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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.







PROLOGUE


He sat astride the great war-horse, in the early morning, looking across the field toward the mist-obscured heights where the enemy waited. The chain-mail coif and hauberk weighed heavy on him; and there was another weight within him: a sense of a thing undone, a duty forgotten, of something valuable betrayed.


“The mist clears, my lord,” Trumpington spoke at his side. “Will you attack?”


He looked up at the sun, burning through the mist. He thought of the green vales of home, and the sense grew in him that death waited here on this obscure field.


“No. I’ll not unsheathe Balingore this day,” he said at last.


“My lord—is all well with you?” There was concern in the young squire’s voice.


He nodded curtly. Then he turned and rode back through the silent, staring ranks of his panoplied host.




Chapter One


At Molly’s place, the jukebox was breaking its heart over a faithless woman, but there was nobody listening but a few conchs sitting out on the rickety porch under the yellow bug lights, nursing beers and catching the breeze moving in off the gulf. It was after nine P.M. and the heat of the day was gone from the beach, and the surf coming up on the sand sounded lonesome and far away, like an old man’s memories.


I took a stool at the bar and Molly put a bottle of wine in front of me, with the seal still intact.


“Johnny, it happened again today,” she said. “I found a platter I swear I broke last month, right there in the sink, not a chip out of it. And the whiskey stock is different—stuff I never ordered there, and not a sign of the Red Label—and you know I know my stock. And three heads of cabbage, fresh yesterday—rotten in the cooler!”


“So—your last order was mixed up—and the vegetables weren’t as fresh as they looked,” I said.


“And toadstools growing in the corners?” she said. “I guess that’s natural too? You know better’n that, John Curlon! And how about this?” She brought a heavy cut-glass cup up from behind the bar. It was about one-quart capacity, rounded on the bottom, with a short stem.


“This was here when I came in this evening. It’s worth money. How’d it get here?”


“Impulse shopping,” I suggested.


“Don’t kid me, Johnny. There’s something happening—something that scares me! It’s like the world was shifting right under my feet! And its not just here! I see things all around—little things—like trees are in different places than they used to be—and a magazine I started reading; when I came back to it—there wasn’t any such story in the book!”


I patted her hand and she caught my fingers. “Johnny—tell me what’s happening—what to do! I’m not losing my mind, am I?”


“You’re fine, Molly. The glass was probably the gift of some secret admirer. And everybody loses things sometimes, or remembers things a little differently than they really were. You’ll probably find your story in another magazine. You just got mixed up.” I tried to make it sound convincing, but it’s hard to do when you’re not sure yourself.


“And Johnny—what about you?” Molly was still holding my hand. “Have you talked to them yet?”


“Who?” I asked.


She gave me a hot look from a pair of eyes that had probably been heartbreakers back before the Key West sun had bleached the fire out of them. “Don’t act like you don’t know what I mean! There was another one in today asking for you—a new guy, one I never saw before.”


“Oh—them. No, I haven’t had time—”


“Johnny! Smarten up! You can’t buck that crowd. They’ll smash you so flat you could slide under the linoleum without making a bump.”


“Don’t worry about me, Molly—”


“Sure, grin! Johnny Curlon, six foot three of bone and muscle, the fellow with the bullet-proof hide! Listen, Johnny! That Jakesy’s a mean one—especially since they put the wire in his jaw. He’ll chop you into cutbait—” she broke off. “But I guess you know all that. I guess nothing I can say is going to change you.” She turned and picked a Remy Martin bottle from the back bar.


“Like you said, it’s just a glass. Might as well use it.” She poured brandy into the chalice and I picked it up and looked into the glint of amber light inside it. The glass was cool and smooth and heavy against my palms….


Seated in my great chair, I looked down at the narrow, treacherous face of him I had loved so well, saw hope leap up in those crafty eyes.


“My lord kind,” he started, and shuffled toward me on his knees, dragging the chains that he bore. “I know not why I was cajoled to embark on such rude folly. ’Twas but a fit of madness, meaning naught—”


“Three times ere now have you sought my throne and crown,” I cried, not for his ears alone, but for all those who might murmur against that which I knew must be. “Three times have I pardoned thee, lavished anew my favor on thee, raised thee up before loyal men.”


“Heaven’s grace descend on thy Majesty for thy great mercy,” the glib voice babbled, and even in that moment I saw the hunger in his eyes. “This time, I swear—”


“Swear not, thou who are forsworn!” I commanded him. “Rather think on thy soul, to tarnish it no more in these thy final hours!”


And I saw fear dawn at last, driving out the hunger and all else save lust for life itself. And I knew that lust to be foredoomed.


“Mercy, brother,” he gasped, and raised his manacled hands to me as to a god. “Mercy, out of memory of past joys shared! Mercy, for love of our mother, the sainted Lady Eleanor—”


“Foul not the name of her who loved thee!” I shouted, hardening my heart against the vision of her face, pale under the hand of approaching death, swearing me to the eternal protection of him who knelt before me.


He wept as they bore him away, wept and swore his true allegiance and love for me. And later in my chambers, drugged with wine, I wept, hearing again and ever again the jail of the headsman’s ax.


They told me that at the end, he found his manhood, and walked to the block with his head held high, as befits the son of kings. And with his last words, he forgave me.


Oh, he forgave me….


A voice was calling my name. I blinked and saw Molly’s face as through a haze of distance.


“Johnny—what is it?”


I shook my head and the hallucination faded. “I don’t know,” I said. “Not getting enough sleep, maybe.”


“Your face,” she said. “When you took the glass in your hands and held it up like that, you looked—like a stranger…”


“Maybe it reminded me of something.”


“It’s getting to you too, isn’t it, Johnny?”


“Maybe.” I drank the brandy off in a gulp.


“The best thing for you would be to go away,” she said softly. “You know that.”


“And if they don’t?”


“You can’t have everything,” I said.


She looked at me and sighed.


“I guess I knew all along you’d go your own way, Johnny,” she said.


I felt her eyes following me as I pushed through the screen door and out into the cool evening air.


A heavy fog had rolled in from the gulf, and down at the pier the big merc lamps were shining through the mist like a bridge out into nowhere. At the end of it, my boat floated in fog. She was a sweet forty-footer, almost paid for, riding low in the water with full loads in her four hundred-gallon tanks. The pair of 480 Supermarine Chryslers under her hatches were old, but in top condition; I’d rebuilt them myself. They’d always gotten me where I was going, and back again.


I went up past the gear locker by the pole and two men separated themselves from the shadows and stepped out to block my way. One of them was the big ex-pug, the one they call Jakesy. The other was a foxy little bird in racetrack clothes. He flipped a cigarette away and pinched the knot in his tie and shook out his cuffs like a card shark getting set for a fast shuffle.


“This here is Mr. Renata, Curlon,” Jakesy said. Somebody had hit him in the throat once and his voice was a foghorn whisper. “He came down from Palm special to talk to ya.”


“A pleasure, Mr. Curlon,” the foxy man put out a long narrow hand like a monkey’s. I didn’t look at it.


“I told you not to hang around my boat,” I said.


“Don’t get tough, Curlon,” Jakesy said. “Mr. Renata’s a big man, he come a long way—”


“The Fishermen’s Protective Association’s an important organization, fella,” Renata spoke up. “A man can save hisself a lot of trouble by signing up.”


“Why would I want to save myself trouble?”


He nodded, as if I’d said something reasonable. “Tell you what, Curlon,” he said. “To show our good will, we’ll waive the three hundred initiation fee.”


“Just stay out of my way,” I said, and started past him.


“Wait a minute, conch,” Jakesy growled. “Mugs like you don’t talk to Mr. Renata that way.”


“Take it easy, Jakesy,” Renata said softly. “Mr. Curlon’s too smart a man to start any trouble.”


I looked the way his eyes had flicked and saw the car that had eased up across the street. Two men had gotten out and were leaning against the front fender with their arms folded.


“You got to move with the times, Curlon,” Renata said, and showed me some teeth that needed work. “A guy on his own ain’t got a chance nowadays. The competition is too tough.” He took some papers out of an inside pocket and held them out. “Sign ’em, fella. It’s the smart thing to do.”


I took the papers and tore them across the middle and tossed them away. “Anything else before you go?” I asked him. His face got nasty, but he put out a hand to hold Jakesy back.


“That’s too bad, Curlon. Too bad.” He took out his show hanky and flapped it and I stepped in fast past him and left-hooked Jakesy before his hand had time to finish its sweep up from his hip. The blackjack went flying and Jakesy took two off-balance steps back and went over the side and hit with plenty of splash. I grabbed for Renata, and a small automatic fell out of his clothes; he dived for it and ran into the toe of my shoe. He flopped out on his back, spitting blood and mewling like a wet kitten. The two back-up men were coming at a run. I grabbed up the gun and started to say something to Renata about calling them off, but a gun flashed and coughed through a silencer and a slug cut air past my right ear. I fired twice from the hip and a man skidded and went down and the other hit the planks. I caught Renata’s collar and hauled him to his feet.


“Any closer and you’re dead,” I said; he kicked and tried to bite my hand, then squalled an order.


“The lousy punk got Jimmy,” the yell came back.


Renata yelled again and one of the gunnies got to his feet, slowly.


“Jimmy, too,” I said. Renata passed the word. The man on his feet tried to lift his partner, couldn’t make it, settled for getting a couple of handfuls of coat and dragging him. After a minute or two I heard the car start up, gun away into the fog.


“OK—now gimme a break,” Renata said. I pushed him away. “Sure,” I said, and hit him hard in the stomach, and when he bent over, I slammed a solid one to the chin. I left him on the dock and went on out and started up. I used my old knife to cut her stern line; in two minutes I was nosed out into the channel, headed for deep water. I watched the beach lights sliding away into the mist that covered the decay and the poverty and just left the magic of a harbor at night. And the smell of corruption; it couldn’t cover that.


I ran due west for five hours, then switched off and sat on deck and watched the stars for an hour, listening for the sound of engines, but nobody was chasing me.


I put out a sea anchor and went below and turned in.


There was a low mist across the water when I rolled out just before dawn. My shoulder was aching, and for a minute that and the feel of the clammy fog against my face almost reminded me of something: the glint of light on steel and a pennon that fluttered in the breeze, and the feel of a big horse under me; and that was pretty strange, because I’ve never been on a horse in my life.


The boat was dead still on the flat sea, and even through the mist the sun already had some heat in it. It looked like another of those wide, blue days on the gulf, with the sea and sky empty to the far horizon. Out here, Jakesy and his boss Renata seemed like something out of another life. I started for the galley to rustle some ham and eggs, noticed a curious thing: little clumps of funguslike stuff, growing on the mahogany planking and on the chrome rail. I kicked it over the side and spent half an hour swabbing her down and polishing her brass, listening to a silence as big as the world. Afterward, I lifted the hatch and checked the engines over, screwed the grease cups on the stuffing boxes down a turn or two. When I came back up on deck, there was a man standing by the port rail, looking at me over the sights of a gun.


He was dressed in a tight white uniform with little twists of gold braid at the cuffs. His face was lean, hard, not sunburned; a city man. The thing in his hand wasn’t like any gun I had ever seen, but it had that functional look; and the hand that pointed it at my face was as steady as it needed to be. I looked past him, all around the boat. There was no other boat in sight—not even a rubber raft.


“Smooth,” I said. “How did you manage it?”


“This is a neurac—a nerve-gun,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone. “It is indescribably painful. Do exactly as I tell you and I won’t be forced to use it.” He motioned me back toward the hatch. He had a strange accent—British, and yet not quite British. I moved back a step or two and he followed, keeping the distance between us constant.


“There is a fuel-pump valve located at the left of the water manifold,” he said, in the same tone you might ask to have the sugar passed. “Open it.”


I thought of things to say then, but the gun was the answer to all of them. I climbed down and found the valve and opened it; diesel fuel gushed out, making a soft splashing sound hitting the water on the port side. Three hundred gallons of number two, spreading out oily on the flat water.


“Open the forward scuttle valve,” the man with the gun said.


He moved with me as I lifted the hatch, watched me open the valve to let the green water boil in. Then we went aft and opened the other one. The water made a cool, gurgling sound coming in. I could see it in the open engine hatch, rising beside the big cylinder blocks, with bits of flotsam swirling on the dark surface. In two minutes she was down by the stern, listing a little to port.


“It’s a cumbersome way to commit suicide,” I said. “Why not just go over the side?”


“Close the aft valve,” he said. He was braced against the side of the cockpit, cool and calm, a technician doing his job. I wondered what the job might be, but I went aft fast and closed the valve. Then the forward one. By then, she was riding low, her gunwales about six inches out of the water. The smell of the oil was thick in the air.


“If the wind comes up, under we go,” I said. “And with no fuel, that means no pumps—”


“Lie down on the deck,” he cut me off.


I shook my head. “I’ll take it standing up.”


“As you wish.” He dropped the gun muzzle and I tensed and shifted my weight to make my try and the gun made a sharp humming noise and liquid fire smashed into me and tore my flesh apart.


… I was lying with my face against the deck, quivering like a freshly amputated leg. I got my knees under me and got to my feet.


The man in the white uniform was gone. I was alone on the boat.


I went over her from bow to transom—not that I thought I’d find him hiding in the bait locker. It was just something to do while I got used to the idea of what had happened. I finished that and leaned against the deckhouse while a spell of pain-nausea passed. The spot I’d picked to ride out the night hours was sixty miles south of Key West, about forty north of the Castillo del Morro. I was afloat, as long as the wind didn’t rise enough to put a riffle on the water. I had plenty of food, and water for two days—maybe three if I stretched it. The man with the gun had fixed my radio before he left; I checked and found a tube missing. There was no spare. That meant my one chance was to stay afloat until somebody happened past who could put a line on me. It would mean losing the boat—but she was as good as lost now, unless I could save her fast.


There wasn’t much I could do in that direction: the hand pump in the bilge was under two feet of water. I spent an hour rerigging it on deck, and put in another hour working the handle before it broke. I may have lowered the level an eighth of an inch—or maybe it was just the light. I bailed for a while with a bait bucket, doing math in my head: at six buckets a minute, figuring three gallons to a bucket, how long to pour ten thousand gallons over the side? Too long, was the answer I came up with. By noon, the wind was starting to stir, and the level was down about an inch. I fished a canned ham and a bottle of beer out of the water sloshing around in the galley, then sat on the shady side of the cockpit and watched the pale clouds piling up far away across the brassy water, and thought about sitting in the cool dimness of Molly’s bar, telling her about how a mysterious man in a dapper white suit had aimed something he called a nerve-gun at me and told me to dump her fuel and scuttle her, and then disappeared while I was lying down …


I got up and checked the spot where he’d been standing. There was nothing there to prove he hadn’t been an illusion. He’d walked me forward, and then aft again, but that hadn’t left a trail, either. I had opened the dump valve myself, flooded her myself. There was still the missing radio tube, but maybe I’d sneaked in and done that, too, while I wasn’t looking. Maybe the hot tropical sun had finally crisped my brains, and the shot from the nerve-gun, which I could still feel every time I moved, had been the kind of fit people have after they’ve lost their grip on reality.


But I was just talking to myself. I knew what I’d seen. I remembered that hard, competent face, the way the light had glinted along the barrel of the gun, the incongruously spotless whites with the shiny lapel insignia with the letters TNL in blue enamel on them. I got my bucket and went back to work.


A breeze sprang up at sunset, and in ten minutes she had shipped more water than I had bailed in ten hours. She wallowed in the swells, logy as a gravid sea cow. She’d swamp sometime in the night, and I’d swim for a while, and after that….


There wasn’t any future in that line of thought. I stretched out on my back on top of the deckhouse and closed my eyes and listened to her creak, as she moved in the water with all that weight in her….


… And came awake, still listening, but to a new sound now. It was full dark, with no moon. I slid down to the deck and solid water came over the gunwale and soaked me to the knees.


I heard the sound again; it came from forward—a dull thunk! like something heavy bringing up solid against the decking. I reached down inside the cockpit and brought out the big six-cell flash I keep clamped to the wall beside the chart board and flicked it on and shone it up that way, and a voice out of the dark said, “Curlon—kill that light!”


I went flat against the house and flashed the beam along the rail and found his feet, raised it and put it square in his eyes. It wasn’t the man who’d used the pain-gun on me. He was tall, gray-haired, wearing a trim gray coverall. His hands were empty.


“Put the light out,” he said. “Quick! It’s important!”


I switched off the flash. I could still see him faintly.


“There’s no time to explain,” he said. “You’ll have to abandon her!”


“I don’t suppose you brought a boat with you?” More water came over the side. She shuddered under me.


“Something better,” he said. “But we’ll have to make it fast. Come on forward!”


I didn’t answer because I was halfway to him. I tried to find his silhouette against the sky, but it was all the same color.


“She’s sinking fast,” he said. “Jumping me won’t change that.”


“Her fuel and water tanks are dry,” I said. “Maybe she’ll float.” I gained another yard.


“We don’t have time to wait and see. There are only a few seconds left.”


He was standing on the forehatch, half turned to the left, looking out into the dark as though there were something interesting out there he didn’t want to miss. I followed the way he was looking and saw it.


It was a platform, about ten feet on a side, with a railing around it that reflected faint highlights from what looked like a glowing dish perched on a stand in the center. It was about a hundred yards away, drifting a few feet above the water. There were two men on it, both in the white suits. One of them was the man who’d scuttled my boat. The other was a little man with big ears: I couldn’t see his face.


“What’s the hurry?” I said. “I see a man I need to have a talk with.”


“I can’t force you,” the man in gray said. “I can only tell you that this time they’re holding all the cards. I’m offering you a chance at a new deal. Look!” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder. At first I didn’t see anything; then I did: a rectangle, six feet high, two feet wide, like an open doorway into a room where a dim candle burned.


“I can’t afford to be caught,” the man in gray said. “Follow me—if you decide to trust me.” He turned and stepped up into the ghost-door hanging in the air and was gone.
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