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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


‘I do not believe,’ said Lucy Anderson, married to Ben at last, ‘that you can go anywhere or do anything without murder immediately rearing its dreary head.’


‘I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration, love.’


‘Well, I don’t.’ She turned from the yacht’s rail and pinned him down. ‘In the last three years, Ben, how many murders?’


He counted humbly on his fingers.


‘Four,’ he said. Then eagerly—‘But before that I had years and years of no murders at all.’


‘Three years, four murders … and not even all of them in the same place so that we could simply move away from the affected area.’


Ben thought of something.


‘But I wasn’t married then,’ he said.


‘And?’


‘Well, I am married now. Things will be different now. I promise you.’


She squinted at him, the evening sunlight in her eyes. The sun was setting behind the hill up above the town. The fronts of the gaudy little houses were in deep shadow.


‘You see,’ he explained, ‘before I met you I spent quite a lot of my time being bored. When a crime of some kind turned up I was only too glad to go chasing off after it.’


‘And now that we’re married you won’t ever be bored again?’


‘I don’t expect so.’


‘What a beautiful view of marriage you must have, darling.’


‘No, honestly, Lucy, the only crimes we’ll have to do with now will be in my books.’


She was silent for a moment, her silence expressing incredulity. They leaned beside each other and stared down into the water, their elbows touching. The water was clear five feet down to the bottom, seaweed slowly waving, the works of an old broken wireless, and on the surface the empty sardine tin that Lucy had thrown out of the galley porthole more than five minutes before. The tide had an hour to go to high and was slackening. It was early summer, the small steep town behind them already packed and sweating. What with fitting out Iolanthe and getting away from London the real start of their honeymoon had been delayed until that evening when they were setting off for France. Not that they really needed a honeymoon, not after knowing each other for so long.


‘What you really mean,’ said Lucy, ‘is that now we’re married even if someone came and waggled a murder under your nose you’d simply look the other way?’


‘Of course I would. Unless it gave me a good plot. … Then perhaps I might—but even then only in a distant, thoroughly literary manner.’


Lucy moved closer, and put her arm round his shoulders.


‘I don’t believe it.’ She blew in his ear.


‘It’s true. It must be to do with maturity or something. I’ve grown out of it. I just wouldn’t be interested. In fact, I’d be actively anti-interested.’


‘You’re sweet.’


‘Especially now we’re on our honeymoon.’


‘You’re still sweet.’


‘Sweet things,’ he said, ‘are bad for you. Fattening. And they rot your teeth.’


They were both admittedly being twee. But they were newlyweds, and newlyweds when alone together seem to have an unselfconscious freedom to react in ways that under different circumstances would make them be sick on the floor.


‘No murder then?’ said Lucy.


‘No murder.’ He looked for supporting evidence. ‘It’s my being a crime writer that does it. Once we’re in France there’ll be no reason for me to become involved, even if there is a murder. In France nobody’ll have the faintest idea who I am. Or what.’


‘Even in England nobody ever knows who you are,’ said Lucy. ‘Not till you tell them.’


‘I can’t think why I ever married you.’


‘Besides’—she was suddenly serious—‘I thought one of the main points of our getting married was that you should prove to be fattening.’


This brought him up short. She was quite right—this had been in both their minds. He tried to imagine her with a baby. He tried to imagine himself with a baby. … Perhaps they would call it Hawley Harvey, after Dr. Crippen.


‘Once we have a family,’ he said, ‘dabbling in real murders will be right out of the question. I shall have to be at it day and night churning out the synthetic ones so as to be able to feed us all.’


‘It hasn’t happened yet, love. So you do have a few months’ more freedom.’


‘During which time we will be cruising down the coast of France to Spain and back again. Well out of the way of itinerant murderers.’


‘I do hope you’re right, darling. After last time I never want to see a policeman or a gun or a corpse ever again.’


Which was fair enough.


‘I’ve promised, Lucy. You ought to know by now that I always keep my promises.’


Their insistence was all the more forced since they both knew somewhere inside themselves that they were wasting their time, their breath, and their promises. They were both of them fated to be involved in murders. It was almost as if they had been created for no other purpose than to be involved in murders. Their married life, blissfully happy, stretched in front of them punctuated sharply at least once a year by an out-and-out, gun-and-corpse-and-policeman murder. They leaned together on the rail and pretended not to notice.


Iolanthe lay in Fowey harbour. The water was still, the reflection of her long blue hull distorted only slightly in the last of the slow swell that rolled imperturbably in from the sea beyond the harbour mouth. On the anchorage set aside for visitors there were five other boats, their bows turned to the flooding tide, their bow ropes beginning to slacken as high water approached. There was a tubby red-sailed yawl in from Mevagissy. There were two small cutters, both owned by bearded single-handers who ignored the outside world—and each other—and spent their entire time caulking seams that were already caulked and scraping down spars that didn’t need it. There was a thoroughly ramshackle motor sailer made from a converted ship’s lifeboat. And there was a newish motor cruiser that looked like a cocktail cabinet. None of them was as big as Iolanthe, and in Ben’s eyes none was as beautiful.


Iolanthe had been a motor fishing vessel. Sixty foot long, she was thick and sensible, with a broad beam, a high bow, and enough sheer to make her seem slimmer than she actually was. She carried steadying sail and was powered by two big diesels. She had three double cabins, a large saloon, a very convenient galley, bathroom and lavatory. She had been fitted with refinements like a power-operated anchor winch, so that it was feasible for Ben and Lucy to think of handling her on their own. She was Ben’s joy. Lucy, till six months ago a very city person, was more doubtful. Ben also had been a city person, but being a man, he said, he was naturally more adaptable. He had read several of the right books, and certainly had managed the cruise down the coast from London without any major crisis.


If one overlooked not knowing about the Portland Race so that all their second best china had been broken in Iolanthe’s wild and unexpected plunging.


Across on the cocktail cabinet Ben noticed signs of activity. She began to rock on the water as if someone was throwing heavy suitcases about inside. A hand came from a porthole and emptied coffee grounds. Skylights were opened and closed while voices argued beneath them. The boat rocked some more. Finally the main hatch was slid back and Mr. Sveringen heaved himself out into the cockpit. He began taking down the blue awning with the scalloped edge that was supported on white metal rods above the stern section of the boat. Mr. Sveringen had the misfortune to be immensely fat. Also his three companions for some reason called him ‘Legs’. Legs Sveringen. His fatness might have made him sinister, while his nickname might have helped him to be comic. In fact he was neither. He was wheezing, and cockney, and slightly pitiable.


Inevitably Legs Sveringen got into trouble with the scalloped awning and had to be helped. It was Mrs. Jones who came to help him. She disentangled the grunting fat man, folded the awning as precisely as an army blanket, and stowed it neatly in a locker under one of the cockpit seats. She then showed Legs how to demount the white metal rods and stow them as well. Leaving him busy with a job he couldn’t really make a mess of she unhitched the dinghy from astern and led it forward up the side of the boat. If anybody should have been called ‘Legs’ it was Mrs. Jones. She hauled the dinghy on board—it was fibre-glass and hardly weighed more than a suet pudding.


‘Shouldn’t we do that?’ Lucy said suddenly, making Ben jump.


‘Get our dinghy up on deck? I don’t see why. It’s going to be calm all the way over. It’d only be a blasted nuisance when we reach the other side tired out and wanting to go ashore.’


‘You were watching so closely I thought you must be hoping to learn something.’ Cold.


‘Not my type, darling.’ Jolly. ‘You know I don’t like the skinny ones.’


Mrs. Jones tied the dinghy down on the cocktail cabinet’s foredeck. She looked across at Iolanthe, saw she was being watched, and waved.


‘Going out on the top of the tide,’ she shouted.


‘So are we,’ shouted Ben.


‘That’s about now, isn’t it?’


‘Another three-quarters of an hour.’


‘Near enough.’


Lucy nudged Ben.


‘D’you suppose she’s the one who’s in charge? I’d have thought it’d be the yachty one.’


‘You mean Duke?’ Ben had a memory for names. ‘He’s not yachty. I’d like to bet you he’s an out of work actor. Whiskers and all.’


‘I wonder what his real name is. Duke something, or something Duke. … It was a funny sort of introduction.’


‘A member of the impoverished nobility, I thought. Modestly travelling incognito.’


‘I don’t think you liked him, Ben.’


Ben didn’t answer. Lucy was right—he hadn’t liked the man introduced to them that morning as Duke. Something about his eyes, perhaps. … Legs Sveringen had been joined in the cockpit by Harry Wevil, who brought with him a whiskey bottle and a glass. Sveringen made an elaborate pantomime of refusing. Nothing but a high muddled murmur reached Ben and Lucy, but Harry quickly gave up and went below. Back to Duke, who they knew was less fussy about drinking out of hours. The time was five o’clock.


Ben had met the four from the cocktail cabinet on shore earlier that day. He had been waiting outside the butcher for Lucy and they had been on their way from the railway station. Mr. Sveringen had stopped and asked him the way to the Town Quay. Mrs. Jones had pulled at the luggage he carried, saying she remembered perfectly well and it was just along on the right. Mr. Sveringen had immediately put down the suitcase and sat upon it. The road from the station was long, and too steep for his perspiring, overloaded body. They had conversed. Ben had told him the Town Quay was just along on the left. Lucy had come out of the shop. Introductions had been made. Mr. and Mrs. Ben Anderson—Mrs. Jones, Mr. Sveringen, Mr. Wevil, and Duke. It emerged that both parties were hoping to cross to France that evening. There was however no risk of them having to travel together since the cocktail cabinet cruised—according to Mrs. Jones—at fourteen knots. Against Iolanthe’s more dignified nine. So that they could afford to be civil to each other now, knowing that they were very soon to part.


They walked together slowly down to the Town Quay. Emerging from the shadows of the narrow street the Quay seemed as bright as a film set. And the usual film set extras lounging about in Cornish fishermen costumes and eager tourist shorts. Mrs. Jones deported herself with careful grace, as if afraid that the director might have her in camera when she wasn’t prepared.


‘That’s our ship,’ said Harry Wevil. ‘Isn’t she a beauty?’


‘She’s very shiny,’ Ben admitted, determined to be honest.


‘Everybody falls in love with her,’ Harry said. ‘I reckon she’s like a poem in plastic.’


He was small, and exquisitely dressed. His voice was almost American, but not quite. His spectacles, however, were wholly transatlantic.


‘She’s a Falmouth boat,’ said Mrs. Jones. ‘Duke and I brought her up last week-end. Harry and Legs have jobs in London and couldn’t get away.’


‘I deals in copper,’ said Legs, with a sad sigh. ‘Sheet or scrap. Cash paid. Any amount. Alley off the Battersea Park road.’


Ben decided that Legs Sveringen was the money behind the expedition. There had to be some reason why the others needed him. But if Mr. Sveringen was the money, it was Mrs. Jones who was most certainly the brains.


‘We leave on the evening tide,’ she said. ‘There’s a lot of stocking up to be done. You will excuse us?’


She climbed competently out across the moored rowboats to where their own dinghy lay. In her tight pink trousers she was obviously of an aggressive disposition. She confirmed Ben in his long-held opinion that no really nice woman ever wears tight pink trousers. But Mrs. Jones made no attempt to be nice—she was young and female and extremely well developed, and she found niceness an irrelevant concept. And against his better judgement Ben was tempted to agree with her.


It seemed that the bewitching excellence of her body was matched by the organising excellence of her mind. Her habit was obviously to see immediately what had to be done, and then do it. The men of her party stood on the edge of the quay and fidgeted, made to feel inadequate.


‘I like a woman that’s handy,’ said Harry Wevil. ‘Don’t you?’


He meant the opposite. No man likes to be made to feel inadequate.


Mrs. Jones hauled the stern mooring into their dinghy and cast off. She began to skull round to the steps. Ben knew Harry would never have spoken like that if she had been near enough to hear him. Though the note of irony was faint, she still wouldn’t have liked it. … The tide was so low that the bottom three steps were silted up with mud. She brought the dinghy alongside without a bump and held out one hand.


‘I’ll take Legs out first,’ she said. ‘There’s no point in overloading the dinghy.’


Ben and Lucy moved away in order not to have to watch Mr. Sveringen enter the small fibreglass dinghy. His grunting however was clearly audible above the sunny summer noises of outboard motors and transistor radios. Ben made loud conversation with Harry Wevil.


‘We thought at first of stopping in at Brixham,’ he said. ‘But the weather seems so settled that we’re going across in one, even if it does take about fourteen hours.’


‘Which … er … port would you be making for?’


‘Crépier. It’s not a big place, and I doubt if my navigation’s good enough to make it first time. So we’ll just aim for the French coast and then work down.’


‘What’s this Crépier got that’s so special?’ He looked round the side of his spectacles at Ben.


‘Man I know lives there. We’re going to drop in and surprise him.’


The man Duke watched and listened and said nothing. Perhaps he had decided that his whiskers were sufficient self-expression. And he kept his legs still and stiff.


‘I know Crépier quite well,’ said Harry. ‘And I’d say it’s not a patch on St. Augustine. How come your friend hangs out in a dump like Crépier?’


‘He’s a writer,’ Ben said.


This answer explained everything. Duke hunted in his beard, found something, and threw it into the sea. Harry, inclined for some reason to sound almost suspicious, was satisfied. The sun was already high above the heavy green hillside on the far side of the harbour. None of the four could think of anything further to say. They shuffled, and tried to look interested in the seagulls. Ben considered enquiring after the cocktail cabinet’s destination, but decided not to. If they told him the information would be meaningless. He had never been abroad before and, knowing nothing whatever about the French coastline, he would be left saying ‘Oh yes?’ and trying to look intelligent. Lucy dropped her handbag, and Ben picked it up for her.


‘We’re going to Crépier too.’


The words suddenly burst out from among the fronds surrounding Duke’s mouth. He pronounced the place ‘Creepier’. The remark came out with a pent-up force suggesting soda water. Something about its enunciation told Ben that the man was very drunk. Which was surprising at the end of a long train journey from London.


‘We’re going to Crépier too. Going to see a man called Wilberforce. Do you know a man called Wilberforce?’


‘I’m afraid not,’ said Ben.


‘Oh.’ Duke stood unwavering, his legs well apart, and considered. ‘He drives, you know. Wilberforce does. He’s a great driver, is Wilberforce.’


‘Just as you’re a great talker. Ain’t that so, Duke boy?’ Harry Wevil’s voice was cold and level. A cold and level kick on Duke’s shins. Duke jumped.


‘I was joking,’ he said foolishly. ‘We’re not really going to Crépier. Nowhere near, in fact. … It was true about Wilberforce, though. He’s a great driver. A great driver.’


Considering that he had saved a difficult situation by his great subtlety, Duke lapsed into a complacent silence. There was a long pause. Harry Wevil whistled St. James’ Infirmary through his teeth.


‘I’m sure he is,’ Ben said at last. ‘Wilberforce, I mean….’


Then Mrs. Jones and Legs Sveringen came into view out on the water and everybody was relieved to have something to watch. The stern of the boat was ominously low in the water, but Mrs. Jones rowed strongly and they soon reached the cocktail cabinet. She rowed round to the far side where there presumably was a ladder. The dinghy’s disappearance provided a useful punctuation mark.


‘Well,’ said Ben and Lucy, ‘We really must go and get on with our shopping.’


They looked back once, when they were in the safety of the shadows by the King of Prussia. Ben had featured the pub in one of his earlier books. Harry Wevil and the strange Mr. Duke were standing close together, in the middle of, yet curiously separated from, the happy crowd. It was as if they had been drawn with a harder pencil and were somehow aware of the fact. They stared steadfastly out across the harbour, pretending they were part of another picture altogether.


‘And what was all that about?’ said Lucy.


‘He’s drunk. Carries it well, but he’s drunk as an owl.’


‘I know he is. I meant the way the American one shut him up.’


‘I expect they don’t want to turn the thing into a Blackpool outing. If we hear they’re going to the same place as we are they’re afraid we may get all matey. Suggest doing the crossing together, or something like that.’


‘What a beautifully innocent place the world is to you, darling.’ She stared at the town men, chewing her lip dubiously. ‘I know what it is. They’ve got a feeling that they’re being watched. It makes them behave self-consciously.’


‘I don’t see how you and I watching them could possibly make them feel as awkward as all that, Lucy.’


‘But there’s nobody else.’ Lucy peered round. ‘Is there?’ And of course there wasn’t anybody else.


Now it was evening, and the cocktail cabinet was being made ready for its voyage. With power to spare—if Harry was to be believed—she was leaving well before high tide, able to butt it for the first hour or so and still make a flashy ten or eleven knots in the right direction. Ben was glad to see her go before he had even got Iolanthe under way. Other people’s higher speed—no matter how undesirable—always made him feel slightly inferior.


Naturally it was Mrs. Jones who organised the boat’s departure. After instructing Harry—now wearing immaculate sailcloth trousers—in the operation of the anchor winch she returned to the cockpit and started the motors. The cavernous, plush sound of their tick-over was an expensive tribute to Legs Sveringen’s success in an alley off the Battersea Park Road. Harry moved the lever of the winch as instructed, and as the anchor came off the bottom the boat began to creep forward. Mrs. Jones steered, and Sveringen provided useful ballast at the rear of the cockpit where he dabbled a fat hand in the fizzing white wake. Of Duke there was not surprisingly no sign at all. Mrs. Jones waved to Ben and Lucy, and Ben waved back.


‘Thank God they’re gone,’ said Lucy.


‘I quite agree,’ said Ben.


‘I must say I think all this waving’s a bit childish,’ said Lucy.


Ben was sorry to see them go. They were such a jolly assortment of people—it was a shame that they were just going to be wasted sailing off into the blue like that. But he doubted if Lucy would understand this and he wisely changed the subject.


‘I wonder if they’ve been in to see the harbour master,’ he said. ‘Told him where they were off to and all that.’


‘It doesn’t really matter, does it?’


‘The authorities are pretty easy going. But they might have liked to take a look at their passports or perhaps send out a customs man.’


‘You think there’s something funny about them?’


‘Of course there’s something funny about them. They’re people. There’s always something funny about people.’


‘Am I supposed to take that down for future use in my Memoirs of the Crime Writer’s Wife?’


Ben didn’t answer. He took her hand and squeezed it and smiled at her. She was bitchy because she was jealous. She was jealous because she was insecure. And she was insecure because he hadn’t succeeded in making her anything else. He therefore realised that it was probably all his own fault. Just as he also realised that it was probably the fault of her mother for once saying in a fit of justifiable rage that she wished her bloody little perisher would go to hell. Which in turn would have been the fault of her mother. Which in turn would have been …


‘By the way,’ said Lucy, ‘have you been to the harbour master? I don’t seem to remember anything about it.’


‘We’re not the sort with anything to hide,’ said Ben. ‘There didn’t seem to be any point so I didn’t bother.’ And he pretended to take several seconds to work out why she laughed so loudly at him.


An hour later Iolanthe quietly left her mooring and motored out of the harbour, leaving the masts of the forty club dinghies to return slowly to stillness against the white after sunset sky behind her. The water in the harbour was as smooth as steel now, so that the only impression of movement came from the changing relationships of the terraced houses on the hillsides around. Lucy stood on the deck, watching the lights come on all over the tilted face of the town. Inside the wheel-house Ben became aware of the sound of the engines. He found himself listening to them and worrying about the coming journey. He knew so little about what he was taking on. … A few weeks’ sailing several years ago in very much smaller craft, and then in Iolanthe herself a sedate trip up and down the Thames to get the feel of her—it wasn’t very much experience with which to face the open sea. But if he went on down the coast in safe little hops for very much longer Lucy would begin to suspect that he was afraid of venturing too far from the shore. Which of course he was.


The ruined watch towers at the mouth of the harbour slipped by, echoing Iolanthe’s engines angrily back and forth. The cliffs and green fields widened into a coastline behind them. The huge dip and swell of the calm ocean began to make itself felt. There came suddenly to both of them the inevitable chill of loneliness. Lucy joined Ben in the wheel-house.


‘I suppose I ought to see about getting some sleep,’ she said, matter-of-factly.


‘Stay with me for a bit, love.’


‘All right.’


Iolanthe, after her years of rising and falling on the black river tide at Chiswick, was free. Ben Anderson, her skipper, was trapped. Trapped by determination and bravery and pride and pig-headedness into something a good half of his nature would have much preferred to avoid. He’d promised Lucy a honeymoon cruise along the French coast and she was bloody well going to have it. Just as he had promised her a time free from murders.


Darkness came unnoticed across the luminous sea. He found he couldn’t see the compass card and switched on the binnacle light. Then the ship’s riding lights, the red and the green, and the light at the mast-head. Lucy watched the sea for a few more minutes and then went down to their cabin to sleep. She set the alarm for midnight.









Two


It was half past eleven when Lucy came up into the wheel-house with coffee, saying she hadn’t been able to sleep. Ben was glad to see her. He took a reading off the patent log—they had covered nineteen sea miles and had another forty or so to go. A third of the journey accomplished. Looked at like that their trip was a piece of cake, a proper toddle. He wondered what on earth he had been so worried about.


‘You go on back to bed, Lucy. I’m sure you’ll be able to sleep all right now. At the moment I feel as if I could keep going up here all night.’


‘I wish there was a bunk up here,’ said Lucy.


She looked down the companionway almost fearfully.


‘I hate it down there,’ she said, ‘With the engines thumping. The water swishes by a couple of inches from my ear. I know it’s silly, but I can’t help thinking all the time what would happen if … and then I imagine a great big hole and the water pouring in across the bed.’


‘It’s all so new to you, love. You’ll soon get used to it. We’re much safer out here than close in by the shore.’


That was what experienced yachtsmen always said. Ben almost believed it himself by now. He kissed her nose.


‘Wear your life jacket in bed if you’re worried.’


‘What a horrible thought. Besides, I’d never get out of the cabin in time to use it. I’d be engulfed in the corner by the wardrobe.’


He laughed at her, and for a moment she hated him. She knew she was being silly. She knew her fears weren’t reasonable—at least, not very reasonable. She almost wished she felt sick, so that she could have something demonstrable to complain about. But Iolanthe rose and fell so gently on the windless sea that Ben’s coffee on the chart table beside him barely shifted in its mug. And she couldn’t really spring morning sickness on him, not suddenly, not at half an hour before midnight. So she stayed up beside him without adequate reason, and felt only-a-poor-weak-woman.


‘I hope George will be glad to see us,’ said Ben, making conversation to cheer her up.


‘Of course he will. When you met him at that conference he spent hours saying how lonely he was.’


‘But that was ages ago. He may have acquired some company by now. Resident company.’


‘Why should that matter? We’re not narrow-minded.’


‘But George is. I’m sure he’d hate us to think he had anything to do with that sort of arrangement.’


‘I’m not going to like George.’


‘There’s one of his books on the shelf below. Why don’t you have a look at it?’


‘I already have.’


George’s book had embarrassed her. And she’d thought she was unshockable.
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