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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


THE INSIDE:


Her name was Della and she had lived a life. A reasonable, protected, purposeful life it had been and it had gone on for forty years or so, and then one day the aliens came—and that was the end of life as she had known it. The only question, then, was one of retaining purpose: Della would not live in a vacuum. Otherwise, she supposed that it was all over.


The aliens came like this: one moment she was backing out of the driveway, coaxing the car onto the pavement so that she could get into the city and do the Thursday things, and the next, the air was full of fire. Near her, far from her, throughout the city, there was a web of flame and she was caught in the center. She could feel her lungs searing with that wretched heat and the first question, the only question at all, was why did she not die? Why did she not simply shrivel and blacken inside and vanish? Everything else could wait if she could find out about that. But she didn’t learn the answer to that one for a long, long time.


She came staggering out of the car, looking for the source of the flames and then, suddenly, as if the world were a candle which had been extinguished, they were gone: and there was in that air only grayness and a few wisps of smoke darting aimlessly in the sky. Then the ships came.


They came without any sense of transition: one moment there was nothing; the next they were in the air. And then they began to land, one by one, on the street, encircling her. They were very small—the size of a small passenger car—so that they could land by the hundreds and hardly take up any space at all. Della looked around her, but there was no one else on the street. Just the ships. And her.


In the near one—they were shaped, vaguely, like canteens, this array of ships, and after they had landed there was only a thick silence for some time as if they were becoming acclimated, for God’s sake, or trying to determine who she was—a door opened and something wearing a helmet looked out, shining a beam on her. She tried to stare past the beam because, whatever else she did, she had to meet this on her own terms, but she couldn’t take it: it was sharp and concentrated and piercing, as if all light had been compressed into the one sliver which winked across. And so she looked at the ground instead, the familiar stones and grass of her drive, and wondered stupidly what her husband would think of this when he came home. Would he like outsiders coming into their neighborhood and deflating property values in this way? Surely these Martians—that was the only rational explanation; they came from outer space or something like that—and the point was that now they were going to take over the earth. Or try to. So that made it all right, Della thought; if it was happening to everybody, it didn’t matter particularly that it was happening to her. That braced her a little. Nevertheless, where were the other people? Wouldn’t something like this bring all of them into the street as well? What the hell else happened in Mahopac at ten on a Thursday morning?


“You,” a voice said from the helmet. “You over there, come here.”


She shook her head. “No. I don’t want to. I want to stay.”


“You don’t come … we take.”


“I still won’t.”


There was a feeling of tenderness around the edges of her limbs and then she blanked momentarily; when she came to, she was standing by the vessel and the thing with the helmet was looking directly at her. There were no eyes behind the faceplate; as far as she could see, staring through the blank glass, there was nothing at all. No features. A dryness. And yet …


“Worked very well,” the creature said. “Considering the problems. You transport economically.”


“I what?”


“You transport well. Don’t worry about it. This is our concern, not yours.”


“Now what?”


“Now,” the creature said, almost cheerfully, “we take you with us and do what needs to be done. Of course. You don’t think we can just leave things like this now, do you?”


She tried to hold off what was being done to her, then, feeling surges of force creeping up and down her; she even curled her fists and made whimpering noises against the pressure, but it was pointless. She was picked up—quite conscious, this time—and dumped into the vessel, in a space just big enough to sit her snugly against the thing in the helmet, which then closed the door briskly and, working on some kind of a switchboard, caused the ship to elevate. It went up with dismaying speed, so high that looking out the window she could see that all of the city to the horizon was covered by the fire and the dots of ships. They began, then, to work on a slow, downward incline toward a spot which she imagined would be around Times Square. Times Square in New York City.


“Very easy,” the thing said. “Considering the technical problems, it went over quite well. Not that we didn’t expect it to, of course.”


“Where are you from? What is going on here?” The thing to remember and to hold onto was that she was a housewife—all right, a wealthy one; but still, basically, a simple housewife—and that it would have to be a dream. All of it was so banal that only housewives or businessmen could have dreamed it. If it was really happening, it would have been much richer and more sensible than this: not like a poor recollection of a comic strip she had passed over a long time ago. If she treated it as a dream, remembering to be polite and courteous at all times, it would simply go away.


“We are from another star,” the creature said. “This is an invasion of planet earth by the warlords of X’Ching. We intended originally to kill all of your men and abduct most of the women for our own fiendish purposes, having them breed and stock our large farms. But those plans were only tentative, and depended to a large degree upon what kind of resistance we encountered. Since it appears,” and the thing inclined its helmet toward the panel showing the fire, “that we have accomplished our objective with a minimum of difficulty, I would say that this is probably the course, then, that we will be following. Of course, we don’t intend to be brutal unless given reason. We are not basically a brutal people: only expansionist and somewhat imperialistic in nature.”


“I’m being abducted then?” Della asked.


“You are.”


“Am I the only one?”


“No. I told you we’re taking all the women. You are my particular assignment.”


“Then where are the others?” she asked. “Why was there no one out on the street? Why is there no one else here? Where did all the other ships go? Why does it seem that I’m the only person in the world, now?”


“Can’t answer those,” the creature said, and it did something to the board which made the vessel descend; it moved rapidly and terrifyingly through several levels of air and there was a faint jolt. Looking out the window, Della saw that they were in an enclosed space somewhere, in a strip of land set off by thick walls. They were in a courtyard, small pieces of fire moving through the air, passing against an unknown resistance. She felt the dust around her, moving into the ship.


I’m crazy, she thought. I’ve lost my mind. I’m either crazy or I’m dead.


“Oh, you’re neither,” said the creature. “We, the warlords of X’Ching, are purely telepathic of course, and I can read your thoughts anytime at all. You’re not crazy and you’re not dead; you’re right on the planet Earth, in New York City, and we’re going to put you in a cell for the night. We’re going to do it to millions and millions of others. How do your people have sexual relations anyway, if I might ask?”


“We enter one another,” she replied.


“Banal,” said the thing in the helmet, escorting her from the hatch and into what was obviously a hastily constructed courtyard which had been placed somewhere in the center of Manhattan. Wall Street? Times Square? It must have been a part of the city she had been in a hundred times before, but it was as if she was seeing it for the first time.


“You will be on the first level,” the creature said, pushing her gently in the back, forcing her to stumble ahead of him in a half-run. They came to a row of cubicles lined with barred doors and he opened the nearest to incline her in, then closed the door and did something with the lock. She guessed that she was trapped. When finished, the thing leaned in, putting two appendages on the bars and inclining his head between them, all of this giving a certain ingenuousness—not to say sprightliness—to his aspect.


“There are so many others to find,” he said. “You will pardon me for leaving you now. We will be back later to talk in some detail; in the meantime I suggest that you keep very quiet, avoid speculation as much as possible, and restrain your physical needs. There are, behind you, a group of books to divert and we will be coming by occasionally. Good luck in your confinement,” the creature finished rather stiffly and then it tramped away.


Della wanted to scream but there was no use; in the first place, the creature had said it was telepathic and that meant it had no sense of hearing (wasn’t that right? She seemed to remember something to that effect.) If it was telepathic, it would know how she felt anyway. It obviously didn’t give a damn. And in the second place, screaming wasn’t going to change a thing; not a single thing. It was all a question of accommodation.


No, that was giving into this on its own terms. She was a suburban housewife with too much time and excess energy and little enough to do now, and she was obviously paying the price for her corruption; she had obviously taken to some kind of drug and was having an extended hallucinatory reaction. When the effects wore off, she would be lying in her bed in a cold sweat, staring up at the spots in the ceiling, looking at the empty space next to her and wondering when James would be home. That was all there was to it: you spent twenty years letting the best parts of yourself go to waste and dim (for she had said to herself often, too often, that that was exactly what was happening to her) and after a point it was too late, too late already; the trouble again was the banality of this nightmare—was this really the best she could do? Was it?


With all that had happened to her—although most had happened a long time ago and probably didn’t count—and with all the agony that she felt, quickening below her surfaces occasionally, trapping her into a soundless wail that she thought would be the leitmotif of suburban existence, with all of that—couldn’t she do better?


Many years ago—this was relevant—a boy had crouched between her breasts, doing unnameable things to them, gasped out along with his passion the feeling that she was the smartest woman he had ever met. The sheer irrelevance of this confession, the incongruency of it, stayed with her when a lot of the other things had gone. Surely she would have to be very bright indeed to have wrung such a confession from this boy. All of the Others, the occasional dabblings while James was away (and a couple of times, incredibly, when he had been at home, doing the same things to someone else) had been with men who had considered her to have the keenest mind in the neighborhood. How could this be happening to her?


Or perhaps it was mushrooms. She understood that mushrooms released the most childish of obsessions. Yes, she remembered vaguely having talked about mushrooms not long ago and feeling mildly curious; perhaps she had started with them because they were supposed to be the easiest.


(But I don’t like them raw, she thought foolishly; they have to be made in a pan over a fire with lots of butter.)


They should have had children. If they had been able I to have had children if she had not been so damned sterile, she would not have all this energy—expended in whatever mindless fashion—and she wouldn’t have taken to the hallucinogens and thus into this real fix.


“We enter one another,” she said, pointlessly, speaking to the walls. Yes, that was the best description of how they had sex. Not that it was the whole truth—there was so much with sex that that had nothing to do with entering, only a series of withdrawals carried on and on to every level of connection—but it came close to the idealized sense of it anyway. The very first time she had had sex was, oh, maybe thirty years ago; she had cried at the moment of entrance, more pity to her. Well, she knew differently now. She most certainly did.


Because that line of thought was taking her nowhere—you had to give these hallucinations credit for persistence, for continuity—she went to the rear of the cell to look over the books they had left for her. They were lined up along two parallel shelves, all of them paperbacks with garish covers; she looked at them incuriously at first, then with some interest as she saw that they seemed to deal with only two subjects: sex and science-fiction. She could tell this because the books all had titles like Invader From The Skies or The Robot’s Message or Pleasure Palace, Sin With Me, Spaceship To Venus, Spaceship To The Thighs, Flesh Farm, Alien Farm and so on. Inspecting a few she found that they were about what she had expected: the science-fiction books seemed to be full of nonsense about extraterrestrials or flights into space, the damndest silliest stuff imaginable, and the sex part was sheer filth. There was no question about it; there was no other way to describe those books. The two she looked at randomly seemed to be full of floggings and perversity. But still there were some people who lived that way, she supposed.


One of the science-fiction books—it was the one called Invader From The Skies—interested her a little more; she looked through it quickly because there was nothing else to do, and it seemed to be all about a group of aliens from another solar system or something who had invaded the earth by the thousands one morning because there was simply no other space for them and because man was poisoning the universe with nuclear things and because these creatures were just plain malevolent in the bargain. In fact, they were mostly malevolent. The book described how various ordinary people on Earth were seized by these aliens and placed in confinement, and there were a whole series of flashbacks giving their life stories so that the reader could identify with them.


It seemed ridiculous to Della that people picked up off the streets or from their beds and thrown into confinement would have nothing better to do than to think about their whole lives up to the point that this had happened; it seemed that at the least they would be nauseated or angry or just panicked into a kind of stunned reaction. But not these people, no sir; apparently nothing made more sense to them than the little things that had gone on in their pasts. And they had all had such dull lives in the bargain: a whole cross-section of humanity, with stories told from the points of view of a priest, a teacher, a whore, a big businessman, a bowery derelict and a professional hockey player. All of them, it seemed, had nothing in their lives to think about but sex—most of all the priest, who was a hotbed of desire.


It was a silly, silly book! It was one of the silliest she had ever seen and the circumstances under which she was looking at it suddenly overwhelmed her, leaving her drenched with sweat and weary, weary; she tossed it on the floor of the cubicle and because there was absolutely nothing else to do, sat down on the pallet in the corner.


The banality of it, she muttered again, as if it was the only thing which made sense, which connected her to herself. But she wasn’t going to cry. If she cried she would be admitting it was real, and that it certainly wasn’t. It couldn’t be. So she sat there for a long, long time, staring blankly through the wall, waiting for the things in the helmets to come back and tell her what they wanted her to do.




Two


THE OUTSIDE:


The metastases had been growing in Archer’s brain for a long, long time before they caught it. That was too bad. Tough luck for James Archer.


At first—there is always an at first; only life itself lacks an origin—he put down the headaches to tension, to the things the bastards were doing to him all day, every day in the office, the twice-weekly troubles that he was having under the blankets with Della. Then, when foolish things began happening to his memory (like buying three packs of cigarettes at different places on the way to work and then wondering when in hell he had taken up smoking) he talked neurasthenia and, finally, when he attacked Della in the restaurant and told her right out that he knew she was laying for the headwaiter, he imagined that it might be a little paranoia. That last one was rough, though. A wife-accuser Archer was not. He had his own problems.


He recovered himself in the cab on the way home, two solemn patrolmen with wide, puzzled eyes on either side of him and Della huddled in the front. “I’m sorry,” he said when he felt able to say anything at all. “I guess I’ve been under quite a lot of pressure these days.”


“Pressure?” the younger cop said. “This is more than pressure, buddy. You better see a doctor. I’ve seen them at all ages and stages but when they start to beat on their wives in public they edge right over the line. Don’t you think that’s the truth?”


Archer guessed it was. He decided to get competent medical advice the next day. Thinking it over, sitting hunched in the cab, he fully expected to be adjudged crazy and to be put into a quiet sanitarium for a few months or years until he got down enough pills to find his senses; but that was one of the penalties of living in the twentieth century. It was hell. You had to face the fact that going crazy could be a normal step in the process of going sane.


“Anyway, Della, you’re well covered,” he murmured, not caring whether or not the cops listened in. The policy has a built-in provision for mental illness; the company takes very comprehensive coverage. Of course, you’ve got to wonder a little if your employer has you covered for going mad but it’s a little late in the game to worry about that now, isn’t it?


After all that, it was the damndest thing when Perkins, the family doctor, caught it right off with the little light focused in his pupils, not five minutes after Archer had come in for the examination. It was a terror, that was all there was to it. As soon as Perkins had seen what had to be seen he put the light away in a desk drawer and told Archer to get dressed, shrugging and muttering about bad luck. What possessed Archer at that moment above everything else was the feeling of being cheated; it wasn’t fair that his complex breakdown be tied into a simple lump within his skull. It nullified all significance. It was, all in all, the damndest thing that had ever happened to him.


All that Perkins would say was that it was somewhere in the frontal lobe, nowhere near the cerebrum at all—not yet—but big enough and with enough offshoot to make the connection. It had been there for a year or more and Perkins said that it was completely beyond his competence. It was growing a mile a minute.


“Be damned,” Archer said stupidly, shaking his head and wondering how he could put it to Della, who of course was in the reception room, reading women’s magazines. “Isn’t that a son of a bitch?”


Perkins said he guessed it was although it was more common these days than you might think; more common, sometimes, than actual insanity.


The thing to do then was to get Archer into the hospital right away and with one thing and another and some fair luck with the health insurance, they were able to operate first thing the next morning—that made it a Thursday, the last Thursday in the month of March, and even in the air conditioned corridors it was stifling that day; the hottest March 27th in many years. Della, sitting and pacing by the information desk, could scent the disaster in the air, along with the dusty remnants that the air conditioners, revived after a winter, were pushing along the corridors. There was nothing exploratory; no tests, no intravenous business to build Archer up even though he was fifty-three and his heart wasn’t in the best shape. It was that serious. Della could not get over the feeling—which had come over her very strongly in the night—that in just a few moments, the loudspeakers were going to open and her husband’s death would be casually bulletined, the words laid over the background of Muzac. And every window in the corridors would be bolted shut so that she could not even lean out and scream.


Of course they found it as soon as they took off the rim of the skull, and it was even worse than Perkins had said. If Archer had been conscious—and he couldn’t have been further, of course, from commentary at that point—he would have experienced one last thrill of despair at the corporeality of what he had taken to be a complex, psychic disease. There it was, swelling in a gentle rise right beneath the oily grey matter: this one, the Big One, had rooted so deeply into the brain they knew that if they took it out they would be taking all of Archer’s mind and history with it. The only thing to do, then, was to nod and close it up again, like slamming a lid on a pot filled to the brim with odious liquid, shutting off the flame in the bargain. Then they put him back in the semi-private and drew the shades and waited for him to awaken. If he ever did.
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