thoughts returned to more mundane matters as he again caught sight of Nibs Affleck in the distance. A fleck of white showed that he had obtained the newspaper, and a rapid change of position indicated that he was still running. Montane half-smiled as he tried to recall the times when he too had been blessed with so much physical energy that he could afford to burn some of it off in needless exertion. At sixty, he still looked vigorous – with his glossy dark hair, unlined face and straight back – but recently his capacity for manual work had been greatly diminished. He did not suspect any furtively gnawing illness; it was just that his mental burden seemed to weigh him down more with each passing year. Mettle fatigue, he had dubbed it. The spirit could become poisoned with the toxins of weariness in the same way as an overworked body.


Affleck slid to a halt beside him, his complexion rendered even more hectic through running in the heat. “Here’s your paper, Corey. I got you one.”


“I can see you did.” Montane set his cup on the ground. “How much did it cost?”


“I wouldn’t take any money from you, Corey,” Affleck said, looking offended. “It was nothing anyhows – only a quarter.”


“Thank you, Nibs.” Montane considered pressing the money on Affleck, then realised the youngster would get the maximum value out of it in the form of the giving pleasure. He raised a hand to acknowledge Affleck’s departure in the direction of the marquee, then turned his attention to the newspaper. It was large and unwieldy, like those in historic videos, but it had been laser-printed in a modern open typeface – the publishers had not gone overboard in their devotion to the past and its ways. Montane, having no wish to strain his eyes, nodded in approval.


The front page lead – headlined MAIN STREET TO STAY IN THE DARK – was a long piece about a wrangle in the town council caused by some local businessmen applying for permission to erect illuminated signs on the façades of their stores. The other reports dealt with such issues as an unfamiliar type of tough ground-hugging weed being found on a farm, and the mayor’s wife putting on an exhibition of her own water-colours.


Montane scanned the columns with indulgent interest, and was about to go to the next page when he noticed a very brief story right at the bottom of the sheet. It was the mention of astronomers in the sub-heading which caught his eye – he had long been sensitised to anything dealing with Orbitsville’s relationship to the natural galaxy. The piece read:




If anybody notices a pink glow on the horizon tonight, in the general direction of Beachhead, it will not be caused by that city’s surfeit of stoplights. Instead, it will be emanating from the red faces of our overpaid stargazers who today were forced to admit that they have lost visual contact with our known universe!


Professor Carpenter of the Garamond University tried to explain away this minor act of carelessness – after all, anybody could mislay a few billion galaxies – by claiming that Orbitsville has moved to a new position in space!


Take heart anybody who noticed a peculiar lurching sensation during the night. It was not the foundations of your houses shifting – just the foundations of science!





Montane’s heart had begun a powerful thudding as he lowered the newspaper to his lap and stared blindly into the distance. He was neither deceived nor reassured by the anti-science, debunking tone of the report. He would have to verify the story, of course, but it was evident to him that some astounding cosmic event had occurred. The all-important questions now were: Had the Orbitsville trap been fully sprung, or was this some preliminary stage? Were all of Orbitsville’s inhabitants doomed, or could there yet be time for a few of them to escape by starship to a natural and God-given planet? Was he, by virtue of not having done enough during his six years of awareness, responsible for the ultimate demise of the human race?


Racked by guilt and dread, he rose to his feet and walked quickly towards the marquee, where his followers were laughing as their day’s labours came to an end.










CHAPTER 4



In preparation for leaving the library, Nicklin checked over his list of deliveries and found there were three that he could conveniently drop off at customers’ houses on his way into town. They were softbacks – a Western by Jack Schaefer; a slim volume on the design and making of different shapes of paper gliders; and a cheerfully illustrated treatise on the railways of Victorian England. The books were slightly bulkier than they would have been when first printed, because of the permatome coating which made the pages virtually indestructible, but otherwise it was hard to tell from their condition that they were well over two centuries old.


It occurred to Nicklin that the library trade might be adversely affected if the astronomers took any length of time to sort themselves and their equipment out and re-establish contact with Earth. Like most other library operators, he dealt mainly with the past. Orbitsville had produced practically no literature of distinction, or even works of passing interest – a consequence, the experts claimed, of all social pressures and constraints having been removed. Competition and conflict had always been the mainsprings of great art, and on Orbitsville – with free land equivalent to five billion Earths available – there was little reason for people to compete for anything, and even less for going to war. As an inevitable result, the experts went on, the few individuals who bothered to put pen to paper, or finger to keyboard, were unable to produce anything that was not passionless, shallow and trivial.


Nicklin doubted if his customers in low-tech Orangefield had bothered to analyse their tastes in reading matter to that extent, but he knew they showed a solid preference for books which had been published on pre-migration Earth. They seemed to be motivated by nostalgia, not for the Old World itself but for the feel of a period characterised by cosy security and comfortable certitudes. The market was too diffuse to interest publishers on Orbitsville, so the small commercial vacuum had been filled by LOG – the Library Owners’ Guild – which imported containers of miscellaneous books scavenged from the abandoned towns and cities of Earth.
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