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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.


      







I



ALL THE Valcini stood up respectfully when the Contessa entered the high conference room. The fear and dread in which they held her showed gauntly in their nervously-stilled gestures, their too-brightly ingratiating smiles, the way the overhead fluorescents slicked on oily foreheads.


The room itself, its narrow windows gibbeted by black and gold walls, hung in long coral drapes, breathed an air of refined cruelty. The Contessa did not deign to notice the Valcini until she had seated herself at the head of the table, sitting in a carved golden chair splayed on dragon-feet. The Valcini sat in a nervous scraping of wooden chairs. She looked on them and was not pleased.


“So there has been another accident in my mines.”


Her soft syrupy voice twitched ripples of fear along the men’s nerves. They wiped sweaty hands furtively on their fawn slacks and shirts.


“The accident could not be helped, Contessa—” began a gray-haired Valcini sitting at her right hand, his bulky face taut with strain, his lips shining bluely.


“Could not be helped! Why do you think I let you live? Why is it that you Valcini live and batten on my bounty? For love of you?”


They could not answer.


Her white face smooth and soft with costly ministrations, her violet eyes wide and seductive, her rose-bud mouth too soft and scarlet-sweet, she glanced around the circle of men at the table with sugary venom. Clad all in white in a silken robe that fell sheer from her shoulders and with her dark hair high-coifed and sprinkled with a treasury of gems, she dominated that room of fierce and cruel men. She jerked the chain attached to a bracelet around her left wrist.


“We take delight in serving you, Contessa.” The senior Valcini spoke with a humbleness past all toadying.


“I hope you do, Doeltor. For your sake.”


“The accident was caused by a cave-in on the new workings.” Doeltor gestured vaguely. “We Valcini employ out-world labor for mining and sometimes the labor is unintelligent—”


“Sometimes!”


Her disgusted exclamation followed by a vicious tug at the chain attached to her left wrist brought a whimpering cry from the creature bound by a necklet to the other end of the chain. His red velvet suit made him look a ghastly parody of an organ-grinder’s monkey. His enormous domed head, partially covered by a blue velvet cap with a feather broken at the tip, looked lumpy and skintight over a massive skull.


“Quiet, Soloman!” Her sugary voice thickened. “Bring in the engineer responsible.”


The double doors opened in a clash of bronze.


Honshi guards, their wide frog-faces staring, hustled in the cringing form of a man clad in a gray tunic. Smears of dirt and blood stained the gray cloth. The Honshi prodded him forward with their barbed spears, hissing: “Hoshoo! Hoshoo!”


“So this is the miserable specimen—look up, gandyschell, look up at me.”


The engineer whose brown face showed a gray parched horror and a despairing dread turned his eyes up, the whites bloodshot. He licked spittle. One arm hung broken and unsplinted at his side. He moaned.


“Pynchon, isn’t it? Chief Mining Engineer Pynchon? There has been another accident in my mine, Pynchon. Slaves are dead, Pynchon, slaves who cost a great deal to bring here across the Dimensions. Many weeks’ work have been lost, Pynchon. What do you say, Pynchon, to me, about these bad things?”


“I am—sorry—Contessa.”


“Sorry. I see. And?”


“The tools are bad, Contessa. Only the Erinelds know real mining. The slaves are unwilling—”


“You have whips and guards to use them. I hear the seam you were following turned and you did not allow for this and you undercut into the biscuit band and then you brought down the duricrust.”


The engineer let his head droop in defeat.


“I shall not be cruel to you, Pynchon. Many people say I am wantonly cruel; but this is not so. I shall be kind to you, Pynchon.” She gestured negligently to the nearest Honshi guard. “Kill him, now.”


The short stabbing sword went in steel bright and came out blood red.


Pynchon grasped his spilling intestines and fell on his face, dead.


Honshi guards, the withered scraps of human hair and skin fleering from their helmet spikes, cleared away the mess. The woman in white did not look once, but sat, her fist knuckling her smooth chin, brooding.


Then she stared icily at the waiting Valcini.


“I,” she said with conscious pride and arrogance. “I am the Contessa Perdita Francesca Cammachia di Montevarchi. Here in Irunium the only law is my will.”


Sleekly oiled heads nodded eager confirmation.


“I shall seek out another engineer. But this time he will be a real engineer from a Dimension that understands these things, from Slikitter, probably from Earth. He will be treated with respect because his function is valuable to me. Almost inevitably he will terminate as this offal terminated; but that is to be expected of imperfect tools.”


“Yes, Contessa.”


“He will not at first see the slaves in the mines and I do not wish him treated as a slave. Is that understood?”


“Yes, Contessa.”


She stood up, jerking the glittering silvery chain so that Soloman whimpered and jumped after her like a scuttling pug dog.


“Very well. My mines must continue to produce gems for my trade across the Dimensions. An engineer is needed so I shall find one. I shall take a guard and—ah—Charnock.” She flayed them with her eyes. “And where best to look for a mining engineer than in a mine?”









II


WHEN THE disaster sirens ripped the night sky apart all over Hodson, J. T. Wilkie was in no position to hear them. His position, apart from being highly undignified and extremely dangerous, was also extraordinarily uncomfortable.


Up top, the firetrucks, the ambulances, the rescue teams would be hurtling through the cold and raucous Canadian night toward the Old Smokey pithead where the flames would be shooting up like blasphemous flowers of evil. Up there all the taut nerve-pulsing drama of a major mine disaster would be unleashed.


Down below, J. T. Wilkie tried to pull his head out of the tracks of the Joy Continuous-miner by bracing his trapped arms against the warm metal tracks and the coal-encrusted clay floor. Coal dust and smoke filled his eyes and nose and ears and mouth and bells ding-donged in his head like deranged tramcars. Through the room and pillar workings of Old Smokey sharp dust clouds billowed on the skirts of the explosion shockwave that had hurled J. T. into his present ludicrous and perilous position.


He knew he didn’t have time to feel fear; he had to get his head out before he choked to death. With a final tremendous pull that nearly tore his ears off he wrenched out and staggered back from the Joy to crash into the miraculously still-intact wall. The pillar thickness here had been fined down to its near-limits and a certain amount of goaf lay about. Inevitably, J. T. Wilkie crashed headlong over the waste.


Absolute blackness clamped down. Somewhere a man screamed; very soon that sound died.


His eyes felt as though grit the size of best nuts clogged under the lids. He fumbled around for the flashlight slung on his belt and blinked painfully as a shaft of white light cut into the swirling black miasma.


He endured a coughing spell, and spat gobbets of black. He felt as though someone had run him clean through the works of the Joy.


“Is that you, J. T.?”


The voice coughed up from a shining splintered pile of freshly-broken coal fallen from the roof. Dust coiled as Wilkie lurched across.


“Polak? Is that you, Polak?”


“Yeah.”


The heap of coal heaved and like a minor subterranean explosion in itself the burly coal-blackened form of a man wrenched free. J. T. grabbed a thick arm and heaved.


“I might have guessed.” He coughed, the tears running down his face and signally failing to cut grooves in the sweat-packed coal grime. “It’d take more than a mine explosion to kill you, Polak.”


“Damn right. Anyone else—?”


In the flashlight gleam Wilkie shook his head. “’Fraid not.”


Polak shook himself and then switched on his own helmet light. All the main lamps in the road had died when the roof smashed down.


“We’re cut off down here, Polak.” Wilkie stated the obvious. “The bang went off down number ten road, I think. We caught the backlash.” He grunted with furious resentment. “This ought to teach me to come to the face—”


“You’re always too eager, boy,” rumbled Polak. “You should’ve left the real mining to pitmen. You civil engineers and your fancy machines—”


“Go on, say it,” Wilkie snapped back. He humped around and sat down heavily on the motionless Joy. Its multiple engines had long since stopped. “Blame mining machinery for this mess. If you’d been working with hand and pick, like you always talk about—this would never have happened—eh?”


“They had accidents back in the old country. By damn, J. T., we’re in one hell of a mess!”


“They’ll get us out. How far can we go back?”


The lights showed the answer to that. The square-cut corners of the room showed sharp through the dust on two sides. On the third the roadways lay piled roof-high with cascaded coal. The lights flicked around eerily as the dust settled.


Polak coughed and spat.


“We could try the conveyor—”


“That’s out. It just disappears under a pile of filling.”


They were stuck down here, in this small choked room, with only the Continuous-miner with its ripper head and cruel fanged chains for company.


Polak stumbled in the erratic light across to the sheer wall. He picked up a crowbar that had been flung so hard it had bent to a forty-five degree angle, and bashed against the wall. He waited. Then he bashed again. The concussions made J. T.’s head ache.


At last the big man threw down the bar disgustedly.


“Not a cheep—”


“They’ll find us. They’ll sink a bore down—it’s the air I’m worried about.”


Polak grunted. “You’re the engineer, boy, even if you’re only still learning.”


“I’m a mining engineer,” Wilkie protested, stung. “I’ve got a diploma to prove it.”


“Sure. A scrap of paper. Well, wave it now and get us out of here.”


“Huh.”


There followed a long period of waiting, punctuated by intermittent bashings of the wall by Polak. Each time they listened for any answering knocking and each time only blankness responded.


The canteen of warm water Polak produced tortured them with its fragility—so tiny a drop of water to last them in their dust and thirstiness for who knew how long. Wilkie began to wonder if he ought to feel really frightened.


The thing was, he told himself over and over again, he needn’t have been down here at all. This Saturday night he’d fixed up that long-cherished date with Madge and everything was arranged. As a feckless young mining engineer who chased every girl he could he’d felt a strong fancy for Madge. She’d been different from Sheila and Toni and Marie. He’d been on to a good thing there. Polak, well, just because the husky miner had befriended him in a stupid brawl when he’d first come to Hodson—inevitably a fight over a woman in a bar—Wilkie had chosen to carry out the last checks when Polak was on shift. Then they were going to paint Hodson red.


Instead—


Instead, here he was, stuck down a pit in a major mining disaster. His training told him eloquently enough that this blowout was a big one. Probably a lot of men had lost their lives. The whole pit would be a shambles. They were stuck right up at the face in a small room cut off from the main workings.


“Oh, geeze, this is going to be a lulu,” Wilkie wailed sorrowfully.


“You said they’d be listening for us and boring for us,” Polak said roughly. “Snap out of it, J. T.”


They sat in darkness. Polak wanted to conserve his helmet lamp’s battery—Wilkie’s own helmet lay smashed beneath the Joy—and his flashlight wouldn’t last long if they kept it alight continuously.


Once, Polak grumbled, “If I’d known this would happen I’d never have come to Canada, straight I wouldn’t.”


But for the most part they sat in silence as well as darkness, occasionally banging the wall and hoping for a return signal.


The air began to taste foul with a foulness that did not originate in thick coal dust.


A trickle of coal dust ran down the face.


The sound sent shivers down Wilkie’s back.


“The roof!” he said, jumping up and falling over a chunk of coal. He sat up and spat.


“Keep still!” Polak moved cautiously forward, switching on his lamp, probing the face with its beam.


More dust rivuleted down.


Then a chunk of coal dislodged from the top and tumbled down. Another followed. Both men backed off.


“It’s them!” yelled Polak with sudden emotion.


“But that way?” asked Wilkie.


Before he could say more the whole face collapsed in a thunderous smother. Coal and chips and dust flew. A warm yellow glow sprang into being, shining refulgently through the gash in the coal seam.


Choking, gagging, the two men shielded their eyes as the light brightened.


The crack in the coal wall shattered down across the seam. Bright edges glinted. Chips flew.


Then—J. T. just didn’t believe this—a squat brown naked man with a scarlet rag tied around his bald head squeezed through. He ripped a protruding slab of coal away with a small pick. His face shone with sweat. He looked frightened and yet, somehow, driven. His eyes rolled as he focused on the two pitmen.


“Who the sweet hell are you?” blurted Polak.


The squat man squeaked something in a language neither man recognized. Heralded by a fresh splattering of coal shards another squat brown naked man squeezed through. They stood, like Tweedledee and Tweedledum, staring at Wilkie and Polak.


“But they came through the face!” said Wilkie. He repeated that. “The face! They couldn’t—it’s all solid coal up there, right through the seam.”


“They couldn’t have, boy, but they did.”


The two brown men, the streaks of coal on their skins strange, like ritual tattooings, beckoned.


“They—they want us to go through.”


Polak humped forward.


“Well, of course. There’s no way back—and these guys must have come from somewhere!”


“But—”


“You got any better ideas, J. T.?”


J. T. Wilkie swallowed. His mouth tasted of coal—as it would—and also of the dryness of fear.


“I suppose not.”


Helped by the agile brown men Polak and J. T. forced their way through the crack in the seam toward the source of the yellow light.


J. T. Wilkie had never overbothered his head about much apart from chasing girls and learning all he could about mining. The two passions he recognized with inner glee were closely related. He remained young for his age. He glanced at big Polak as they straightened up on the other side of the crack before he dared to look at what they’d climbed into, and he saw that his comrade was taking all this in his stride as being in the natural order of things. J. T. wasn’t so sure.


They stood in a small oval chamber quite unlike any room that a pitman would win from the coal seam. The mouth of an opening showed ahead, jagged and irregular, and the yellow light flooded from this softly, unlike the whiter brilliance of a helmet lamp.


“Well,” said Polak.


“This is giving me the creeps,” said J. T. Wilkie.


“If you’re thinking, young J. T., that we’re dead and this is hell, or that these odd pitmen here are—what d’you call ’em?—Trolls, then snap out of it. All kinds of men work the pits in Canada, you know that.”


“Yeah. I work ’em.” But J. T.’s repartee rang with a dank and hollow sound in the strange chamber.


Urged by their rescuers they ducked down to enter the tunnel and scraped and slipped along in the unchanging yellow radiance that broke in such strange reflections from the shining coal. With all his new-won mining engineer’s knowledge so laboriously earned, Wilkie still could not sense the closeness of direction and distance that Polak intuitively knew.


Their Joy had been working six degrees to the end; but here the tunnel had been driven straight through with little concern for the cleavage planes so that both a bord face and an end face showed in stubbily broken-sharded edges. The thin deposit of cleat spar scintillated with crystalline brilliance along the severed cleavage planes. J. T. wished for a cage to the elevator with the lever set to: UP-FAST.


The air grew colder.


“We don’t seem to be going up,” fretted Wilkie.


“Just so this damn tunnel gets big enough for a man,” grunted Polak and then bashed his head into a projecting ledge of coal which brought on a shower of coal and curses.


A scampering up ahead indicated where more of these strange gnome-like little men crowded back down the tunnel. Evidently, their work in opening this short jagged tunnel to the trapped men over, they were on their way back to the surface.


Their shadows capered after them along the floor and walls in macabre parody.


The source of the yellow radiance ahead revealed itself as a shaft of light shining up through a jagged hole in the floor. The squat men jumped down through the pillar of radiance one after the other.


Swallowing, pushing on jocularly by Polak, Wilkie followed.


He landed awkwardly on a clay floor and sprawled over. Things moved in the edge of vision. Shadows writhed in the cavern. Hands pulled him upright. He squinted against the light which poured from a single enormous crystal pulsing now he was so close. He blinked.


He still didn’t believe what he saw.


Beyond the glowing crystal the cavern opened widely, onto a vast columned cathedral-like space. The squat men scampered forward clearing the area in front of him.


Like an icon bathed in light the woman in white stared down enigmatically upon him.


He saw the sheer white dress, the high dark hair sprinkled with gems, he saw the soft white face and the rose-bud mouth, he saw without understanding the little man-like thing that gibbered and capered at the end of a glittery silver chain. He saw; but he didn’t believe.


In a syrupy soft voice she said, “I know you are J. T. Wilkie; but I do not know this other. Welcome, J. T. Wilkie. I have saved you from your mine disaster and you owe your life to me.”


This—under a coal mine?


This—deep in the subterranean bowels of the earth?


No—J. T. Wilkie shook his head firmly—no, he’d been hit on the head by a flying chunk of coal and he was having nightmares or hallucinations—or else he was dead.










III



THE WOMAN SAID, “I am the Contessa Perdita Francesca Cammachia di Montevarchi. You may call me Contessa.” She jangled the chain which, J. T. Wilkie saw in his dazed condition, was attached to a bracelet around her left wrist. The likeness of the little mannikin attached to the other end by a collar around his neck escaped Wilkie. That big lumpy bald head, those ridiculous velvet clothes—he shut his eyes.


“You are not dreaming, J. T. This is all real, this is all happening. Come now, for we have a journey ahead of us.”


A man’s voice speaking a language Wilkie did not understand—all snarls and hisses and grunts—spoke with venom. He opened his eyes. The man wore a blue shirt and breechclout and many weapons protruded from his broad leather belt. His swarthy face with its curled black moustaches looked indecently alive.
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