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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



When the wipers gave up and squealed across the windshield for the last time the blacktop and the bordering telephone posts disappeared behind a silver-writhing curtain of rain. Roy Tulley pulled the brand new Cadillac across onto the shoulder and cut the motor. He blinked his eyes. Through the side window reflections of the four headlights jumped and whirled in the unceasing downpour.


“Now what?” asked Graham Pike from the passenger seat.


“It was your idea to push on past KC tonight,” pointed out Tulley without heat.


“If we deliver this heap to the west coast ahead of schedule we catch a bonus,” said Pike.


Thunder and lightning boomed and sizzled.


“And,” went on Tulley, calmly, “it was your idea to take this godsforsaken route through the back of nowhere.”


“That guy swore it was the best route. He told me we’d save ten percent on gas.”


“That’s your trouble, Gray. You’re too credulous. You’d believe anything.”


“You’re the electronics expert, Roy. You could fix the wipers in nothing flat.”


“Great!” Tulley’s cool began to warm. “Like most credulous people you’re unscrupulous with it. There’s a mean streak in you, Gray Pike. You’re as much an expert as I am! You get wet fixing the wipers.”


They glared at each other with the old comradeship of rivalry that had been with them since grade school. They had sat in the same classrooms, listened to the same teacher, played on the same team, taken from their university tutors, each in his different way, joined the same computer corporation on the same day and been fired on the same day last week. The rain still hissed down.


“Stalemate, then,” said Pike, with a yawn.


Tulley looked at him, at the rain, at the back seat.


“At least they gave us a Caddy.”


“You won’t get all that wet, Roy.”


“Wet enough. It’s going to be a long night.”


“Toss for it.”


“Hah!” Tulley snorted with the contempt of long and painful experience. “With you—the twistiest trickster this side of the Rockies?”


“Can I help it if I know a trick or three?”


They were both large loose-limbed young men with an easy air about them that redundancy from a position they had assumed secure could not quell. Somewhere on the fabled west coast, they felt sure, lay a fresh start and a new life. Their parents back in Sharon had been tolerant enough to know when to let youthful high spirits—that’s how the oldsters phrased it—burgeon. Time enough, they’d said, to settle down. Both Pike and Tulley were mature enough to be thankful for their parents’ attitude. The times were enough out of joint without added foul-ups like that in a guy’s life.


“All right.” Roy Tulley decided he’d make a fresh fool of himself and risk it with Graham Pike. They couldn’t sit here all night. Their mutual stubbornness made that a not unlikely outcome. “But if you twist me, Gray, so help me—”


“Now would I do a thing like that to a pal!”


“You, Graham Pike, being you, would and you damn well know it!”


Pike chuckled and tossed. The coin flashed once in the headlights’ rain-soaked reflections, fell, was trapped.


“Heads,” said Tulley, knowing as soon as he spoke he’d chosen wrong.


“Yep, Roy,” nodded Pike with sorrowful satisfaction. “You’ve gone and done it again. Out you go.”


Tulley pulled his collar up and got out. The rain hit him with a personal affront. He lifted the hood. “At that, the engine is still there,” he grunted. “That’s something.”


Powerful headlights blossomed through the lines of rain and a large articulated truck pulled up with hissing of brakes and squealing of tyres. A thick beefy voice called.


“In trouble? Want any help?”


Tulley looked up with the rain bouncing off his face. His surprise was complete.


In the rain-soaked darkness the driver was invisible; but Tulley wondered if he wore his halo at a slant.


“Just the wipers,” he shouted back. “Nothing serious.”


The driver opened his cab door and stepped down. Tall, he topped Tulley’s height by three inches, and the breadth of shoulder beneath a short coat emphasised the bent-gorilla strength in him. “Let’s take a look.”


A flashlight beam cut across Tulley, swung to the Cadillac, picked out Pike’s white face at the window.


“Just the two of you?”


A breeze tickled Tulley’s spine.


He heard the truck’s gate fall with a crash. Shadows moved. He couldn’t make out the exact size and shape of the people back there; but they looked strange.


Pike let out a yell, flung open his door and hared off down the blacktop.


Something rippled past Tulley, going like a greyhound, making a slobbering sucking noise as it went.


Tulley yelled.


The things were all over him.


In fragmentary glimpses as clubs crunched down he saw round and slimy bodies as big as bullocks moving with deceptive speed on twin bunches of tendrils coiling across the ground. Other tendrils sprouted from the things’ top sections, some tentacles sprouting eyes at their tips, others ears, others mouths serrated with buzz-saw teeth. Other tentacles brandished the clubs that beat down and put out the lights for Roy Tulley.


He came around to a swaying motion and a feeling that someone—or something—had taken his head off and sewn it back upside down and back to front. He opened his eyes blearily and looked at the interior of a truck, the aluminium corrugations bare and stark. He was lying on the bed of the truck, his hands looped together by some silky netlike rope. He could hear groans and curses and a woman was screaming on a high falsetto that added to his own feeling of hysteria. He was stark naked.


The—things—sat back on their tentacular lower coils, quiescent, the skin a flushed pink, wide pores oozing a fluid that, Tulley guessed, enabled them to slide over the ground like snails. But their speed matched that of greyhounds, not snails: he remembered the way that thing had galloped past him after Pike.


There were eight people in the truck, all naked, all roped to one another, all, like him, evidently under the impression that they shared a nightmare.


Pike had been roped to a burly man whose stomach sagged and whose chest frizz of hair was greying. His once florid face looked now just like a chunk of misshapen putty. Next to him two girls, young and, without their clothes, just ordinary girls, sobbed bitterly, holding each other like baby monkeys.


“You all right, Gray?” he managed to choke out.


Pike rolled an eye at him. The other was green, mauve, black, magenta, already shut and promising to be the mother and father of all shiners.


“Ask a tomfool question—” Pike said, huffily.


“Have we flipped?”


“No. This is real. And so are they.” He nodded at the five monsters.


Of the three other people in the truck, two looked like husband and wife. They just sat together, holding each other, their heads down, bodies pressed together, not saying a word. The last woman was the one doing the screaming. A big busty blonde whose wig had slipped and whose mascara was streaking her plump cheeks in the runnels of her tears, she rocked backwards and forwards hardly caring how her freed anatomy betrayed her, groaning and screaming and barking by turn.


Tulley summed them all up, said: “Not a lot of strength in the back line, Gray.”


“Interference.” Pike said succinctly. “We’ll carry the ball.” As was to be expected, he had adjusted to the situation and what would be required.


The truck stopped. The monsters herded the people out. Roped together they stumbled and fell down the tail gate. It had not been uncomfortably cold inside; now the chilly rain hit them, the wind flicked around their flanks, the cold struck them cruelly. Through the rain-lashed darkness all Tulley could see were wide-open expanses of nothing. The truck ran off the blacktop, jolting over the shoulder and along a rough track, muddy and swilling with water. The monsters clubbed the humans into following.


Pike jerked at the silvery netlike ropes around his wrists.


“This stuff is strong. I can’t break it.”


“If you could they wouldn’t have used it.”


In the middle of wet muddy nothingness the truck stopped. Two men alighted from the cab. One of them, the driver, became momentarily visible as he walked through the headlights’ beams. There was something odd about him. He wore a black slouched hat pulled low over his forehead. The other man wore some sort of flying helmet of an old-fashioned kind, like a Balaclava, in leather. Metal glinted from it.


They vanished. Moments later they appeared at the side of the truck and the driver climbed in. The other man stood away and made motioning movements with his arms. The truck ground forward in low gear.


The blackness beyond the truck’s hood seemed to Tulley to be even blacker than the rest of the black rain-battered night. It seemed to him, standing there naked and frozen and roped to other naked and freezing humans, that the truck moved forward into a jet pit of emptiness. Then Tulley gasped. No rain slanted in the space before the truck. It ground slowly on and the fender vanished. The hood followed. The wheels disappeared. Now the long corrugated aluminium flank of the articulated truck vanished as though being swallowed up by some gigantic inhuman mouth. The hysterical woman stopped screaming. Everyone looked and no one believed.


The truck moved forward in that emptiness and vanished as though entering a tunnel to hell.


The man shouted something and the monsters rippled their tendrils over the rain-drenched earth. They forced the humans to walk after the truck. Now Tulley could see there indeed was an impalpable blackness there that cut off the rain, a solid darkness of reality, a tunnel, an opening from this earth into—into somewhere.


With a blow from a cudgel across his back Roy Tulley stepped into the portal of darkness.









II


“It’s no good saying you don’t believe it,” said Pike crossly to the two young girls. “It’s happening. We’re here, wherever here is. You’ve got to believe it.”


They stood huddled together. Tulley stared about him. He agreed with what Graham had said; but it was darned hard to comply.


Although the sky remained dark and overcast with no stars visible, the rain had stopped. That, at the least, was something positive to be grateful for. A gentle night wind whispered about them, the susurration broken as the truck’s engine barroomed. Herded onto the road again the people lined up waiting. They had to help themselves climb aboard, a painful business of naked skin scraping hard steel and wood, banging on the aluminium treads. The plump blonde had given over screaming now and she even pushed her wig straight and wriggled here fat shoulders, getting comfortable against one of the few burlap sacks. “Strange,” Pike said to Tulley as they flopped down. “There always seems to be a scared blonde floating about a scene like this.”


Tulley had recognised the attitude Graham would take up, an attitude similar to his own and one stemming from a certain kind of hard-edged, independent, open-eyed childhood. So long as they had their health and strength they’d keep their wits about them, take anything that offered, thump the wrong-’uns when the opportunity offered, seek always for the giggle in face of disaster, and, in short, live life like men.


“Scared blonds of fiction,” he said. “Well, anyone’s a right to be off track in a scene like this.”


The truck started up. Tulley looked back. The road was not as firmly metalled as the good old U.S. road they had left; the truck jounced. They whistled past a vehicle. Tulley stared. The body curved like a shell, four spindly wheels towered, seeming to wobble as the thing spun along emitting sparks and steam from a tall chimney over the trunk. He could see all this by virtue of the glowing golden lamp suspended from a fishing-rod-like support above the car. The conveyance looked delicate, feminine, yet genially capable.


“What the hell is that?” demanded Pike. He looked offended that such a fine-spun piece of mechanism should run so smoothly over a road where an example of American trucking engineering bounced and jounced.


Before Tulley could answer the truck swerved, cranking the articulation to block the progress of the shell-like car. Monsters boiled over the gate, swarmed up over the vehicle smashing three of its spidery wheels, and brought back two fresh captives. They were efficiently stripped. They fought and thrashed until a bludgeon laid them out. One, the young man, looked healthy and fresh-faced. The other, the girl, looked a real dish and both Tulley and Pike whistled in sympathetic and angry admiration as her figure was revealed. Her dark red hair lay across dreamy shoulders where matching red weals showed the places the monsters had gripped her.


Tulley debated whether or not to chance it now, decided not to, and with the help of the others set about caring for the new arrivals.


When the girl opened her eyes—they were deep green flecked with gold—she flinched back. She said something no one understood, words all flowing syllables and liquid music. Pike smiled. He held her hand gently and said slowly: “Don’t worry. We’ll get out of this.”


Again she responded with a tirade of words.


“Anybody understand?” asked Tulley of the company.


No one did.


“That’s no language I’ve ever heard before,” said the man who held his wife closely. “And I speak three—French, Spanish and German, apart from English. Maybe it’s Oriental.”


“They don’t make cars like that one behind the bamboo curtain any more than they do at Detroit,” said Tulley laconically.


Once more the truck slewed, once more monsters spewed over the tail gate, once more dazed and incoherent captives were flung to join the others. This time they were a middle-aged couple with two teenage sons.


Pike nodded at them. “They’ll help, come der tag.”


“Yeah,” said Tulley. “I’m getting sore at these plug-uglies. What’s worrying me is—.” He stopped.


“What?”


“How do we get back?”


In his usual way of taking things as they came, even in a situation like this, Pike pushed that one away. “Let’s get free of these pink-snail monsters first. Then we’ll figure the angles. I wonder how much time we have.”


When the truck stopped again and they tensed for a new attack they were instead herded out. They stood by the side of the road as the truck ground off onto the grass verge. The darkness had lifted and pearly light struck rays down through the overcast. Half a mile away a building rose, a construction of pinnacled towers, turrets, lofty ramparts, all concentrating towards the central conical tower where flags flew.


“You ever seen a place like that in Kansas?”


“Never have.”


The people from Earth and those from this new place stared in apathy and terror as the truck moved slowly forward. Once more that utterly black square of emptiness showed before the front fender. Once more the truck inched through, vanishing piece by piece. When it had entirely disappeared the monsters clubbed the people on. Tulley saw a console at the side of the black opening, with thick cables running to a square red-painted box with bright terminals. He heard a buzzing crackling. There was power flowing from that red box; floods of high-voltage power.


When he stepped into the black opening he felt a new and disquieting sensation that began within himself. He felt his bowels contract. He felt a sharp intense pain lance through his head. He yelled. He staggered forward.


He heard—clearly and with sickening force—a snapping pingging—inside his own mind.


Sickness surged in his inside. He swallowed down convulsively. He felt as though some insensate force of implacable determination had taken his head and trepanned a great chunk off and stirred up his brain with a white-hot sliver of steel like a cosmic cook stirring psychic soup.


“You all right, Roy? You look green.”


“Of course I’m all right—especially in this set-up!”


“I didn’t mean that—”


Sunshine slanted down on them. Around them a wide plain stretched, with the wink of a river and distant trees. A warm wind ruffled their hair. They blinked their eyes.


“But it’s night-time!” whimpered the scared blonde.


“It was—back where we came from.”


A line of dust sped directly towards them from the trees. They caught a glimpse of black dots at the head of the straight line of kicked-up dust, the wink of metal.


“Company,” said Pike, shading his eyes.


Tulley was looking at the point where he had stepped into—well, he had to phrase it to himself in this way—where he had stepped into this world. He felt quite sure this wasn’t the Earth he had known all his life.


The man with the leather flying helmet and tight dark brown clothes was finishing packing up the red box. As he flicked a switch the black square that had obviously served as the gateway to here from wherever they’d been before died. It disappeared like a light going out. The man picked up the red box and the console by straps, carried them to the cab of the truck. Even then, even in these moments of utter bewilderment, Tulley wondered how they contrived the trick of putting the console and power box through and then of retrieving them afterwards. He promised himself he’d find out—after he’d settled with the monsters.


The line of dust expanded in size. There must be at least four riders. Then Tulley gasped. Was there to be no end to the marvels he was encountering? He had expected riders—and he saw riders; but he had without thought expected to see horses, possibly cowboys, riding up to investigate the appearance of an articulated truck in the middle of the range. Instead—


“Oh, no!” yelled the blonde. “Keep them off!”


Four animals sped towards them, kicking dust. They had scarlet hides and big ferocious heads with lolling tongues and sharp yellow teeth. Their six legs hit the ground with pulverising force. Sitting in high ornate saddles winking with gems the riders presented appearances at once grotesque and formidable. Each carried a long heavy lance with a fluttering pennon. They slanted these down pointing at the people around the truck, and the tips looked extraordinarily long and sharp. But the men—if men they could be called—attracted the most shocked disbelief.


Their legs were short and thick and curved to the shape of the saddle as though carved in one piece. Their bodies were totally disproportionate to their legs; big and bulky, heavy of chest beneath scale armour, bulging of shoulders beneath crested shoulder plates. And their faces! Brown, leathery, hook-nosed and with wide glaring eyes beneath immense black bars of eyebrows, those faces might have been carved on some mythical temple’s protecting pillars in the dawn of time. They wore high-crowned helmets of golden scales with plumes of scarlet and green and yellow floating arrogantly. Around their waists and depending from straps fixed to their saddles they carried a weird mixture of weapons.


“Yowp!” said Pike, drawing back. “Friendly—or hostiles?”


The monsters with their masses of bunched tendrils did not hesitate.


Silvery nets curled out into the bright air. The nets opened into palpitating circles, dropped about the four riders and their beasts. In a great thrashing of legs and clouds of dust the armoured men were dragged from their saddles and the beasts tangled up on the ground. The cudgels rose and fell. It took some time to quieten the strange bandy-legged men in their armour.


But quietened they were. Efficiently the tentacles stripped them of armour, of clothes and of weapons. All was tossed into the truck. Everyone was herded in, the silvery cords binding them. Tulley eyed the heap of edged weapons. Pike saw him and nodded. The truck started up again.


Very quickly the truck stopped and they were ordered out. The scenery looked the same. The red power box and the control console were set up. That black fathomless portal of eerie energy sprang into existence. The truck ground through on low gear.


“No more pickings hereabouts, I guess,” offered Pike.


“They’re going from one place to another snatching people. If I wasn’t so fascinated I’d be screaming blue bloody murder.”


“What do they want us for?” asked the blonde. She’d swabbed her face with the burlap and looked a sight.


“I’ve no idea.” Tulley made it short. Trouble was, he did have ideas, unpleasant ones.


“This has all the earmarks of a slave raid,” said the husband. He still looked scared stiff; but in these events continual fear was broken down by continual fresh occurrences. “History is my subject—I’m at the University of Kansas City—and the pattern begins to add up. I’m Bill Chilson—my wife, Betty—we were out for an evening meal—roadhouse—truck stopped—.” He couldn’t go on.


“We’ll get out of this someway, Mr. Chilson.” Tulley spoke, meaning what he said, not knowing how what he said was to be accomplished. “There’s got to be a break sometime.”


“Just be ready to jump,” said Pike with savage emphasis.


The four short-legged riders recovered consciousness with a speed that showed how close to barbarism they were, how recuperative their primordial powers were. At once they began to thrash about, struggling to break their bonds, to get at the monsters with their bare hands. There was a grim and elemental savagery about them that spoke eloquently of habitual command, of absolute undisputed mastery. The clubs beat down unemotionally. They were bludgeoned into line and forced through the black gateway.


As they approached that black blankness one of the riders was cruelly battered by a monster. He fell against Tulley. Tulley put an arm around the thick leathery waist, feeling the muscle, held the man up.


“Hold up, pal,” he said in a voice he made as friendly as he could. “Take it easy. Our time will come.”


The reply in a deep booming bass was quite incomprehensible. Tulley smiled. He put his personality into the smile. Reluctantly, as though it pained him, the rider smiled back. His thin lips above the thick black bush of beard widened; creases deeply ridged the skin about his mouth.


As Tulley walked with the bandy-legged rider into the well of nothingness, so Pike walked with the red-haired girl from the shell-shaped car. All the strands of silvery rope binding them had become entangled; but the slack was sufficient to permit of individual pairing. The girl’s male companion walked on her other side. He had not spoken. He looked completely beaten and defeated.


They stepped out into a world of colour. Brilliant hues beat down from walls of rock and from the lush vegetation clothing all the level spaces and sprouting from cracks and ledges in the rock. The sun struck them with furnace heat. The truck was grinding over loose boulders and scree, making an infernal noise.


There were eighteen people from three different places walking up the rocky pathway between the multicoloured cliffs. The truck did not stop but headed on for the saddle half a mile ahead. The man with the red power box and the control console walked as though the weights dragging on his arms meant nothing. But the pink skinned monsters with their rippling coils of tendrils made heavy going of the rock. Tulley watched in satisfaction as they tried to avoid the more gritty areas. He guessed that like snails they liked smooth glutinous places.


In their shared misery everybody helped the weaker ones to climb. They panted up the slope. Unobtrusively, Tulley, who was helping one of the young girls from Earth, bent and with his free hand picked up a chunk of rock. It was split and one edge looked sharp. He began to saw at his bonds. The silvery netlike stuff resisted.


He sorted out as best he could one strand at a time and began to saw through. The monsters were bending all their attention toward finding smooth places.


The truck ground over the saddle and sank out of sight. At once pandemonium broke out. The sound of gunshots, the crackle as of frying bacon, shrill screams and the frantic revving of the motor slashed into the silence of the rocks.


Immediately the monsters started out for the crest. Mucous poured in sticky floods from their open pores, lubricating their tendrils. They raced past the people. The man dropped his two boxes, jerked out a shiny object like a flashlight, started for the saddle at a dead run.


Tulley sawed and sawed with frantic desperation. The rock would not cut through the silvery ropes. Pike and some of the others followed his example. He broke through the first strand, started on the next. The gunfire from the other side of the saddle, out of sight, crashed to a fusillade and then died away in a scatter of shots. Flames lit up the bright sky ahead of them. Smoke rose, black and greasy. That was the truck blown up, Tulley reasoned.


Still entangled with his bonds Tulley looked up as men came over the slope. Then all his hopes fell. These men ran staggeringly, falling, slipping, chased by the monsters who beat them unmercifully. Swiftly they were rounded up, their clothes stripped from them, their wrists tied with that infernal rope he could not cut with his silly rock. A monster saw him. Emitting a blubbering cry of rage it struck him savagely, knocking the rock from his fist, knocking him headlong. His head struck a boulder. Amid a shower of sparks and the sensation of the world falling on him, Roy Tulley lost consciousness.
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