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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







CHAPTER ONE


Christmas Eve


The grey of late afternoon was spreading over the moors when the snow, seasonable enough in all conscience, came down again in weird little flurries of wind-driven mist. Since noon there had been none worth speaking of, but the sky was full of it now; by morning the already-deep drifts would be twice as bad. And the biting cold of the north wind swept over the dales with a moaning, fretful whisper. No more desolate country could be found than these moors in winter. Long valleys, high, moulded billows of ground, small angry streams, mile on mile of heather and bracken, wind-cropped grass, lone houses where they were least expected. But there were many who loved them for their grandeur, for their very loneliness, for the spell they cast on the mind and the illusion of freedom they brought to normal life. Snug beneath their mantle of snow, the moors seemed to brood with an air of eternal patience, waiting for heaven knew what, keeping their secrets with the closeness of a miser.


And this afternoon they were destined to take to their solitude a secret more strange than any previous one.


No human eye witnessed the coming of the Things; only the moors themselves looked on through a veil of falling snow. Nor were they likely to give up their secret. Instead the snow hid it more and more completely, deeper and deeper under the cold-warm cloak of its fall.


The Things were small, no bigger than an average dinner plate. In colour, visible only for a fraction of a second as they flashed to earth in the grey afternoon, they were yellow or gold, flattened and circular in shape, rather like the discs used in a clay-pigeon trap, only larger.


They landed in the deep snow of a ten foot drift, throwing up six little spurts of white particles in a neat pattern. Then the snow rapidly filled in the hollows their landing had made and there was nothing to indicate they had ever arrived. Nothing visible or logical or reasonable, that is.


And no living soul saw them come.…


But thinly against the background whine of the wind came the dismal howl of a dog from not far away. The ominous cry rose and fell jerkily, hideously, increasing to a pitch when the mournful animal whimpered itself into terrified silence. Tail tucked between its legs, it slunk into its kennel in the lee of a low-roofed barn, hiding its head.


Perhaps the dog had more perception than its human masters. Certainly not one of the six people at the farm gave heed. They heard the howls of the dog, undoubtedly, and some might have given it a passing thought, cursing it perhaps, or wondering vaguely why it was kicking up such a hideous row. But they were too busy bickering and sniping at one another to bother further. This was, after all, a Family Affair, the annual gathering of the tribe, and therefore the only chance available at which to say all the clever things, the hurtful things, the keen-edged witticisms thought up during the past twelve months.


Of the four men and two women who sat in the enormous kitchen-living-room of the farm only one of the women seemed vaguely ill at ease when she heard the dog. But then Jay had always been considered a bit “odd.” Bertha, Cousin Bertha, had once said that she wouldn’t be in the least surprised if the girl didn’t indulge in spiritualism or some such rubbish. As a matter of fact Jay did nothing of the kind, but there were times when she had to admit to herself that she sensed things long before other people even began to think about them. But she never spoke of her sensitive indications, least of all among the Family. Being the youngest she was treated as the baby, which did nothing to enhance her self-confidence in their company. And now the bleak prospect of yet another Christmas spent in this place loomed drearily before her. If it hadn’t been for the fact that she would shortly have someone to back her up and take her side in the annual display of friction she would have engineered an excuse and refused Cousin Bertha’s invitation.


And the dog went on howling for what seemed a very long time to Jay.


She didn’t like it, but said nothing. Arthur was doing all the talking at the moment, and his voice droned on and on with many repetitions. It was not really worth listening to, but the essence of it was that they were all together again, the Family was intact, and able, now, to follow its usual course of discussion.


Bertha, who had heard her husband say the same things for a good many years running, stifled a yawn and bent down to pick up another crumpet from the plate in front of the fire. What a mercy, she thought, that this only happens once a year. She buttered the crumpet carefully, thinking of all kinds of incongruous things as she stared into the flames. Certainly she did not give much thought to what Arthur was saying.


Dale, Arthur’s son, fidgeted with a cup and saucer, glancing swiftly and often at Jay. What a peach of a girl she’d turned into, he decided. She looked up and met his eyes for an instant. He flushed, nearly spilling his tea. But then a fellow couldn’t help it when a girl like Jay looked at him. He frowned, avoiding her for a whole minute. It dawned on him that he was building castles in the air, but she wasn’t a very close relation really, and even first cousins could marry, couldn’t they? When he’d passed his exams and done something to justify himself, well … a chap didn’t get what he wanted unless he jolly well charged in, did he?


What a horrid, spotted youth Cousin Arthur has reared, thought Jay. But her attention did not rest for more than an instant on Dale. In the background the dog was howling; and Arthur was lumbering on with his self-imposed task of welcoming them all—if welcome was the right term.


“We should all be damned thankful to be alive and able to have a get-together like this,” said Arthur. “Does the world of good, what! None of us perfect, you know; and I’ll warrant there isn’t one of you hasn’t thought of something to say during the weekend.


“That’s not all, either. Jay’s landed us with another prospective member of the Family.”


Jay sat up stiffly, bristling with sudden instinct.


Arthur went on: “Got engaged, I’m told. Hope the feller’s not a fool, that’s all!”


“He’s not, I assure you,” murmured Jay in an icy voice. She couldn’t help it; there was some element of acid that seemed to scald these yearly gatherings and turn them sour.


Dale swallowed a piece of unmasticated crumpet, choked, and spilt his tea all over his trousers.


“Damn fool!” grunted Arthur.


“Don’t blame the lad,” said his wife quickly. “Dale, dear, you’d better go and sponge it off before it stains.”


“Yes, mother.” He scuttled out, moving like a crab.


Arthur blew hard through his squire’s moustache, raking the others with a wintery gaze. Even Peter, Jay’s elder brother, quailed a little. And plump, middle-aged Mark, bald and comfortable, avoided the glance altogether by the simple process of shutting his eyes.


If Jay hadn’t been so troubled by something that was always just beyond the fringe of her consciousness, she might had been amused at the scene. Instead she was troubled, and the Family became a nuisance, an irritation that was taking half her mind off the howling dog and the sinister shadow that crossed and recrossed her mind.


Dale returned, apologetic and confused. Uncle Mark eyed him pityingly. Peter, watching him, wondered what the hell use he would be if and when he entered the Family Business—as he was bound to do if Arthur had his way. And it annoyed Peter to think that Arthur probably would have his way. Especially, if Bertha had anything to do with it. Since Peter and his sister, Jay, had everything at their fingertips it would, of course, fall to them to guide this spotty-faced weakling through the intricacies of racehorse training. He didn’t look as if he could ride a donkey at the moment!


But Arthur was saying: “Your young man’s damned late, Jay! Shockin’ bad manners!”


She forced a smile, knowing only too well that Mike was late. “Doesn’t it occur to you,” she said, “that he might have been delayed by the snow. Your roads aren’t so good, Arthur, and this is a godforsaken place at the best of times. Thank heaven I only come here once a year.”


“Gratitude, jay, please!” gasped Bertha, still buttering crumpets. “Why, I’ve never heard such rudeness before!”


Jay sighed. “Sorry,” she said.


Plump Mark chuckled from the depths of his armchair. “No, you’re not, girl!” he whispered. “Why should you be? You know we only get together to pick one another to pieces in front of everyone. It wouldn’t be Christmassy if we didn’t!”


Jay decided it was best to say nothing. She was not in the best of tempers; nor was her brain as keen as it might have been. That damned dog!


“What’s the matter with Prince?” said Bertha querulously. “I’m sure he doesn’t often make that noise.”


Peter grinned across at Jay, winking. “Sensitive creatures, dogs,” he murmured. “Old Prince knows we’re at it already; he’s commiserating with us in his own soulful way. Any more tea, Bertha?”


Bertha eyed him askance for a second, then smiled in her sweetest manner. “It’s so nice to have you with us,” she said, taking his cup. “One wonders what it would be like if you were here all the year round.”


“Heaven forbid!”


Arthur coughed loudly, turning to Jay. “This young man of yours,” he began again, “what’s he like, m’dear? You owe us a hint or two, I think. You know how we dislike any changes in the Family without a proper consultation.”


Jay felt the anger rising within her. “I really don’t see what business it is of yours,” she said. “Mike is no part of the family, and when we’re married I’ll take good care to see that he stays that way.”


Arthur glared balefully. Mark sniggered behind his hand. Dale felt and looked miserable. She was such a smasher! But he’d have to face it, he supposed; she wasn’t for him.


“I don’t think,” said Arthur carefully, “that you’re being entirely fair to the Family, Jay.”


“Leave her alone,” put in Peter briskly. “I know Mike; he’s one of the best.”


“But he’s late!” grunted Arthur. “And being late for anything is shockin’ bad manners.”


Peter said: “I rather feel that good manners don’t run in the Family, Arthur. Who are we to criticise another?”


Jay couldn’t stand it any longer. That queer sense of impending disaster was growing in her mind. If only she could name it! Or see far enough ahead to glimpse what form the trouble would take. Suppose Mike …? No, she mustn’t think of things like that.


The dog stopped howling on a final and penetrating whine that jarred her nerves and compelled her to get up and leave the warmth of the room.


The others watched her in critical silence, all save Mark who lowered his right eyelid as she passed him.


Mike was late, she kept thinking. He should have arrived for lunch, and here it was nearly evening. He might have phoned. She saw the greying snow beyond the windows, heard the dismal wail of the wind, felt the gnawing cold the moment she was away from the fireside.


But before she reached the door, while she was still in the big room, there came a thunderous hammering on the wrought iron knocker at the front door. Her heart leapt with a swift prick of pleasure. That would be Mike!




CHAPTER TWO


Visitation


Mike, cold in spite of the fur jacket he wore, drove the big open Bentley as fast as conditions allowed. He was late and knew it, but a series of unfortunate delays were to blame. And now the snow.… Muttering to himself, he jockeyed the heavy car over the narrow, snowbound roads. He was not one of those people who find delight in the moorlands, especially in winter with driving conditions at their worst. And he had no real liking for the prospect of a weekend with Jay’s notorious Family. But Jay had asked him to come, and she was a girl for whom he was prepared to do almost anything. But even her presence, or the thought of it, did little to gloss over the knowledge that he was soon to be subjected to scrutiny by a group of people, Peter excepted, who were bound to be hostile at his engagement with Jay. Jay herself had prepared him for the worst, knowing the Family. He wished they were all like Peter, whom he knew well, but if reports were anything to go by they were an odd bunch of cantankerous snipers at best.


He sighed, peering ahead through the falling curtain of the snow. The screen wiper only just kept pace with its plastering of the windscreen. He cursed the winter and the moors and the things a man did for a woman. And then he grinned broadly at himself, at the way in which he was making everything seem awful before it had even begun.


“Don’t be a fool,” he said aloud. “Nothing’s as bad as it seems.” And certainly it would be good to be with Jay again—even in the bosom of the Family!


He stopped the Bentley at an unmarked crossroad and looked at his map. What a place to live! he thought sourly. No wonder Arthur was reputed to be a genius for rubbing one up the wrong way. This country was enough to drive anyone to drink, or worse.


With signposts at a premium, he studied the map and chose the correct road, pressing on through the gathering murk of late afternoon. The car was, as always, running perfectly. The snow hindered progress very little, for he was using chains, and their musical crunching reached his ears reassuringly, backed by the muffled rumble of the exhaust. Next to Jay, the Bentley was Mike’s great love. He wouldn’t have asked her to marry him if she hadn’t been a keen enthusiast. It was odd, really, he thought, that a girl whose life was entangled with racehorses should be interested in cars of any sort. But she was.


And then he caught his first glimpse of the farm. The road wound on and on through the desolate folds of the moor, branching off at a point about a quarter mile further on. The branch road, or track, climbed a long hill to the squat, weather-flattened granite pile of house and barns, seen dimly in the coming dusk.


Mike sighed with relief when he sighted the pin-points of light that marked windows in the darkening face of the house. It would be good to be indoors even if it did entail meeting the Family.


It was then that a curious thing happened.


From a snow-covered field enclosed by stone walls there came a faint green flash. Mike would never have noticed it at all but for the general gloom. But he had no option about noticing something else.


Coincidental with the green flash came an abrupt failure of the Bentley’s engine. It did not seize up; it merely stopped firing completely.


Mike did everything he could, but it died and the car rolled slowly to a halt, as lifeless as the brooding moors around him.


“Well, I’ll be.…” His voice trailed away into mystified silence. The car had never let him down before, and with dual magnetos it seemed impossible for the ignition to cut out so completely. He climbed out and opened the bonnet. Everything appeared to be in order. There was fuel reaching the blower; plenty of spark when he checked; nothing broken or damaged. Nothing, in fact, to account for the sudden cessation in motoring. He climbed in again, checked the switches, pressed the starter. Still no joy.


He swore softly, looking up the hill to the gloom of the farm. He supposed he would have to leave the car and walk. What a way to arrive! But unless he pushed it there was no alternative, and the Bentley was not one of the pushable types of vehicle. The only consolation was that he wasn’t stranded miles from anywhere. Maybe Arthur would turn out with a tractor and give him a tow, he thought hopefully.


He started to climb out once more, huddling his clothes about him as the biting wind whipped past his ears.


He had one leg on the running board and one on the driving seat when he froze, eyes bulging. In the field on his right there was a greenish glow. It had no definite source. But served to outline a figure which appeared without warning on the road not a yard away.


Mike remembered the first green flash when the car came to a stop. And now the green glow.… For the first time he experienced the chill sensation of growing fear as the figure moved. His throat contracted; his heart missed a beat. The falling snow seemed alive with the spirit of evil, swirling round him like an eerie cloak, softly malignant, wholly dangerous.


Bertha jumped up from in front of the fire, licking butter from her fingertips as she put aside one of the crumpets she was piling on a plate. But Jay was already halfway through the door. “I’ll let him in!” she called back over her shoulder. Then she was gone.


Bertha sniffed. “Well, I’m sure I don’t know,” she muttered lamely. “Now I’m not even mistress in my own home!”


“Are you ever?” said Mark cynically.


Arthur rounded on him, blowing like a whale. Peter and Dale watched in curious fascination.


But before a serious row could develop Bertha stamped her foot impatiently.


“Be quiet, all of you!” she said. “Remember that we don’t know Mike well enough to squabble in front of him.”


“Yes,” said Mike acidly. “Let Unity be the watchword.”


And Jay meanwhile had hurried down the length of the big gloomy hall and wrenched open the front door, letting in a cold gust of wind and a flurry of powdered snow. A smile, half formed when she started, had spread over her face. This was the moment she had been waiting for all day.


But when the door came open there was no Mike on the step in the porch.


Jay paused irresolutely, peering about. Of course, she told herself, he’d gone back to the car to get his bag. She went outside, conscious of the stinging needles of cold that swiftly surrounded her. The Bentley stood a yard or two away, engine muttering softly, sidelights gleaming in the dusk. But there was no sign of Mike.


She frowned. “Mike!” she shouted. “Hello there, where are you, Mike?”


There was no answering echo from the muffling snow. And no reply from Mike.


Shivering, she walked all round the car, calling. The snow settled on her thin afternoon dress and melted on her bare arms and face. But there was still no sign of Mike. He must be playing a stupid trick on her, she thought angrily. And yet he wasn’t the kind to do damn fool things like that.


Hardly had the thought crossed her mind before she saw something that made the hair stiffen and crawl at the nape of her neck.


The only footprints in the snow between the car and the front door were those she had made herself.


All the old misgivings returned to her mind as she stared mutely at this absence of sign, this silent claim to absurdity. And fear came in cold waves which threatened to flood her with their stifling impact. With a sudden panicky gasp of dismay she turned and fled back to the house, running as if all the evil demons of the Pit were in pursuit.


She was sobbing by the time she entered the hallway.
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