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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 1

      
      The snow was coming down faster now.

      
      Rhys Morgan smoothed a clear space in the misted bus window so he could see out more clearly. A dozen or so of his schoolmates
         were piling out at the stop on the outskirts of town. Immediately they began scooping snow from the grass verge and launched
         into a snowball fight.
      

      
      Few of them were adequately dressed for the weather, their thin Adidas and Reebok jackets more fashion statements than protection against the elements. The day had begun warm and sunny but had turned cold
         during the end-of-term assembly. They’d all sat fidgeting in the hall as the Head droned on about the spirit of Christmas,
         wanting only to be released into the freedom of their holidays. By the time they’d got outside, the first flakes were already
         falling. Now, less than half an hour later, the whole landscape of suburban housing was carpeted white.
      

      
      Rhys’s heart lurched in his chest as a snowball thudded against his window. He burrowed into the warmth of the black Gore-Tex parka that had once been his father’s. It was several sizes too big for him but his mother had insisted he wear it since
         his own winter jacket had gone missing after a Games lesson. Given the rapidly deteriorating conditions outside, he was beginning to appreciate her insistence.
      

      
      The driver revved the engine, the door gave an asthmatic wheeze as it closed, and the bus trundled on again.

      
      Rhys kept staring out at the flakes swirling down, wondering why they always looked grey against the sky but white against
         everything else. Terry the driver was sucking on his teeth as he accelerated, trying to squeeze as much power as he could
         out of the ancient engine before they began the steep climb out of Wellsthorpe.
      

      
      At the back of the bus, Jack Dawson started singing, ‘I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas,’ in a weird falsetto voice that sounded
         dead sinister.
      

      
      Rhys didn’t look round. He and Jack were the last two passengers on the bus – always were. And this was the part of the journey
         he’d come to dread because he never knew what to expect from Jack.
      

      
      ‘Pack it in!’ Terry yelled from the front. He changed down a gear as they began the ascent, the town already behind them,
         gorse and bracken on either side now, clotted with snow.
      

      
      To Rhys’s surprise, Jack obeyed without a word of sarcasm or complaint. If anything, the silence that followed was even worse
         because Rhys didn’t know what Jack might be up to. The journey home from school seldom passed without him indulging in some
         sort of mischief.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Morgan!’

      
      The voice was still coming from the back seat. Rhys still didn’t look round.

      
      ‘Hey,’ it came again. ‘Morgan grinder! You alive down there?’

      
      Rhys didn’t dignify this with any response. When he’d first come to the school in September Jack had been friendly towards him, but since half term things had changed. Now it was all snide nicknames – Morgan the Gorgon, Fried Rhys, even the tired old Taffy. Rhys didn’t know what he had done to provoke Jack’s change of attitude.
      

      
      Abruptly, Jack slid into the seat beside him. Rhys had to make a studied effort to turn and look him in the face. Jack was
         small, dark and wiry, with calculating eyes that always seemed to be probing you, looking for a weakness. He wore only his
         black blazer and trousers – no jacket, gloves or scarf.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘not talking to me?’

      
      ‘What do you want, Jack?’

      
      ‘Lend us a fiver.’

      
      This was said simply as a provocation, Rhys was sure. He sighed, though he could feel himself knotting up inside, wondering
         what sort of wind-up Jack intended this time. Physically, Rhys was much bigger than Jack and in a straight fight might be
         able to overwhelm him with sheer mass and muscle power. But Jack was a dominant character, always confident and cocky, so
         that even the out-and-out bullies at school left him alone.
      

      
      ‘The thing is,’ Jack went on, ‘I need to buy me dad a Christmas present, and I’m brassic. How about a loan?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘No?’

      
      ‘I haven’t got that kind of money.’

      
      Jack just waited.

      
      ‘Even if I did, I wouldn’t give it to you.’

      
      ‘Give?’ Jack pretended to look offended. ‘You think I wouldn’t pay you back? A loan is what I said. A loan. Got a different
         meaning in Welsh, has it? Here in England, that means you give someone some money and they promise to pay it back.’
      

      
      
      ‘I know what it means,’ Rhys replied, feeling his face grow hot.

      
      He and his mother had moved from Wales to Cumbria in the summer. For the first half of term, Jack had been one of the few
         kids in school not to take the mickey out of his accent. In fact, now Rhys thought about it, Jack still didn’t like the other
         kids making jokey remarks about his nationality. He was fine with Rhys when others were around, even protective of him as
         the new boy. It was only when the two of them were alone together that the sarcasm started. It was the opposite of the usual
         type of bullying. Bullies liked an audience, cronies to impress, whereas Jack had never tried to take advantage of him in
         company. Rhys couldn’t fathom it at all.
      

      
      ‘You can’t be short of a few quid,’ Jack went on.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Your mum must be raking in the dosh.’

      
      ‘Teachers aren’t that well paid,’ Rhys retorted, although he knew there was no point in trying to argue with Jack when he
         had no intention of being reasonable.
      

      
      ‘Better paid than schoolkeepers.’

      
      This was said with undisguised bitterness. Jack’s father was the senior caretaker at Wellsthorpe High, where Rhys’s mother
         also worked as an English teacher. It had never occurred to Rhys that Jack might resent what he saw as their difference in
         status.
      

      
      ‘Is that it?’ Rhys said. ‘Is that why you’re always on my case these days? Because you think my mum has a posher job than
         your dad.’
      

      
      Jack looked at him as if startled by the very idea.

      
      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he insisted. ‘What are you on about?’
      

      
      Throwing it back at him. Rhys said, ‘I’m trying to figure out why you’ve turned nasty.’

      
      
      ‘Nasty?’ Again, Jack made it sound like he didn’t know what Rhys meant. ‘Me, nasty? I’m as nice as pie.’

      
      His grin looked more like a baring of teeth.

      
      ‘Yeah,’ Rhys replied. ‘Arsenic pie.’

      
      It wasn’t a particularly witty response. Jack frowned, as though trying to work out a joke.

      
      ‘Fancy jacket,’ Jack said with reference to Rhys’s parka. ‘Plenty of room in there, by the looks of it. Got central heating
         and a colour TV inside, have you?’
      

      
      All week Rhys had had to endure jokes about the size of the parka.

      
      ‘It was my dad’s,’ he said simply.

      
      Jack had obviously intended to take the mickey further, but at this he fell silent, simply staring at Rhys.

      
      ‘Look,’ Rhys said, ‘if you’ve decided you don’t like me, then fair enough. I can live with it. But why don’t you just stop
         bothering me?’
      

      
      Jack pretended to be surprised.

      
      ‘Like you?’ he echoed. ‘Of course I like you. You’re all right. You just get on my nerves, that’s all!’

      
      Then he was up and away, scuttling down the aisle towards Terry.

   



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Rhys settled back in his seat again, feeling as if he’d just survived an ordeal. Survived rather than triumphed, but at least
         he hadn’t let Jack walk all over him.
      

      
      Jack had crouched down next to the driver’s seat. He was talking and laughing with Terry, perhaps sharing a joke with him.
         Rhys wondered if it was a joke at his own expense. No, he mustn’t get paranoid, though he was glad he couldn’t hear their
         voices over the complaining roar of the bus’s engine as it neared the top of its steep climb.
      

      
      Finally, they crested the hill, a thousand feet above Wellsthorpe. The wind was driving the snow almost horizontally across
         the barren landscape of fells. Up here there was nothing except snow-cloaked heathery grass, no sign of civilization apart
         from the diminishing thread of the road. The snow had started to stick and thicken on its surface, blurring its boundaries.
         Terry actually braked as they dipped down again into a hollow. The windscreen wipers swayed to and fro with increasing effort,
         casting aside a heavier burden of snow with every minute that passed.
      

      
      Presently, Jack came back down the aisle and swung down beside him.

      
      
      ‘Terry’s getting worried,’ Jack said, though he sounded unconcerned himself. ‘He reckons we might have to bobsleigh down Serpent’s
         Curve. Better get your crash helmet on.’
      

      
      Serpent’s Curve was the local name given to the double-looped stretch of road that wound down into the village of Netherlake
         where both Jack and Rhys lived. In summer the place was a beauty spot much favoured by hikers and cyclists. In winter it could
         be downright treacherous.
      

      
      ‘Anyway,’ Jack said, ‘my father’s got a degree in engineering.’

      
      He was picking up from their previous conversation. And for once he sounded serious.

      
      ‘I know,’ Rhys said. ‘You told me.’

      
      ‘He had a breakdown after my mum went. Decided to get out of the rat race and do a job he could walk away from at the end
         of the day and not worry about.’
      

      
      Rhys nodded. Jack had told him this, too. They’d had quite a few very frank conversations in the first couple of months after
         Rhys had moved to Netherlake, usually when they were alone on the same bus on the way to school in the morning.
      

      
      Jack’s mother had simply walked out ten years before, when Jack was four. He’d told Rhys he remembered nothing of it but his
         father had taken it badly, drinking a lot at first before finally cracking up. Jack had had to go and live with his auntie
         in Whitehaven for six months. His father had recovered but had never been the same since. He tended not to look after himself,
         and had packed in a high-profile job with a water company, opting instead for a menial post at the school.
      

      
      ‘You never told anyone, did you?’ Jack was asking.

      
      The question was sincere, his face open for once, free of craftiness or mischief. As it used to be when they’d first got to know one another.
      

      
      ‘Is that what you think?’ Rhys asked.

      
      ‘I’m just asking.’

      
      ‘Of course I didn’t. You said it was confidential. I’d never tell anyone.’

      
      A brief silence. Jack’s face was unreadable.

      
      ‘He’s a good dad,’ Jack said, staring directly at him. ‘Sometimes he forgets to shave or change his clothes, but he’s always
         been there for me.’
      

      
      ‘I like your father,’ Rhys replied.

      
      He was sincere in this. It was true that Mr Dawson often had several days of stubble on his face and wore shirts and trousers
         that looked as if they’d been slept in. It was true that his mind sometimes seemed to be somewhere else entirely, and that
         there were moments when you’d glimpse a look of terrible loss on his face. Yet he was a kind man who’d helped Rhys’s mother
         rewire the entire house soon after they’d moved in. He’d also dug over the garden for them and had kept both Jack and Rhys’s
         bikes roadworthy during the early months of their friendship when they went off cycling together at weekends. The four of
         them had even had a meal together at a restaurant in Wellsthorpe just before half term, and everyone had been in good spirits.
         It was the last time things had been so easy between the two of them.
      

      
      ‘Your mum must get lonely,’ Jack remarked.

      
      Rhys hadn’t expected this.

      
      ‘I think she’s too busy most of the time to worry about it,’ he said. ‘And too stressed, probably. Teaching in a comprehensive
         isn’t the easiest of jobs, especially when you’re new to a school. Most evenings she’s marking books or preparing lessons
         till bedtime. She’s up at seven in the morning, and often doesn’t get home till six.’
      

      
      
      ‘Same as my dad.’

      
      ‘Which is why we’re both stuck on this old rattler rather than sitting snug in the back of her Fiesta.’

      
      ‘She’s been giving my dad a lift into school most mornings. And back home after.’

      
      ‘I know. Saves on bus fare, eh?’

      
      Jack stuck his hand in his blazer pocket. ‘Remember I went to Whitehaven at half term?’

      
      Rhys nodded. Jack had been away for the best part of the week. In the jokey tone of someone doing a parody of polite conversation
         he said, ‘And how was your Auntie Linda? Well, I hope.’
      

      
      Jack didn’t smile. He pulled something from his pocket.

      
      ‘I saw my mum,’ he announced.

      
      Rhys just looked at him. There was nothing in Jack’s face to tell him what he had thought of the experience.

      
      ‘She’s living in America now,’ he went on. ‘She was only over for a short visit but she asked to see me and my dad agreed.’

      
      Rhys didn’t know what to say. He came out with, ‘So how was it?’

      
      ‘Like meeting a stranger in some ways. In other ways, not like that at all. There was something familiar about her.’ He caught
         himself. ‘Well, there would be, wouldn’t there? What I mean is, I started remembering things. Remembering how she was before
         she left. When I was little.’
      

      
      He ground to a halt, as if his voice, which had grown a little cracked, might fall apart completely if he continued.

      
      Again Rhys searched for something appropriate to say.

      
      ‘I expect she was pleased to see you.’

      
      Jack shrugged. ‘Maybe she was, maybe she wasn’t. Oh, she was friendly enough on the surface. Interested in what I’d been up to over the years. But at the same time there was something distant about her.’
      

      
      ‘Did she tell you why she’d left?’

      
      Jack shook his head, though it wasn’t a denial. ‘Said she just had to get out, find a new life.’ He swallowed. ‘She told me
         she was sorry, but it was obvious she’d never regretted going. She gave me this before she left.’
      

      
      He held something out, something like a cat’s cradle of black cord with different coloured beads and feathers adorning it.
         Jack had it looped around his index finger.
      

      
      ‘What is it?’ Rhys asked.

      
      ‘A parting gift. She told me she’d got it from a friend in America.’ A pause. ‘I want you to have it.’

      
      ‘Me?’

      
      He nodded, seeming very serious about it.

      
      ‘Take it,’ Jack said.

      
      ‘I couldn’t,’ Rhys replied. ‘It’s from your mum. A gift to you. Why would you want to give it away?’

      
      Jack smiled without humour.

      
      ‘Your dad’s dead, right?’

      
      Rhys nodded, feeling something rise in the pit of his throat. They’d both swapped life histories, so Jack knew the story.
         Rhys’s father had collapsed with a brain haemorrhage four summers ago. Just dropped dead one Saturday afternoon while out
         in the front garden mowing the lawn. There’d been no warning, nothing.
      

      
      Even now, a part of him still found it impossible to accept. His father had been a fit and active man who took regular exercise
         and wasn’t overweight. He’d never smoked, never drank more than the occasional pint of beer or glass or wine with a meal.
         Sometimes these things just happen the doctor had told them, as though he and his mum would draw some comfort from that. They
         hadn’t. If anything, it only made it more unfair. Not a day passed when Rhys didn’t think of him, remembering his laughter and sense of fun, missing his sheer presence as keenly
         as ever.
      

      
      ‘Now that’s bad enough,’ Jack was saying, ‘but at least you know he’s gone for good, yes? It’s painful but final. You can
         come to terms with it eventually. And it’s no one’s fault.’
      

      
      ‘That doesn’t make it any easier,’ Rhys assured him.

      
      ‘Maybe not. But when your parents split up – well, the first thing you think is that it’s somehow your fault. And you keep
         hoping that one day they might get it back together. I know I did, anyway. I had this feeling that my mum would come back
         and that she and my dad would patch it up so that the three of us would be one happy family again. Pathetic, eh?’
      

      
      ‘Not at all.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s how I felt. The hoping is the worst part of it.’

      
      ‘And it isn’t going to happen?’

      
      Jack shook his head fiercely. ‘My mum made it plain she wasn’t coming back. She didn’t actually say as much, but I knew. And
         she knew I knew. She’s got another life in the good old U.S. of A. now. A job, somewhere to live, maybe even a new partner.
         I didn’t ask and she didn’t say. But it was obvious – no more happy families. Ever. So when she gave me this …’ he jiggled
         the object on his finger ‘it was like an insult.’
      

      
      Rhys allowed a silence before saying, ‘You still haven’t told me what it is.’

      
      ‘Some kind of American Indian good luck charm. A dreamcatcher. So I could make the most of the rest of my life, she said.
         Capture the things I wanted.’
      

      
      His tone was scathing, but then he said, ‘The thing is, all I ever really wanted was her.’

      
      
      It was just this type of openness and honesty that had cemented their friendship so swiftly in the early days. Jack had talked
         without embarrassment about all sorts of personal matters, and Rhys had responded in kind. Which had made Jack’s later rejection
         of him all the more crushing. Now, it felt just like the old times between them.
      

      
      For a moment he thought that Jack might be about to cry. Or explode with rage.

      
      Very carefully he said, ‘I still don’t understand why you want me to have it.’

      
      ‘Because I can’t stand to keep it and I can’t let myself throw it away. I can’t keep it because it’s not enough, it’s no compensation
         for her deserting us. But it may be the last thing I’ll ever get from her. So I want you to hold on to it for me. Just in
         case.’
      

      
      ‘In case of what?’

      
      The fierce look came back into his eyes. ‘In case I ever decide I want it back.’

      
      He was holding out the dreamcatcher. Offering it as a renewal of their friendship? As a gesture of his trust?

      
      Gently Rhys lifted it off his finger. Sensing that Jack wanted it out of his sight, he put it straight into one of the pockets
         of his parka.
      

      
      Immediately something in Jack relaxed, and he grinned.

      
      ‘I’ve got something else for you,’ he said. ‘Hold out your hand and close your eyes.’

      
      ‘Are you winding me up again?’

      
      ‘I promise. It’s something I got specially for you.’

      
      ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘It’s a surprise, dummy. That’s why I want you to close your eyes. Come on, hold out your hand. Palm up.’

      
      
      Rhys did so, keeping his eyes open.

      
      ‘Close ’em,’ Jack insisted.

      
      Rhys shook his head.

      
      ‘Where’s your sense of adventure? “Trust me, I’m a cop.”’

      
      A line from Beverly Hills Cop, a movie they’d watched together on video one rainy Saturday night when Jack had stayed over at his place. His mother had
         let the pair of them stay up late, swapping jokes and playing Gran Turismo on Rhys’s PlayStation into the small hours.
      

      
      Rhys closed his eyes.

      
      Something plopped on to his palm. Something compact and heavy. Cold and clammy.

      
      A lizard. Rhys recoiled the instant he saw it, throwing up his hand in horror. The creature went flying away, skittering under
         one of the seats.
      

      
      Rhys started to tremble, peering frantically around to see where it had gone. Jack was laughing.

      
      ‘It’s dead,’ he said.

      
      Rhys kept looking under the seats, expecting the reptile to come darting out.

      
      ‘I found it outside the gym block,’ Jack was saying. ‘Thought you might like it as a souvenir.’

      
      His grin was nasty, his eyes dark and calculating again. Rhys breathed in slowly, trying to calm himself. He’d always had
         a fear of reptiles and amphibians. Even frogs made his skin crawl. He’d confessed this to Jack during one of their heart-to-heart
         talks. Jack hadn’t forgotten. He’d done it on purpose.
      

      
      Moving swiftly, Jack ducked under the seat and retrieved the dead creature. He held it up by its tail and dangled it in front
         of Rhys, still smiling. Its belly was rust-orange, with black spots. A male, Rhys knew, rather than a female, whose underside was pale yellow with no spots. Rhys knew a lot about lizards and snakes and frogs and toads. He’d
         deliberately researched them, finding out all he could in the hope that it would calm his fears.
      

      
      It hadn’t.

      
      ‘See?’ Jack was saying. ‘It’s dead. Couldn’t hurt a fly, let alone a Morgan.’



OEBPS/images/9780575102491.jpg
ICE TOWER

THE BSFA AWARD-WINNING
AUTHOR OF AZTEC CENTURY





OEBPS/images/Art_pub.jpg
%EWAY





