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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

 

 

Two bright circles of light moved through the mists, drawing closer to the porch where Sarah sat. The truck wheezed and halted. Shivering in the damp morning air, Sarah rose and walked to the railing. Two men climbed out of the cab and wandered around to the back of the truck. One of them glanced at her before lighting his cigarette; the fog swallowed the smoke.

Sarah turned and went inside. The hallway was also damp. She stumbled on a piece of loose red carpeting, and reached for the banister to her right, steadying herself. As she entered her apartment and closed the door, she heard Gerard's movements in the kitchen.

Water was boiling on the Franklin stove. She said, “The new neighbor's moving in.” Gerard grunted as he picked up the kettle of hot water and moved toward the bathroom. She followed him and watched him pour some into the sink.

"Want a bath?” he asked. “I think there's enough left."

She shrugged. “Sure.” He poured the rest of the water into the tub, put the kettle on the floor, and shed his robe. He sponged himself off by the sink. Sarah ran cold water into the tub as she undressed. Her teeth chattered. “On days like this, I wish I'd gone to California with my parents."

"At least we have water."

"But they have the weather. I think the new neighbor's moving in,” she said again. Feet were stomping up the stairs outside. She climbed into the tub and turned off the water.

"Did you see him?"

"I don't think so. There were two men with a truck, but they looked like movers."

"Movers!” Gerard toweled off his stocky body. “If he has that kind of money, why's he moving here?” He put on his robe and left the bathroom. Sarah washed quickly, remembering baths with water up to her neck.

By the time she finished, she was shivering once more. She dressed and found Gerard in the bedroom, looking out the tall front window that faced the porch. A small blue car had pulled up in front of the truck. A tail man in a trench coat was talking to one of the movers.

"That must be him,” Gerard muttered.

Sarah nudged him. “You'll be late."

Gerard closed the heavy burgundy curtains. “If someone like that's moving here, we're in trouble. It means the rents might go up. Or else it means things are worse than we think.” He began to get dressed, sniffing and snorting as he did so, and she wondered if he was coming down with a cold. He put on his coat and left, mumbling something that might have been good-bye.

Sarah wandered into the living room. She always looked forward to sleeping late on her day off, yet her insomnia usually had her up before dawn. The day would be free for worrying while she went over her budget yet again and waited on lines at the post office and the grocery store. She would be exhausted by evening, and would go to work tomorrow drained. The sheets needed washing, and it was her turn to do them. She thought of scrubbing them in the tub and hanging them on the line, and felt tired already. Adding figures in her head, she tried to see if she could squeeze enough from her funds to go to the laundromat.

She went to the door and listened. The stairs creaked under the feet of the movers. She opened the door and stepped back, startled. The new neighbor was standing there, his back to her. He turned.

"Hello!” He beamed and thrust out a hand. His hair was dark and his teeth white, his nose a bit too large for his fine features. She took the hand and gave it as firm a shake as she could manage. “Is this your flat? I'm your neighbor, then. I just rented the flat on the third floor.” The movers disappeared up the curving staircase with a red velvet love seat. “I'm Raf Courn."

"Sarah Jaynes. I live here with Gerard Litvinov. Maybe you saw him on the way out.” He continued to grip her hand. At last she detached herself. “Raf Courn. That's an odd name."

"I'm an odd fellow.” He chuckled, as if finding that amusing. She tried to smile. “I hope we'll be friends."

"I'm sure we will,” she said, not sure at all. “Don't you think you ought to go up there?"

"I beg your pardon?"

"The movers. They might put things in the wrong place.” She paused. “We don't usually get anyone who can afford movers."

"Oh. Well, well, what could I do? I have to have someone do it, I certainly couldn't manage by myself. I suppose I must go and supervise. We must have dinner together sometime, you and your husband and I."

"He's not my husband."

"You and your inamorato, then. I'm so pleased to have met you.” She watched him bound up the stairs in strides, his pale coat lifting around him as he leaped.

 

"He's definitely strange,” she told Gerard that night as they ate their vegetable soup. “He wants to have dinner with us sometime."

"If he gives us a free meal, I don't care how strange he is."

"Kathy saw him, too. He told her the same thing. He may end up feeding the building."

"What's he do?"

"I don't know."

Gerard finished his soup. Sarah washed the dishes with more hot water from the kettle, hurrying to finish before the electricity was shut off. Gerard got out an old cigar box and began to sort coupons.

Sarah leaned over his shoulder. “How many?"

"We're almost there. I called up Mr. Epstein this afternoon. He says Kathy gave him her gas vouchers. With ours too, he can trade for the solar panels and have them installed before winter.” Gerard owned an old Toyota which he never drove, but owning it meant he got coupons for gasoline, and they could be traded for other things. “He'll up the rents for the other tenants afterward, and give Kathy and us a break. Or—"

"Or what?"

"Or we can pay a bit more than we're paying, but have an option. Epstein said he'd draw it up right away, if we want. As long as we pay our rent on time, we'll be fine, and at the end of four years, we'll own the apartment. We won't have to worry about eviction."

"We can't,” she said. “We'll need the extra money."

"Come on, Sarah. We'll have security. I think it's a good idea. Mr. Epstein's being very fair about it. He says in the end he'll do better with the panels, because he can charge everyone else more rent. Besides, he needs me here to do all that plumbing for him. Look, I'll be able to use my gas coupons on the black market now, so we should be able to get by."

"And what happens if we decide to move out? It'll be just as if we never owned it, and we won't have had the extra money in the meantime."

Gerard reached up and drew her around until she was facing him. He held her arms. “Face it, Sarah, we aren't going to move. Where would we go?” She tried to pull away, but he held on to her.

"Things might get better."

"They won't. They can't. At least think about it before you decide. You know I can't do anything, the apartment's in your name."

He released her and she sat down across from him. It was only temporary; that was what she had told herself. She would get a better job and be able to leave this rundown building and seedy neighborhood. The government would try a new policy, or a scientist would make a discovery that would change everything, or the weather would improve. She could stand anything, if she thought there would be an end to it. But she was lucky to have the job she had; there would not be a better one. She could not afford to move. She could not even have kept this apartment without Gerard. Her own salary could pay only for a room.

She looked at Gerard. His pale broad face was set in a frown as he closed his box of coupons and vouchers. She tried not to let her resentment show in her face. Why didn't he do something? Didn't he want anything better?

Gazing at the floor, she poked at a crack in the faded linoleum with her foot. She suddenly wanted to cry, but that would only make Gerard uncomfortable and angry.

"Maybe you're right, Gerry. I'll think about it.” She was kidding herself again, she knew, thinking that something might happen before she had to decide.

 

 


 

 

Two

 

 

Lita Rand approached Sarah just as she was getting ready to meet Gerard for lunch. “Can you lose five pounds before next month?” Lita asked as she leaned against the counter.

"I could if I didn't have to eat so much starch,” Sarah said bitterly. The gray-haired woman frowned. “Yes, I can lose. Why?"

"We need models for the fall show next month. I'm asking some of you girls for your services."

"Aren't you using the regular models?"

Lita frowned still more. “We can't afford them this year. You'll have to give up two of your days off, of course, one for rehearsal and one for the show. Can I count on you?"

"What's the pay?"

The older woman grimaced. The lines in her wrinkled face were deeper. “I thought I made myself clear, Sarah. We can't afford to pay models. I was certain that all of us here at Warwick and Baum's would want to help the store during a difficult period. You know we're barely keeping the store at the mall open, and here—” Her mouth twisted. “I'm not getting paid to arrange the show, either,” she murmured. “Of course, all you girls will get a thirty percent discount on any of the clothes you model if you wish to buy them."

"That's very kind,” Sarah said, feeling her mouth curve into her habitual salesclerk's smile as she spoke. Her lunch hour was slipping away as she stood there. “All right, you can count on me."

"I was sure I could.” Lita walked away, her slender back ramrod stiff. Sarah realized that she was still smiling. A customer approached the counter. Sarah stared blankly at the woman, then turned quickly and walked away. Almost immediately, she regretted the rebellious act. Lingering next to the skirts on sale, she peered over them at the customer. Althea was waiting on her now; the woman was not even looking directly at the red-haired girl. Sarah hurried toward the book department. The elegiac melody of the store's piped-in music faded, and was replaced by a frantic thumping, pushing customers to buy.

Gerard was arranging a display for a new book. He stepped back and eyed the paperbound copies of The Prophet's Message. “You didn't get very many,” Sarah said as she came up behind him.

"I don't think it'll do that well.” Gerard had an instinct for books, which was why his job was secure. Book sales had risen, and there had been fewer returns, ever since he had begun supervising the book department. He was now allowed to make decisions about how to run it.

"But The Prophet Speaks sold millions of copies."

"People are getting tired of this stuff,” Gerard replied. “There's a rumor that NBC might cancel the Imam's show, and if that happens, his book will be a dust catcher. If I can just sell these copies before they yellow, I'll be happy."

"Excuse me."

Sarah turned. Raf Courn, the new neighbor, stood near her, dressed in a camel's-hair coat. He smiled.

"I didn't know you worked here."

"I work in sportswear, Gerry works in books. Gerry, this is Raf Courn. He took the upstairs apartment."

"Delighted,” Raf said, shaking hands. “I was looking for a book."

"It's my lunch hour now,” Gerard said. “Maybe Rob can help you.” He gestured at the blond man near the data-links.

"I'll just be a moment,” Raf replied. “Ah, I've found it.” He removed a copy of Gone With the Wind. Sarah sighed, estimating that she had already lost almost ten minutes of her lunch hour. “I don't suppose you have a hardback copy."

"You'll have to go to a rare book dealer for that.” Gerard, out of habit, straightened his shoulders and smiled at his customer. He moved closer to Raf. The taller man stepped back. “They'll charge you a lot, though. The book's always in demand.” He leaned forward. Sarah saw what he was doing, and wondered if Raf Courn did. Gerard's body was making a statement, saying: I am not just a device for selling things, I am a person, and you are going to acknowledge that, at least for a moment. Her own way of retaliating was different. She would become vague, and slow, almost against her will; even having a customer think she was stupid was better than making no impression at all, being only part of someone else's background. Often she would feel herself disappearing, becoming only a smile and a soft voice saying “May I help you?” and a pair of arms holding out a garment.

"Well, well, it doesn't matter. I'll take this one. I've heard it's quite good.” Sarah found that an odd remark to make about Gone With the Wind. Raf rummaged in his pockets. The armed guard in the aisle peered at Raf for a moment, then turned his attention to three shabby-looking boys who were loitering near the candy counter. “My, my. I seem to have left my card at home."

"We don't accept bills for cash purchases,” Gerard said, still smiling.

"Well, well. Here you are.” Raf handed him two silver coins. “That should cover it. I do find a card such a bother anyway, one always pays more once the rate of inflation is figured in, doesn't one.” Sarah tried not to fidget, wishing he would leave.

"Would you care to look at our reading lamps? So handy when the power goes off.” Gerard waved with one hand.

"No, no. I'm so glad I ran into you both. Are you free for dinner tomorrow? I do hope so. I'm asking everyone in the building. Please say you'll come."

Sarah opened her mouth. “We'll come,” Gerard responded, and she closed her mouth again.

"I'm so delighted.” Gerard rang up the purchase and put the book in a bag. “See you anon.” Raf drifted away, leaving a scent of musky cologne.

"About time,” Sarah muttered. Gerard took her arm. “I thought he'd never leave."

"We're getting a free meal out of it."

"I just hope he doesn't serve anything fattening. I have to lose five pounds.” They moved toward the cafeteria in the back of the store.

"You're too thin now."

She began to tell him about the fashion show.

 

"It's a buffet,” Raf said, leading them to the heavy oak table. “It's so tiresome to serve a formal dinner, don't you think?” Kathy, seated on the velvet love seat, was already eating. She smiled at Sarah and her eyebrows rose under her dark bangs. Larry Belder, who lived in the other first-floor apartment, was sitting on a long couch under the windows. Martin, the young man with whom he shared his quarters, sat with him. Martin glanced sideways at Larry, and Sarah thought she saw malice in his tilted eyes.

She gazed longingly at the food on the white linen tablecloth. “I'm on a diet,” she said apologetically to Raf. Gerard was already loading his plate.

"Ah.” Raf seized a plate and filled it with caviar, three small meatballs, and fruit salad, then added a hard-boiled egg. “Not too many calories there, my dear. And do have some champagne.” He poured her a glass. She sat next to Kathy. The middle-aged woman smiled at her, then rolled her eyes.

Sarah surveyed the apartment. Raf's place took up the entire third floor; his bedroom and bathroom were in a gable. The rest of the apartment was one large room. Bookcases filled with hardcovers lined one wall. The kitchen was tucked into one corner. The wood floor was bare, with a few scattered cushions. She noticed an end table with a cloisonné dish and an odd-looking console on it; the console was not a computer, and could not be part of a stereo, since there were no speakers. She saw no television, and assumed he kept one in the bedroom. The kitchen held a refrigerator; Raf had apparently decided to pay the extra fee Mr. Epstein required for hooking up the refrigerator to the basement generator, which was used when the city shut off power at night.

"So.” Raf sat on a cushion in the center of the room, his red caftan billowing around him. “We're all here. At least all of us except Mrs. Ritter. I'm sorry to say that she declined my invitation."

"Believe me, it's no loss,” Kathy said. “Mrs. Ritter heartily dislikes all of us."

"She seemed quite an imposing old lady, I must say.” Raf smiled at Kathy. “Well, well, I certainly have a variety of people here. You, Mrs. Giordano, are a schoolteacher, are you not?” Kathy nodded. “And I met Mr. Litvinov and Miss Jaynes at Warwick and Baum's Department Store. But I don't believe I know what you do, Mr. Belder."

"I work for the government. Fuel stamp board.” Larry tilted his balding head. “Not a popular position, I'm afraid."

"And you, Mr. Simms?"

Martin was silent.

"Martin is my very good friend,” Larry answered. “Officially, I'd guess you'd say he's a homemaker.” Martin stroked Larry's arm while shooting him another venomous look.

Sarah sipped her champagne. “What do you do, Mr. Courn?"

Raf laughed. “Oh, my. At the moment, I suppose I'm at liberty. Or perhaps you could say I'm on a travel allowance, a tourist of sorts.” He chuckled some more. Sarah was feeling hot in her sweater, and wondered if it was the champagne. Raf's apartment did seem very warm. She recalled that heat would rise, but reflected that there was little heat in the building to rise.

"Yes, a tourist. That's what I'd call myself. Yes, indeed. You see, I'm an alien."

"What country?” Larry mumbled, his mouth full. “You must have had one hell of a time getting through immigration."

"Oh, my. It's not exactly a country. I meant another world. I'm an alien from another world, a spaceship sort of alien. You see, some of us have been observing you for some time, and I thought I'd come down and have a little look-see."

Larry cleared his throat. Sarah was afraid to look at Raf. Gerard rose. “Well,” he said, “I think I'll have seconds."

 

Kathy had come downstairs to have tea with Gerard and Sarah. “Party didn't last long,” Gerard said as he poured.

"Well,” Kathy said, “it does tend to put a crimp in the evening when you realize your host is a bozo."

"Still, it was nice of him to say I could borrow his books.” Gerard sat down. “He has quite a collection."

"Maybe he is an alien.” Sarah sipped her tea.

"You don't believe that ridiculous story.” Kathy stirred honey into her cup.

"I don't know. I suppose I don't, really. I asked him why his apartment was so warm when I was helping him clear the table. He just laughed and said, oh, my, heat's no problem with my little doo-hickey.” Sarah fluttered her hands, aping Raf. “I suppose he meant that thing near the sofa, on the end table."

"Heat rises,” Gerard said. “I wish I knew where his money comes from."

Kathy shook her head. “He's probably somebody's rich son, and he's slumming. Unlike those of us who have to work, he can afford to let his delusions flower. Maybe his father's in oil or coal, and that doo-hickey is one of those new developments they're supposedly sitting on until things get really bad. I looked at it, though, and it looks like an old stereo component. He probably keeps it there for effect. Have you decided what to tell Epstein, Sarah?"

"Not yet."

"Well, let me know when you do. I'm taking the ownership option. Of course, it's useless for getting a loan—I already asked my bank about that, and it's strictly enclave houses only as far as loans go—but I don't want Epstein evicting me."

"He wouldn't do that."

"You never know. If he gets a few more rich clowns like Raf willing to rent, and we don't have signed leases, even nice Mr. Epstein might give us all the heave-ho."

 

 


 

 

Three

 

 

Sarah counted out her silver coins and put them in Mr. Epstein's palm. The old man seemed tired. “Thank you, dear.” He gave her a receipt. “Tell me, have you decided about the apartment yet?"

"We'll take it,” she said. “I mean, we'll take ownership."

"We?"

"Both of us. I mean, it's silly for me to keep it just in my name. You can draw up the papers for both of us.” She had not yet told Gerard about that decision. She supposed he would be happy about having part ownership, and, she thought, he could share the problems if his ideas about owning it turned out to be wrong.

"I'm pleased. I think there's a good chance we'll get those collectors in before winter. Nice hot water again, and maybe we'll save a bit on wood, too. The pipes will give you a little extra heat.” Mr. Epstein sighed. “Things have been hard. The Guard's pulled out of Euclid Street, you know, and the police, too. I'm probably going to have to abandon my building there."

"I didn't know.” Euclid Street was just across the river, on the south side. “Where will they all go?"

Mr. Epstein stared at the floor. “Oh, some will stay, and live as best they can. Some of the young men and women will join the National Guard, as always. Some will go west, and get work on farms. I filed a protest. It won't help. I wouldn't take their rent for the month; they'll need it to resettle.” He paused. “I don't even know how much longer I can keep my own house, as it is. You may see me in this building yet, as a resident.” He cast his eyes heavenward. “Mrs. Ritter can't last forever, I'm afraid, especially if this winter is as bad as last year's."

Sarah decided not to point out that Mr. Epstein was almost as old as Mrs. Ritter. She now understood the extra luxury of hot water; Epstein was preparing his retreat.

"Well, I must go. I'll see you next month, maybe sooner, with the papers.” The old man opened the door and stepped into the hall, where his bodyguard was waiting. As he left the building, Clarisse Anthony entered with a small paper bag. She handed it to Sarah.

Sarah peered into the bag. “Is that all? These potatoes are kind of small."

"That's it for this year. If you want more next year, spend more time in the neighborhood garden."

"I don't have time."

"You could get Gerard to do some work."

"He hates gardening."

"It's your loss. If you want to throw your money away, you're welcome.” The young woman lowered her voice. “You have some weird guy in this place."

"What?"

Clarisse pulled up the collar of her spotted trench coat. “The guy who just moved in. I heard stories. I don't like him."

"You don't even know him."

"I don't like him. Strange people mean trouble.” Clarisse narrowed her eyes. “I like to see stable people live near me. You get one weird guy, pretty soon the Guard asks questions and then they pull extra duty and then they say the hell with it, close the street. You got to care about the neighborhood, you know."

Clarisse left. Sarah went back inside and stashed the potatoes in the kitchen. She could not, on her diet, eat them anyway. She leaned against the sink, knowing she would have only one more day off until the fashion show was over; so far, she had wasted this one. She found herself wondering if Raf Courn was home.

Entering the hall, she locked her door carefully behind her. As she climbed the stairs, she pondered the new neighbor. By the time she reached the third floor, she was no longer certain she wanted to see such an odd person by herself. She turned to go back down.

Raf's door was suddenly flung open. “Miss Jaynes. What a lovely surprise.” Raf wore a white cashmere sweater and a pair of brown corduroy slacks. “I thought I heard someone on the stairs. Please do come in.” She entered, feeling trapped. “Aren't you working today?"

"It's my day off.” She stood awkwardly in the door as he closed it.

"I was just about to have lunch. Please join me.” He ushered her toward the table. She sat down while he got out another plate and glass. “Nothing fattening, don't worry. Just a chef's salad.” He served her and poured her some white wine before seating himself. “I do so dislike eating alone."

Sarah inspected the glass that held her wine; the goblet seemed to be made of crystal. She picked at her salad. “This is very nice of you, Mr. Courn."

"Call me Raf. As I said, I dislike eating alone. You're favoring me with your presence.” He sighed. “I only wish the others here were as friendly. Somehow I feel they're avoiding me."

"We're all pretty busy. Except Mrs. Ritter, of course. And I think Larry and Martin are having problems. Martin seems a bit discontented.” Sarah chewed some salad. The lettuce was crisp, and she wondered where he had found it.
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