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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 I


Sunlight sparkled on the water; the surf rushing up Bird Island beach glistened an aching white. Along the horizon a gray midge of a steamer eased south, the intervening sea as blue as cobalt. The old gray planks of the hotel veranda soaked up the sun, giving off the pleasant incense of hot weathered wood. From the beach came the smell of salt water, kelp; from the hills behind the hotel drifted the fragrance of heather, sage, verbena, cedar.


Coves yawned, flexed his arms, and glanced approvingly down the front of the hotel. What if the paint was peeling? When times got better, new paint might—or might not—be applied, depending on how Coves felt at the moment. In the meantime the old place had atmosphere.


The door from the lobby opened and one of the regular guests, Mrs. Lukens, came hobbling out. This was Mrs. Lukens’ favorite chair in which he sat. Oh, well, thought Coves—one of the minor inconveniences of operating a resort hotel. He prepared to rise.


Rexie, the hotel cat, who lay sprawled across the veranda enjoying the sunshine, cried out in anguish, and Mrs. Lukens fell creaking to the worn rag rug.


Coves leaped forward and assisted the groaning woman to a chair.


“Mr. Coves,” she gasped, “I don’t know what this place is coming to. It’s a mortal risk staying here. This morning I caught my heel in the carpet on the stair and nearly fell, and the hot-water tap pinches my hand every time I turn it—and there’s never any hot water—”


“First thing I’ll attend to.”


“—and that cat everywhere so that it’s an ordeal walking across the floor…”


Mrs. Lukens fell quiet, and Coves went to his desk in the dim lobby.


Afternoon fog creeping in from the ocean blocked out the sun. Coves looked around the lobby. Dingy place. Rickety furnishings. He kept the few guests he did only because his rates were low. Quiet old-fashioned atmosphere, no expensive extras—so read the modest advertisement he ran in the San Francisco Chronicle twice a month.


A vision came before his eyes, the advertisement as it should have read: Gayety, laughter, romance, in an atmosphere of sumptuous luxury! Exquisite appointments, continental cuisine, the most fashionable watering place this side of Biarritz! Thrill to the glamour of a vacation at exciting Bird Island Hotel!


Coves, contrasting the image with the fact, sighed. Since many of his guests supported temperance societies, Coves dared not push the sale of whisky. And when, occasionally, someone young and lively wandered in, they found nothing to entertain them. Mrs. Lukens, Mr. Bates, Miss Throop, and Mrs. Arly preempted the lobby with a nightly rubber of whist, and scowled at distracting sounds—especially dance music. It was a vicious circle, thought Coves.


The door opened, and Al Carper, who operated the launch to Monterey, lounged in. Carper was grotesque and gangling, with eyes almost adjoining across the big shell of his nose.


“Hi there, Coves,” said Carper. “Looks like you lost your last friend.”


Coves shook his head. “This is a nerve-wracking business, Al. Sometimes I don’t think it’s worth the effort.”


“Well,” said Carper, helping himself to a toothpick, “seems like everybody’s got his headache. I got mine and it’s a dilly. If you think you’re hard-pressed, you ought to try cranking my ol’ engine some cold morning. Then you’d know what grief really is.”


“You don’t have to please the public,” said Coves. “There’s a thousand things to think of, and money is so short these days.”


Carper gazed around the lobby. “Funny you don’t get more business. This is certainly the spot for it. Nice climate, all them trees and hills behind you, so close to Monterey and Carmel. It’s an ideal spot…Finest place in the world for surf fishing.”


Coves rubbed his chin. “I can’t understand why the hotel isn’t more popular.”


“You ought to do the place over,” said Carper. “Expand, renovate, bring yourself up to date.”


“Expand? Why, we’re barely able to pay our bills now.”


“Seems to me,” said Carper, “that you’ve got a lot of land you don’t use. This is valuable property, this island. If you sold off a little of it, you’d take in enough to make something of the place. Put on a couple wings, a good bar, a swimming pool…”


“I don’t think that would be wise,” muttered Coves.


Carper shrugged. “You’re land-poor, Coves. Why, with a few thousand bucks you could really make a landmark out of the place. Look at Del Monte. Big bands playing there every night, all them society people throwing their money around. Why, man, there’s people that would go big money for a slice of land out here.”


Coves pursed his lips. “Oh well…”


“Aside from the ten, twenty acres old lady Pickett runs her school on, you’ve got the whole island. Think of how they subdivide ashore—little bits of lots, and then they want five hundred or a thousand for ’em.”


“Well, that’s completely out of the question,” said Coves. “If I sold, it would be in larger sections, to keep the island from being cluttered. And naturally I’d have to ask a very high price.”


“That’s the ticket,” said Carper. “Lay it on ’em when you have the chance, grab while the grabbing’s good. After all, they made it getting into you, one way or another.”


Coves nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I pay those tremendous taxes, and everything is so high these days…”


Coves, looking up from his desk, saw approaching across the lobby a young man with an artless and carefree expression. He wore a dark blue sweater, faded dungarees, and had an unruly thatch of brown hair. He stopped by the desk. “I’d like to speak to Mr. R. M. Coves.”


“I’m Mr. Coves,” said Coves.


“My name is Milo Green.”


They shook hands.


“I saw your ad in the paper and thought I’d investigate. From the water the island looks beautiful. I sailed down this morning.”


“You’re from San Francisco?”


“Right across the bay. Sausalito.”


“Very pleasant,” said Coves.


“I think I’d like it better down here…Tell me, just how are you subdividing?”


Coves grimaced. “I’d hardly call it subdividing—although I suppose it amounts to that. There’s quite a lot of the island I don’t use, which I’d like to see in qualified hands.”


Milo nodded. “Just what sections are for sale?”


Coves cleared his throat. “May I ask what your plans would be?”


“I’m what you might call an author—a writer—and I’m considering Bird Island as a place to live.”


“I see,” said Coves. “Of course, we’d be glad to have you on the island…I’m naturally reluctant to consider anyone who might lower the tone of the place. We want only high-class neighbors, in every respect.”


“I suppose I’m high-class,” said Milo.


“Oh I’m sure you are,” said Coves hurriedly.


“Just what is for sale, and what—ah, is the price range?”


Coves fumbled among his ledgers and account books. “Somewhere—here it is. This is a map of Bird Island. Miss Pickett occupies this section tinted red with her school, and the blue area we’ll need here at the hotel. To the north is this section marked ‘One’, and to the south Sections Two, Three, Four and Five. Section One is the high point up there overlooking the bay, and it’s perhaps the least accessible of the five. Block Two includes part of the beach facing the mainland. That’s a very nice beach, and really less exposed than this one, which gets the full force of the ocean. And it’s a cleaner beach, too. I can hardly keep my beach clean. Sometimes I think we catch all the driftwood and trash in Monterey Bay here on Bird Island. We get a lot of the Japanese net floats, too.”


“Japanese net floats?”


Coves indicated a dusty shelf laden with globes of rough green glass, ranging in size from a few inches up to almost a foot. “They escape from the nets of the Japanese fishermen and float clear across the Pacific Ocean. There’s no beach for miles around,” said Coves proudly, “that gets them as we do here on Bird Island.”


“That’s interesting,” said Milo. “I’ve seen them but never realized what they were.”


Coves returned to the map. “Well, Blocks Three and Four are very nice, on this knoll here to the south facing Point Lobos. Five includes this shoulder of hill, these picturesque rocks and this little cove. A lovely spot for a yachtsman.”


Milo nodded. “And the prices?”


Coves flushed. “Well, Mr. Green—the prices are high. You see, I’m offering very fine property. Quite extraordinary, really…Anyway,” he muttered, “Number One, ten acres, is ten thousand dollars. Number Two, ten acres, is eleven thousand. Number Three, twenty-eight acres, is twenty-eight thousand. Number Four, eighteen acres, eighteen thousand dollars. Number Five, twenty-four acres, twenty-four thousand. I’d have to have cash, of course.”


Milo made an understanding gesture. “You have the property for sale, you’ve set a price on it. If anyone wants it enough to pay the price, you’ll sell. If not, you won’t, and no hard feelings.”


“That’s it exactly,” said Coves. “That’s the idea.”


Milo said, “If you’d let me take your map, I’d like to look the island over, and then I’ll know better what’s on each section.”


“Certainly,” said Coves. “Possibly you’d like me to show you around?”


“Oh no,” said Milo, “don’t bother. I’ll be back in an hour or two.”


He left the lobby. Al Carper, who had been sitting in an armchair reading a newspaper, joined Coves at the desk.


“He seems pleasant,” said Coves. “I hope he finds a section he likes.”


Carper selected a toothpick. “Them writers is a funny bunch. I seen one a week ago in Monterey. He came through driving a station wagon filled with trashy-lookin’ women. Carmel is full of ’em, you know.”


Coves turned to his accounts. “Mr. Green seems a nice sort of person.”


“Maybe yes, maybe no,” said Carper.




Chapter II


Milo left the hotel and walked north along the beach. The noonday sun was warm on his shoulders; the ocean was dead calm, with a surface sheen like the finest blue satin. Shells gleamed underfoot and sea gulls rode overhead.


To his right a lip of compacted sand edged the beach; then, behind a terrace bearded with coarse grass, the central spine of the island rose: rocky hills overgrown with heather, gorse, genista, flowering poppies, larkspur, lupines, ice plant, tarweed. And clumped along the slopes, single-file on the ridges, the Monterey cypress grew—flailing their meager black-green foliage like flags, defying wind, ocean, mountain, sun.


A gang of jagged black rocks jutted out of the beach, and here the section Coves had reserved for the hotel ended. Above rose Section One, a rocky upland, almost a crag, connected to the central part of the island by a sway-backed ridge.


Milo veered inland, climbed over rock that was at once warm and cool. Up, up, up, until finally he stood on top the crag, the island spread below. He looked to the west, out across the Pacific—miles and miles of calm blue water, a deeper blue than the air.


He turned, looked across the bay to the mainland. To his left rose the Santa Cruz Mountains; to his right, the jut of Point Lobos and the Santa Lucia Range. Two miles east was Monterey, with houses white, yellow, blue and green, the docks and warehouses black and brown, the harbor cluttered with boats.


Turning back to the island, Milo looked down the white road of Coves’ beach, past the gray box of the hotel to the rocky south cape. He looked to the other side—and there was Miss Pickett’s Fine Arts Academy and Finishing School for Select Young Ladies—a sprawling shape of stone, brick and redwood on an expanse of very green lawn. A gravel road ran down to a handsome stone pier, and there was a pair of well-kept tennis courts to the rear. The school breathed an air of prosperity.


Milo consulted the map, traced the outline of the other Blocks: Two, beyond the school; Three and Four dividing a low hill, a wide, sunny heave of land; Five, the cape at the southern tip of the island.


Milo seated himself on a rock…Ten thousand dollars. No small sum. He could buy an entire house in San Francisco, a cabin at Lake Tahoe, a rancho in the desert, a prune orchard near Santa Clara, a chicken ranch at Petaluma…


He rose to his feet, looked out across the ocean, down at the surf on the rocks below. “Easy come, easy go.” He turned back downhill.


Rounding the corner of the hotel, he found Coves watering a row of potted geraniums from a crockery pitcher.


Coves set the pitcher down and turned to Milo.


“How did you like the island?”


“Very much. I like Section One especially.”


Coves nodded. “A magnificent view.” He wiped his hands on a handkerchief. “Do you—well, do you consider the price to be out of proportion?”


Milo considered. “Some people might be willing to pay you twice the price you’re asking.”


“Oh no,” said Coves hurriedly. “I’ll be happy to get ten thousand.”


“Very well,” said Milo. “Here it is.” And he gave Coves ten thousand-dollar bills.


“Hello? Bird Island Hotel.”


“Mr. Coves, this is Miss Pickett.”


“Oh yes, Miss Pickett,” said Coves. “How are you?”


“Very well, thank you. Mr. Coves, I hear that you are putting your property up for sale. I hope that this isn’t true?”


Coves cleared his throat. “Not all of it, you understand. Just those parts of the island we don’t need here at the hotel.”


“I should think you’d have consulted me first, Mr. Coves. After all, I’m the person most directly affected. Heaven knows what kind of people will be overrunning the island. I have trouble enough now.”


Coves was aware that Miss Pickett’s dock was at once the favorite goal of young Pebble Beach yachtsmen, the favorite sunning place of Miss Pickett’s charges, and the focus of Miss Pickett’s sharpest surveillance. He said, “Well, Miss Pickett, I’m exercising a great deal of care in selling, and anyone who isn’t completely top-notch won’t be considered.”


“Well, I disapprove very strongly,” said Miss Pickett. “There’ll be considerable depreciation in the value of my property.”


“I don’t see why,” said Coves. “I’m only selling in large acreages.”


“Suppose these new owners subdivided further?” snapped Miss Pickett. “Suppose they all do? There’d be a town out here—”


“Oh no,” said Coves. “I’m inserting a clause in the deeds forbidding further subdivision for ninety-nine years.”


“Mmph,” snorted Miss Pickett. Then after a pause, “I suppose that my opinion won’t affect you one way or another, but—”


Coves said, “I’d be glad to sell to you, Miss Pickett. That would solve both our problems.”


There was an instant of tense silence. Then she said, “What is your price?”


“Altogether,” said Coves, “I am hoping for ninety-one thousand dollars.”


“What!” Miss Pickett cried. “Why, Mr. Coves, I can’t raise that amount of money. I was prepared to offer you ten thousand, but your price is out of all reason.”


“I’m sorry,” said Coves. “Truly I am, and if I didn’t need the money so badly, I’d be glad to sell to you. But ten thousand dollars would help me very little. The ten acres to the south of you I’ve priced at eleven thousand, and I’ll gladly sell to you.”


“I should think you would,” said Miss Pickett indignantly. “I’m sure, Mr. Coves, that your prices are—unrealistic.”


Coves said with a trace of vigor, “I’m certain that I can get them, Miss Pickett.”


There was a period of bitter silence. The grudging Miss Pickett said, “Well, if that is your price, Mr. Coves, I have no choice. It’s necessary that I provide as much privacy as possible for my school; I’ll buy the ten acres from you.”


“Thank you,” said Coves.


“As soon as you have the deed ready, please let me know and I’ll give you a check.”


Coves hung up, breathed deeply, turned back to the desk. Waiting was a prosperous-looking gentleman—immaculately groomed, shaved, powdered and pomaded. He had luxuriant black hair, silver at the temples, a handsome face with a hint of a jowl, liquid brown eyes that begged to be believed and trusted. He laid his pigskin gloves on the desk, reached out his white hand.


“My name is Archer, Mr. Coves—Mortimer Archer.”


“How do you do?” said Coves.


“I understand, Mr. Coves, that you’ve placed parts of the island up for sale.”


“Why, yes.”


“Well, I took the liberty of looking the island over, and it’s certainly a beautiful spot. Ideal, really.”


“Ah, may I inquire the nature of your interest?”


Mortimer Archer nodded. “Mr. Coves, I’m a retired businessman, and I dabble in photography. I’m looking for a place where I can build a little house and get out into the fresh air with my camera, lead a placid, secluded, relaxed existence.”


“There’s some wonderful scenery out here,” said Coves. He reached under the desk, found the map. “I’ve sold Blocks One and Two just this morning. But these sections—Three, Four and Five—are still available.”


Archer took a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles from his pocket, adjusted them to his nose. “Hm…Ah, yes, I see. What is the price on Three, Mr. Coves?”


Coves coughed. “Well—that’s twenty-eight thousand dollars.”


Archer blinked. “Did you say twenty-eight thousand?”


“Er, yes…You see, there’s twenty-eight acres, and it has this stretch of beach, and all these trees and a great deal of level land—some wonderful building sites.”


Archer’s mouth dropped at the corners.


“I’m sure the price isn’t out of line,” said Coves defensively.


Archer hesitated, touching his mustache, gazing absently across the lobby. Almost reluctantly, he reached into his breast pocket, brought forth a wallet. Slowly he counted five twenty-dollar bills down on the counter. “Here’s a hundred deposit, Mr. Coves. I’ll have a certified check for the balance as soon as I have a report on the title.”


“Yes, of course,” said Coves. “It’s a clear title direct from the state and guaranteed by the state. I’ll write you a receipt.”


Two hours later the telephone rang. “Bird Island Hotel,” said Coves. “Oh hello, Al! What can I do for you?”


“Coves, a relative of mine just pulled in from Alaska—a sort of cousin, I guess. He likes it down here and thought he might buy some property where he can do a little fishing and settle down. I told him about Bird Island, took him around in the launch, and he likes it—especially that little cove at the south end in all the rocks. What’s the price on that?”


Coves said, “Why, it’s twenty-four thousand dollars, Al. Ah, this cousin of yours, he’s—er, all right? I mean—well, you know…”


“Oh, sure,” came Al Carper’s assurance. “He’s the salt of the earth. Just the kind of man you want out there. And he’ll pay you right now—in gold dust, if you want it.”


“Oh no,” said Coves. “I’d rather have a check. I’ve got so much money out here I don’t know what to do with it all.”


Carper said, “Just a minute, I’ll ask Ike if he wants the cove at twenty-four thousand. There’s about twenty acres of land, isn’t there?”


“Twenty-four,” said Coves.


He heard a mutter of voices. Then Carper returned to the phone.


“He’ll take it. We’ll get a certified check and bring it out to you today.”




Chapter III


Milo Green was a likeable man and Miss Pickett a woman of unalloyed and unswerving virtue. But some personalities are incompatible, and perhaps the two were never fated for friendship.


The initial incident occurred almost at once. Milo was sitting in the lobby of the Val d’Oro Inn in Monterey, where he had registered after finishing his business with Coves. Glancing across the room, he saw a very pretty girl in a brown suit approaching the desk.


The girl was agreeable in every respect. She was slender, flexible. She had citron-tan skin, big solemn dark eyes, brown hair lustrous as Turkish coffee. She wore a brown skirt and jacket with touches of scarlet, and a pair of silly little bronze leather sandals.


She took a key from the clerk, and a bellboy conducted her to the elevator. Milo crossed the lobby to the desk.


“Excuse me,” he said to the clerk, “that girl who just registered…who is she?”


The clerk’s expression was like a sly nudge with the elbow. “She registered ‘Miss Lydia Pickett and party’.”


“Who’s the party?”


The clerk shrugged. “Hasn’t showed yet.”


Milo rubbed his chin. “She looks kind of young—for what she’s supposed to be.”


The clerk shrugged. “Do I look like a hotel clerk?”


Milo saw a gourd-shaped man of forty with a wispy mustache, large glistening teeth. “Why no…More like a—well, civil engineer.”


The clerk teetered back and forth on his heels. “That’s the story right there. You can’t tell much by looks.”


Milo, turning away, bumped into a tall, angular woman of indefinite age. She had cold eyes, a nose and chin like the working end of a pipe wrench.


The contact caused the woman to drop her handbag. “Sorry,” said Milo. He bent to retrieve the article; she did the same. Their heads collided.


“Umph,” said Milo. “Excuse me.”


The woman straightened. “I’ll get it myself, thank you.”


“As you please,” said Milo. The woman stooped and seized the bag. The clasp loosened and a tumble of pink lingerie, a long ivory comb, an ivory-backed brush, fell out. A can labeled ‘Xtra-Value Epsom Salts’ spread its contents.


Milo bent forward. “May I help you?”


“You will oblige me,” said the woman, “by getting yourself out of the way.”


Milo marched back to his seat at the desk. The woman was shown to her room by a bellboy.


Half an hour later, the girl in brown descended the stairs and pushed through the swinging door into the coffee shop.


Milo gave his jacket a jerk, ran his hands through his hair, and followed briskly.


The girl had settled at a booth and was surveying the menu. Milo slid into the seat opposite her. She glanced up inquiringly.


“I’m Milo Green,” said Milo. “One of your neighbors on Bird Island, starting today.”


The girl’s polite but cool glance became a trifle less guarded. “What part of the island is yours?”
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