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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.







One


LOOKING BACK, it seems ironical that we were so nearly ready to go. We had been promising ourselves that trip for so long, and now at last the arrangements were nearing completion. We were like people who had been planning for months to make a very special visit—people all dressed up and on the verge of departure when they themselves were confronted by unexpected visitors, so that it became necessary after all to stay at home and cope with the newcomers.


There we were, ready to leave; and there they were, on our doorstep.


Only, of course, they didn’t make themselves known to us right away.


Winslow came back on a hot August afternoon. That was the beginning of it all as far as I was concerned, and as far as the rest of us at the Franklin Sands station were concerned. I remember the heat that came prickling across the desert, and the dusty haze that blotted out the sierra to the south. I remember hearing men cursing the metal that was hot under their hands as they worked. I remember that one of the senior physicists and I had had a quite fruitless discussion over lunch as to whether the freakish heat-wave had anything to do with the strange meteoric showers of a week ago.


And I remember that I was in Winslow’s house, with his wife, when he got back.


I had been saying: “You’ve got to make some sort of decision quickly.”


“How can I? I’m still confused—hopelessly confused.”


“I don’t see why. You don’t owe him anything. He’s gone, and you can’t say you’re sorry. Maybe your pride’s hurt …”


She smiled. “I don’t think I’m a very proud person, Cliff. But I can’t just draw a line and say there, that’s one part of my life ended, let’s start another. I’ve got to have a breathing space.”


I said: “If you take too long, it’ll only make things more difficult.”


“You mean that as I can’t stay here on my own, and as I’ll have to go back to New York, you’re wondering if you might forget me?”


“You’re just being awkward,” I said. “You know I won’t forget you. You know I’ll be here, however long it takes you to sort things out. But for your own sake …”


It was then that we heard the key in the front door. We stared at one another.


Julia said: “No. Oh, no. It couldn’t be.”


She sat with her hands pressed down beside her on the settee. All the colour drained away from her face, so that her auburn hair seemed to glow more richly than ever.


Steve Winslow came in.


He stood in the doorway for a moment, looking at us with that characteristic expression of his—that dark saturnine grin that creased his features so often as to be entirely meaningless.


“Well,” he said. “Well, hello there. Nice to see you again, Cliff.”


I said: “Hello, Steve.”


Julia stood up. She was very small—a small, defiant figure in a green shirt and brown slacks. Propping himself against the wall, Steve still towered over her.


“Hot, isn’t it?” he said.


Julia said: “What have you come back for? I understood … I didn’t expect …”


“Changed my mind,” he said coolly.


“But—”


“Don’t you want me back?” he said.


There was a pause. Then Julia said: “No, I don’t. Why should I?”


Steve glanced at me. “You’re the Welfare Officer here, Cliff. Talk to her: that’s part of your job. I suppose you were consoling her a few minutes ago. Well, now you can tell her to be a good little wife and be thankful everything has worked out for the best. I’m back.


“That’s not part of my job,” I said.


Steve slouched across the room and slumped down on the settee. He patted the place where Julia had been sitting, and indicated that she should come back there.


She went over to the window and looked out, her arms straight by her side, her shoulders tensed.


I said: “How did you get back? The station is closed for a fortnight—nobody in or out. You can’t just walk in.”


“But I did. At least, I had an argument with the men on the north gate, but they knew me. My pass is in order. They haven’t replaced me on the job, and I’m still needed here. I’ve got to report to Security in ten minutes, and tell them if I sold any secrets to bearded spies while I was outside. But I didn’t, so I guess I’ll be back in the shops to-morrow.”


Julia, her back to us, said again: “What have you come back for?”


“This is where I work, honey. That’s good enough.”


“Not to my way of thinking, it’s not,” I said.


He got to his feet with weary insolence, and went over to the window.


The sky seemed faintly red, blurred over by the dust that drifted across the workshops and living quarters Somewhere out there in the haze stood the ship, tilted towards the heavens. Steve Winslow looked out and said:


“I got to thinking that I ought not to leave the job unfinished. Funny the way it gets you, isn’t it? Found I was pretty fond of the ship.”


“I think you’d better go over to Security right away,” I said. “I don’t think you ought to have been let back in.”


“Perhaps you don’t. For security reasons … or personal ones?”


“Look here, Winslow——”


“Don’t get hot about it. Makes you sweat. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t come back, Cliff. I didn’t clear out because I wanted to sell information to a rival power. I ran off with a woman: remember? All right. It didn’t work, so I’ve come back. Nothing to do with Security.”


“It didn’t take you long to get tired of her,” I said. “And now that you’re back, I suppose you’re going to put Julia through all that misery again?”


“Don’t let’s be nasty about it. Why don’t you run along, Cliff, and leave us to our touching reunion?”


There wasn’t anything else I could do. I wanted to smash my fist into his slack, sensual face, but it wouldn’t have looked good for the Welfare Officer to have assaulted a man in the man’s own home. A nice story it would have made: Cliff Glemser, supposedly the guy who sorted out other people’s troubles, involved in a brawl. You could almost hear what they would have said: of course he was in love with Julia Winslow—chances are he’s been crazy about her for ages.


And that was true. I’d wanted Julia for a long time.


At the door I turned and said: “Julia, if anything goes wrong——”


“What should go wrong?” asked Winslow blandly. “I’m here to protect her. But drop in and see us sometime—put us on your routine calling list.”


I went out.


I felt sick inside. Sick with jealousy and frustration. But I couldn’t let that last. This wasn’t a job that allowed you to spend any time on your personal worries. Maybe later on we could straighten things out: maybe when these two tense weeks were over, I could make plans for Julia and myself, and we could get away from this barren, restricted world on the desert.


I trudged across to the canteen. Beyond it loomed the great concrete block of workshops. The steady thump of machinery pounded away, a background to all life and conversation and eating and sleeping in this corner of the station. Away to the left I could just see the three nearest launching ramps, bare and angular, grotesque as some prehistoric monoliths against the sandy distance.


There was so much space—the expanse of flat land and the giddy expanse of sky—and yet one felt shut in. We were all enclosed, imprisoned as though in a concentration camp. Far away to the south, east and west were the barriers, guarded by every warning device known to man. The northern barrier wasn’t far: I could see the squat shape of the guard-house from here. The men who worked here were picked men, conscious of their great task. They had brought their families and settled down to get on with work that would widen mankind’s horizons. But in the world to-day, if you tried to widen mankind’s horizons you had to do it in secrecy, screened by special agents, allowing yourself to be shut in and watched, living according to a set of irritating rules. My job was to make things easy—within limits. I had to organise entertainments, overcome personal resentments and fight against a sort of claustrophobia that became almost an occupational disease. Letting men bring their families here was a good thing in many ways, and in any case it would have caused a hell of an uproar if it had been forbidden, but in other ways it did a lot of harm: a devoted physicist would slave away contentedly all day in the shops and offices with his mind on the stars, but when he got home in the evening he was liable to succumb to the petty irritations of his wife and end up by feeling just as nervy and fidgety as she was. I was kept pretty busy: at times I thought that I played the part of a secular priest, listening to confessions and grouches and offering advice. It was often hard to believe that there was anything beyond the confines of the station. Our only way out was up: everything we did was directed towards the achievement of that escape from Earth, up into the skies.


A week from now, if everything went according to schedule, the first moon rocket would be launched. And after that … well, after that maybe we could go out and see if New York was still there, and if the lights still shone on Broadway, and if there were any human beings left who could talk about something else besides escape velocity and firing chambers and the futile gossip of a restricted, fretful, unnaturally concentrated community.


I went into the canteen to relax for a moment, and as soon as I was inside the door the manageress, a woman with a shrill voice and a large chin, called me over and said she couldn’t stand any more of Dr. Schoen’s tantrums.


“We have trouble—you know what trouble we’ve had—getting the only brand of tobacco he says he can smoke. And now he comes in and says he’s tired of it, he’s changed his mind, why haven’t we got something else, and what sort of a canteen is this? If you could speak to him, Mr. Glemser …”


Yes, I can speak to him. I thought I was going to devote most of my time when I came here to putting on shows in the station theatre, and fixing films and visiting mothers with families. But the physicists and the chemists need more visiting and soothing than their womenfolk, one way and another, and when we do get a top-line show down here they usually stay away just to show how peeved they’re feeling. But I’ll speak to him. That’s what I’m here for.


It was only at night, or at unexpectedly quiet intervals during the day, that I got a chance to think about Julia. I wished I could stop thinking about her altogether; and at the same time I didn’t wish anything of the kind.


I went out of my way to avoid her during the next couple of days, but inevitably we met during the evening of the cinema show I had arranged. In front of everyone else we smiled politely, and I asked if Steve was coming. She said that he didn’t feel in the mood, and was staying at home. It was only when we had moved a little way away from the chattering groups that I said in a low voice:


“Is everything all right?”


“Yes,” she said.


“Really all right?” I insisted.


“Cliff, I don’t know. Steve isn’t unpleasant, or bad-tempered. He’s better than he used to be. It’s just that … oh, I don’t know how to put it. I just get the feeling that he’s not really there. He speaks the same as he always did, but he’s thinking of something else all the time. It’s frightening.”


“He always was thinking of something else, wasn’t he?” I said brutally. “Something—or somebody.”


“This isn’t the same. He keeps himself to himself, and … Cliff, I think he’s ill. He never comes near me unless he’s fully dressed, ready to go out. I haven’t seen him with his shirt sleeves rolled up——”


“But what’s that got to do with illness?”


“I don’t know. That’s what I said—I don’t know how to put it. But yesterday, looking at the back of his neck, I thought I saw some queer sort of rash. I know that sounds silly. But I asked him what it was, and he looked at me with a sort of blank look I’ve never seen on his face before, and told me I must be imagining things. Since then, I’ve hardly seen him.”


I didn’t like to tell her that I, too, thought she must be imagining things. I was glad that he was leaving her alone, and I supposed he must be brooding over the failure of his recent escapade. Sooner or later he would revert to type; he would be the old Steve Winslow again. I hoped that before then I’d be able to get Julia away.


Not seeing him with his shirt sleeves rolled up … There was something ludicrous about that remark. Yet it was no sillier than a lot of the neurotic things I had to listen to day after day in this place. I was not to know then that Julia had, as Winslow’s wife, sensed something very real—something alien and frightening—behind that apparently inconsequential detail.


It must, I suppose, have been the following day that Mercer came to see me.


Mercer was our Senior Medical Officer. His work and mine frequently tended to overlap, so that I saw a good deal of him at one time and another. I liked him. He was a plump man with a fondness for conversation. To hear him talk, you would have said that he was a callous materialist who regarded the human body as no more than a machine working according to certain rules which he himself knew off by heart. As for the human mind, it was merely a sorting office. Mercer would blather on for hours about sterilisation of the unfit, the unfit being anyone he happened to have a grudge against at any particular time. He would talk in wild abstractions, pursuing fine threads of thought while at the same time denying that the human brain was capable of truly abstract speculation. And what it all added up to was that he was a brilliant physician, an accomplished surgeon, and a man with the kindest heart and the most self-denying devotion to his chosen profession.


He came and perched on the edge of my desk and said, with that deceptively far-away look in his eyes which too often meant that he was preparing to launch out into a long dissertation: “Did you hear the news bulletin late last night?”


“I was filling in returns until late last night,” I said, self-righteously.


“Returns? Don’t believe in ’em. Lumping things into categories, signing in quadruplicate—bound to lead to a complete social breakdown in due course.”


I wished I had kept my big mouth shut. I had heard most of his variations on this topic, and had no desire to have them played over once more.


But he checked himself and returned to his original query. “I happened to be listening,” he said. In point of fact I knew that the radio in Mercer’s quarters was rarely switched off: the television screen flickered all day long, and announcers’ voices boomed away persistently. It was from his spasmodic contacts with these peremptory or persuasive voices that Mercer got most of the garbled items of information or comment that he would later blow up into vast, misleading generalisations. “Just happened to hear,” he said, “the tail end of a news item about a sort of epidemic they’re having in New York and up the eastern seaboard. Odd. Of course it was as vague as all those news stories are—not a word that meant anything in it. But it was interesting.”


“Inaccurate stories are always more interesting than calm scientific reports,” I murmured dutifully, as he paused.


“Hm. Apparently a large number of people—quite abnormally large—have been suffering from a strange growth on the skin. Starts in different places, spreads rapidly. A typical broadcast, mind you: a few vague remarks of that sort, and then a warning that people needn’t be alarmed, as no case has yet proved fatal, and the medical authorities were working on the problem. So naturally everyone will be alarmed. Once an epidemic becomes news, it’s a matter for panic. Damn it, we’re so cut off down here. I’d like to know what it’s all about.”


I said: “Just scientific curiosity, or for any other reason?”


He blinked owlishly at me, and wriggled himself further on to my desk. “They said it seemed to be highly infectious,” he said.


“You’re going to tell me we’ve got a case here,” I said.


He said: “Two cases, as a matter of fact.”


“Oh, hell.”


Epidemics meant more work for me.


“Highly infectious,” said Mercer, a dismal echo.


“What are you going to do about it?”


“That’s what I’m wondering. If I could find out what it really is, or what the boys in the big city know about it, I might be able to make a decision. But if I just tell the station commander on my own authority that he’s got to keep those two away from the shops because they’ve got something I can’t understand, that doesn’t appear to be doing them any harm … frankly, he’s not going to smile upon me.”


There was more to it than that, really. For all his vagueness and apparent scepticism, Mercer was just as keen as we all were to see that rocket take off in a few days’ time. He knew how hard everyone was working, and how necessary it was that they should keep working hard. If a man was genuinely ill, nothing would stop Mercer from insisting that he stopped work, no matter what the consequences; but when he wasn’t sure, he hesitated to delay the final overhauling of the ship.


He looked cross. He hated not being sure.


I said: “Who are the two? Important cogs in the machine?”


He nodded. “Very important. Staffen, the best of the electricians—or so I’m informed.”


“Your information is accurate.”


“Mm. And the other is Safranski——”


“The deputy pilot?”


“Just so.”


“But that raises the question——”


“Of whether he’ll be allowed to go? Exactly. And Safranski is pretty mad. He came to me so I could clear up what he thought was a minor skin eruption, before he took off for the Moon. Now it’s spreading, and he’s cursing himself for coming to me at all. He’d sooner have said nothing, even if it meant suffering torments during the voyage.” He scowled. “I’ll have to see the Old Man and get permission for a call to the city, to see what they’ll tell me.”


“That’ll be an involved business,” I said.


“Don’t tell me. By the time we’ve exchanged a set of special code-words, and been cleared by Security, and then persuaded the folk at the other end that we’re on the up and up, we’ll probably get started and then be cut off because one of us has used a medical term that sounds like a secret code for the enemy. Well, I’d better move along.”


I said: “Do you want me to see Staffen and Safranski … or—or anything?”


“You’re dying to have a look, aren’t you?” he grinned.


“Of course I am. You make it sound so mysterious and dramatic.”


“I have histrionic gifts,” admitted Mercer gently. “And besides, I don’t see why other people shouldn’t share my headaches. By all means have a look at the two of them. I’ll call back for you and take you over, if you like. They’re coming to the surgery for dressings at noon: you can give ’em spiritual comfort while I dab the ointment on.”


He went off to see Colonel Elliott.


In twenty minutes he was back, his plump baby face unnaturally grave.


“Any luck?” I said.


“They put me through on a top priority call. This business is serious. This is the swiftest and most contagious thing anyone has ever seen. The hospitals up there are jammed already, and the number of people who are being treated at home is swelling. Nothing stops the damned thing.”


“Our two had better be isolated, then?”


“And fast,” said Mercer. “Come on. But don’t get too close to them. The Old Man is coming over too.”


Colonel Elliott approached the surgery at the same time as we did. He wore his habitual expression of cool scepticism: as military commander of an experimental rocket station which was populated largely by eccentric scientists, their frequently eccentric families, and an assortment of civilians who might be regarded as mild crackpots or downright frauds—such as the Welfare Officer, for example—he had found that it paid to disbelieve everything he was told, putting the onus of proof and action on to the men who were doing the telling.
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