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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.
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Jeff Mallory’s first thought when he woke that morning was that he was back in the field hospital south of Inchon, with a hole in his shoulder where a Chinese .30-caliber slug had gone in, and a bigger one between his ribs where it had come out. And Uncle Al had been there, calling to him to come along: they were going to the Old House; and he had wanted to go, even though he was stitched and bandaged and confined to bed …


Mallory moved his shoulders experimentally, felt a twinge of pain from sore muscles. Probably he had moved in his sleep and tried to weave the resultant ache into a dream that would allow him the luxury of a few more minutes of cozy oblivion. Strange thing, the dream mechanism: as if half the brain set out to delude the other half. And the haunting desire to see the Old House again still clung, like a memory of a long-ago outing …


He got out of bed, stretched, noticing other small aches and pains as he did. Must be old age catching up with him, he told himself, not meaning it.


Through the curtained window, fog hung like a cottony veil across the lawn, making ghosts of the poplars at the far side of the garden, obscuring detail, blurring outlines, lending to the familiar a hint of the charm of the unknown. The Bartlett house, looming high and wraithlike beyond the trees, might have been perched on a cliff at the edge of the world. The street, dwindling into invisibility half a block away, might lead down to a silent beach edging a tideless sea. It would be pleasant to follow that phantom shoreline, wade in the warm, reed-grown shallows, emerge in some pleasanter, simpler world …


Mallory smiled at his fancies. It would be time enough to start dreaming of white beaches when the firm of Mallory and Nolan, Engineering Consultants, had weathered its first year in business.


As he turned away from the window, something caught his eye, lying beside the hedge lining the Bartletts’ drive. It was difficult to make out in the misty light, but it looked like an old overcoat flung carelessly on the grass, a jarring note in the orderly composition. Probably something left and forgotten by a handyman. Mallory put it out of his mind and went into the bathroom.


His razor lay on the edge of the basin, clogged with gray soap. Bless the ladies, he thought as he rinsed it under the tap. He rummaged in the medicine cabinet for a new blade, failed to find one. The shaving cream can was empty, its spout crusted with dry, green foam. The toothpaste tube was crumpled and flat. His toothbrush was nowhere in sight. He found it after a brief search, on the floor behind the toilet bowl.


He used the electric razor Gill had given him for Christmas. He didn’t like using it. It didn’t shave close enough and left him feeling unrefreshed.


Eyeing himself in the mirror, he thought he looked a bit gaunt and hollow-cheeked. There were dark circles under his eyes, and he was badly in need of a haircut. That was at least a month’s growth, he decided, angling his head so as to see the sides. He must be working too hard, losing weight, forgetting his biweekly trim. He’d have to think about taking things easier.


In the closet he noticed a pair of battered shoes on the floor. It was his best pair of Bostonians. The soles were badly worn, the uppers scuffed deep into the leather, the strings broken and knotted. Frowning, Mallory looked through the hanging clothes for his gray suit, found it dangling on a hook at the end of the closet. It was dusty, shabby; the cuffs were greasy black, both elbows worn through. It looked, he thought, like something a hobo might wear, calling at the back door for a handout. Lori must have borrowed it, he decided, for some sort of student Rag Day or scavenger hunt thing. To a youngster, all old folks’ clothes—meaning over thirty-five—probably looked the same. He’d have to have words with that young lady.


He dropped the coat on the floor with the ruined shoes, selected a tan suit. His favorite tie was missing. He picked another, smoothed the frown off his face. Whistling, he went down to breakfast.


Gillian was at the stove, stirring a pan. Marly and Randy, the ten- and eight-year-olds, sat at the kitchen table, spooning up oatmeal.


“Looks like I’m last man on deck,” Mallory said jovially. Gill smiled abstractedly and went on with her work. The kids didn’t look up. He poured a cup of coffee and pulled out a chair. There were bread crumbs on the seat of the chair and on the table. Sugar was scattered around the bowl. In a clouded glass vase were the dried stems of a bunch of faded wild flowers. He tried the coffee. It was lukewarm, stale-tasting.


Gill came across and put a bowl of oatmeal before him. She was still the best-looking girl in town, Mallory thought; but this morning she looked pale, her skin dull.


“You’re late, Jeff,” she said. “I was just going to call you.”


“I got involved in looking out the window,” he said. “Nice fog.”


Gill sat down across from him. “Fog?” she said vaguely.


Mallory glanced out the window. The air was sparkling clear.


“Funny. Must have been just a patch.”


He sampled the oatmeal. It was barely warm. There was no salt in it, no salt on the table, no butter, no cream. He started to mention it, glanced at Gill, noticed the darkness under her eyes, her abstracted expression.


“Gill—are you feeling all right?”


“Very well, thank you,” she said quickly and smiled a fleeting smile.


Mallory got up and went to the cupboard where the dry cereal was kept. There were half a dozen boxes there, their tops torn open, all but one empty. He took a bowl from the shelf, noticed dust in it, rinsed it at the sink.


“Any toast?” he inquired.


“Toast?” Gill looked mildly puzzled.


“You’ve heard of it: bread that’s been in the toaster.” He tried to make it sound jolly, but the words hung dead between them. It was chilly in the room, he noticed. There was a faint, foul odor in the air. Or not so faint, he amended, noticing the overflowing garbage pail by the door. Bits of food and soiled paper lay around it.


Marly, the ten-year-old, scraped her spoon against her empty bowl. She licked it front and back, dropped it on the table, and stood. Her skirt and sweater didn’t match.


“Hey, did you kids have any milk?” Jeff asked. Marly didn’t answer. Randy pushed his chair back and started from the room after his sister.


“Why did the kids rush out of here without a word?” Mallory asked. “Is anything wrong?”


“They have to go to school,” Gill said. She looked troubled. Mallory reached across to put his hand over hers. He was shocked at how cold it felt under his; and thin. And the nails, always so carefully groomed, were chipped, not even clean.


“Gill, what’s the matter?” He tried to catch her eye. She looked down, into her bowl. She pulled her hand away, took a bite of gruel.


“Gill … I think you’ve been working too hard,” Mallory said. “Being around the house too much. What do you say we get away for a few days? We could go out to the Old House this weekend, camp out, do a little work on the place. The kids would enjoy it and—”


“What old house?”


“Our Old House. What else?”


“Do we have an old house?” Gill looked at him innocently.


Mallory shook his head. “Never mind, it was just a thought.”


“You’d better eat,” Gill said. “You’ll be late.”


“One of the prerogatives of being boss,” Mallory said, smiling, “is that I can be late when I want to.”


Gillian shook her head. “You mustn’t joke about your Work, Jeff.”


“Why not?” he smiled at her.


Gillian looked concerned.


“Jeff, you seem so strange this morning …”


“I was just thinking you seem to be in a curiously playful mood.”


“In what way?”


“Acting as if you never heard of the Old House, teasing me about being a few minutes late to my own office—”


“Jeff, what are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about my business. Where I make our living.”


“Jeff, are you sure you’re feeling all right?”


“Why shouldn’t I be?”


Gill’s glance went to the clock over the refrigerator. She made as if to rise. “We really have to go now—”


Mallory caught her hand. “Where are you going?” She tugged against him, trying to pry his fingers loose.


“Let me go,” she gasped. “They don’t like it if you’re late!”


“Gill—I asked you where you’re going!”


“To the Star Tower, of course—”


“What’s the Star Tower?”


“You know,” she whispered. “It’s where we work.”


“We? Since when do you have a job?” He tried to smile. “I’m the breadwinner around here, remember?”


She was shaking her head; her eyes were wide, fearful. Mallory came to his feet, drew his wife to him. “Slow down a minute, girl. Let’s start at the beginning—” He broke off as the front door slammed. Through the window he saw Marly and Randy hurrying down the front walk.


“Where are their coats?” he said. “It’s cold out there. And their schoolbooks—” He turned urgently to Gill. “And where’s Lori?”


“Lori who?”


“Our daughter Lori. You know.” He tried to cover the impatient edge to his voice with a smile.


“Our daughter’s name is Marly,” Gillian said carefully.


“Of course. And our daughter’s name is Lori. Has she already eaten?”


Gill gave him a fleeting half-smile. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand you. I have to go. I mustn’t be late to the workrooms.”


“All right, I’ll play along,” Mallory said. “Anything else new I ought to know?”


Gillian looked worried. “Jeff, you know the quota has been increased—”


“Oh, so the quota has been increased.” Mallory nodded solemnly.


“So many have not been coming to their benches.”


“Their benches? What benches are those?”


“At the workrooms.”


“What workrooms?”


“Where we work, of course, Jeff! Please stop—”


“Funny, I thought I had an office in the Miller Building,” Mallory said harshly.


Gillian shook her head, glanced at the cereal bowl at Mallory’s place. “You’d better eat quickly. It’s a long time until midday break.”


“Never mind the midday break. You still haven’t said where Lori is.”


“I don’t know any Lori—”


He gripped her arm hard. “Stop it, Gill! Where is she—” He broke off at a sudden thought. “There hasn’t been an accident? Has she been hurt?”


“No, there hasn’t been any accident. And I don’t know anyone named Lori.” She tugged against him, trying to reach the door. He picked her up, carried her to the living room, lowered her to the couch. She tried to struggle up. He sat beside her, held her.


“There has been an accident, hasn’t there?” He tried to hold his voice steady. “You’re trying to keep it from me, aren’t you?”


“I don’t know what you mean! I have to go!” Gill tried to pull away. He drew her back.


“I’m talking about our eldest daughter, Lori,” he said, forcing himself to speak calmly. “Age nineteen, born while we were still in school, tall, blond, likes to ride and swim and play tennis. Are you telling me you’ve forgotten her?”


Gillian looked into his eyes, shaking her head.


“There isn’t any such person, Jeff. We have two children, Marla and Randy. That’s all.”


He rose, went into the hall and called. There was no answer. He ran up the stairs three at a time, at the top wheeled to the left, his outstretched hand reaching for the doorknob—


And slammed into a solid wall. Where the door to Lori’s room should have been was an unbroken stretch of plaster.
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Gill was standing wide-eyed on the landing.


“Why?” he said. “Why is her room sealed?” His voice was a croak.


“Jeff, you’re frightening. I don’t understand—”


Mallory ran his hands over the wall. It felt solid to his touch. He stepped back and looked along the hall. There were the doors to the other three bedrooms, the bathroom, the attic stairs. But Lori’s door was gone as if it had never been.


“Where is our daughter Lori!”


Gillian shrank away from him as he came down the steps. “Jeff, you’re sick. You’re having some kind of attack. Lie down, and I’ll call Dr. Everet—”


“I’ve never felt better in my life—” Mallory started and broke off abruptly. Through the window on the landing he saw the familiar street, clear of fog now, the big, old-fashioned houses, steep-gabled, the leafless trees above them. But beyond, where the steeple of the Methodist church should have been, a tower rose up and up into the morning sky. It was big, his engineer’s eye told him: hundreds of feet in diameter, and so tall that its flaring top was lost in the high haze. The material was pale green, glassy, translucent. An incredible structure, sprung up overnight like an enchanted mushroom.


“Gill—what is it?”


“The Star Tower, of course.” She stared into his face. Her eyes had a glazed, remote look.


With an effort, Mallory spoke calmly.


“Gill, something’s wrong. Maybe it’s me. It must be me—unless I’m imagining that—” He glanced at the tower. “And if I am, I’m still in trouble.”


“You’ve been working too hard,” she said. “I knew you were working too hard.”


“Gill, do you remember a church? The steeple used to stick up right behind the Meyer house—”


“But … that’s where the Tower is.”


“No church? I imagined that?”


“You saw the Tower, Jeff. Surely you don’t—”


“I saw it. I admit it. That’s the one thing that makes me think I may be the one who’s out of his mind. Because the tower is impossible, Gill.” Mallory laughed and was surprised at the weakness of the laugh. “All right. I’m imagining things. Anything else?”


“You seem … very confused, Jeff.”


“We don’t have a nineteen-year-old daughter?”


“No, Jeff.”


“I don’t run my own engineering company?”


“I don’t understand what that means. We work at our jobs at the Tower—”


“What do you do in this workroom you say you have to hurry off to?”


“We perform the tasks set us.”


“What is it, some sort of factory?”


“I … I don’t know. I suppose so. We … make things. Work on things. With wires. You work in the loading sheds.”


“Gill—is this what it’s like to lose your mind? I feel perfectly normal. No headache, no confusion. Just a lot of ideas that seem to be totally false. But how much of it is false? Everything? No, not everything.” he shook his head. “You’re my wife, Gill. You know me. And the kids, Randy and Marla. But what about everything else?” He broke off, a vision of a flat earth filling his mind. “The world is round,” he said. “OK so far?”


She nodded hesitantly.


“We live in the United States. In the state of Nebraska. The town of Beatrice.”


Gill frowned. “No—this is the Center, Jeff.”


“The center of what?”


Gill made a vague gesture. “Of … everything. It’s just … the Center.”


“What do we do?”


“We work, we do our part—”


“Our part of what?”


“Of the Work.”


“Gill,” Mallory said. “I may be crazy—but I didn’t imagine Lori. She exists, damn it!” Pulling her behind him, he went into the library.


“Where’s the picture of her that we keep on the desk?” he demanded.


Gill didn’t answer.


He took a blue-covered album from the drawer. There were snapshots of Gill, of himself, of Randy and Marly. But none of Lori, only patches of torn paper where pictures had been removed.


“Who tore her pictures out?” Mallory gripped Gill’s arms, almost shaking her. “Why?”


“Please, Jeff—you’re hurting me—”


There was a soft click from the direction of the front door.


“Lori?” Mallory stepped past his wife, hurried through the arched entry to the front room—and stopped dead.


A man stood there, staring fixedly past Mallory’s shoulder.


Or—Mallory amended his first impression—not a man. Something that looked like a man. Something that might fool you in a bad light, or at a greater distance. But not here, ten feet away, in the full light of morning. The face was the wrong color: a dusky purplish pink, and of the texture of foam rubber. The eyes were dull, empty, without movement, the mouth and nostrils sealed, the hair a spongy mass. It was dressed in an old-fashioned golfing outfit: baggy knickers, Argyle socks, a loose cardigan of a pinkish gray color …


Mallory’s thoughts reached this point, recoiled, approached, recoiled …


“You are late, Worker.” A rich contralto voice sounded from the region of the simulacrum’s rib cage. Behind Mallory, Gill made a whimpering sound.


“Gill—stay back!” Mallory took a step sideways and grabbed up the wrought iron poker from beside the fireplace. The stand went over with a dull crash of iron. He hefted the two-foot bar, watching the thing as it pivoted to face him.


From the corner of his eye, Mallory saw Gill start past him. He put out an arm to stop her, but she darted around him, toward the door. At once the monstrosity moved to intercept her. Mallory swung the poker up, brought it down across its shoulder. The impact was as if he had struck padded steel. With a motion too quick to follow, the thing twitched the poker from his hand, dropped it carelessly on the rug. Gill had the door open, was standing hesitantly looking back.


“Gill, run!” Mallory shouted and launched himself at the creature. Iron hands gripped him, thrust him effortlessly away.


“This is incorrect behavior, Worker,” the warm, feminine voice said in a tone of kindly correction. Mallory seized a heavy chair, hurled it at the thing, whirled and made a dash for the door through which Gill had disappeared. He had taken two steps when the room exploded into dazzling light that slowly faded into utter darkness.
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Mallory became aware that he was lying on his back on a soft surface, looking up at a flower-patterned ceiling. He turned his head; an elderly man was sitting beside him. He recognized him: Doc Everet—George Everet. Everet was staring vaguely at the wall.


“Where’s Gill?” Mallory said. Everet turned, looked at his left ear.


“She had to go, Jeff. The Work can’t wait, you know.”


Mallory sat up. His head ached sickeningly. He looked around the room. The thing that had attacked him was gone. The fire tools were neatly racked beside the fireplace, the furniture in its normal position.


“Where’s it gone?” he asked. “What was it, George?”


“What?”


“The thing—whatever it was. It knocked me out. Didn’t you see it? Didn’t Gill tell you?”


“You fainted, Jeff. Gill told me of your attack.”


Mallory went to the window, twitched aside the curtain. The tower loomed behind the familiar roofs, impossibly tall, undeniably real.


“Have I gone crazy?” he said thickly.


“Just a temporary loss of orientation,” the doctor said. “I have a tablet for you to take—”


“George—what’s going on?” Mallory came back to look down at the other man. Everet’s thin white hair curled untrimmed about his ears; there was a silvery stubble on his lined cheeks. The collar of his shirt was grimy, his tie tied in a hard, greasy knot.


“Maybe you can tell me—where’s Lori? Gill acted as if she’d never heard of her, George.”


Everet shook his head. “I know no one of that name.”


“Don’t know her? Hell, George, you delivered her! Nineteen years ago!”


“You have two children, Randall and Marlene, Jeff. Their ages are eight and ten—”


“Certainly—and another, named Lori, age nineteen! She was born the year I started with Universal—the year after Gill and I were married, the year I first met you!”


“Jeff, you have to reject these fantasies.”


“Is that so fantastic?”


“Worse than that. It’s nonsense. Many of the words you’re using are gibberish. They don’t mean anything.”


“Which words?”


“Never mind that. Put all that out of your mind—”


“How can I? I want to know what’s going on! If I’m crazy, I want to know how crazy!”


“Not crazy, just talking a little wild. I’m going to give you a pill that will make you sleep again—”


“No, no pills. Just give me some facts. The tower: how long has it been there? Who built it?”


“Why, I suppose the Tower has been there since before I can remember. Never thought much about it—”


“A thing like that?” Mallory leaned forward tensely. “Doesn’t it strike you that it looks different from anything else in the town? It’s too high, too big! What’s it built of? No material I know of could take those stresses—”


“Jeff, stop exciting yourself!” Everet frowned, offered a spherical purple capsule on his palm.


“Take this, Jeff. It will help you.”


“Why not answer my question?”


“Jeff, next you’ll be asking me why trees have branches, and where the leaves come from, and what holds the sky up. I’m not here to help you concretize your delusions! Talking about these fancies of yours will just stabilize them, make them seem more real to you! That’s not good, is it? We want you well, sane, back on the job! Now take this! Or would you rather have the needle?”


Jeff accepted the pill, took the water Everet offered. The elderly doctor watched him swallow, a stern look on his face.


“Now, you lie back and relax. Don’t think about these notions of yours. Just be glad you’ve got a fine home and a fine wife and two fine children and that you have your Work. I’ll look in on you this evening. By tomorrow morning you’ll be feeling better, much better.”


Mallory nodded, let his eyes close. He listened to the sounds of Everet closing his bag, tiptoeing across the room, the door opening, closing, the click of the latch.


He waited a full minute, then sat up, tossed the pill he had palmed into the fireplace.


“Delusions, eh?” he muttered. “We’ll check on that …”
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He found the ax among the garden tools under the basement steps. Back upstairs, he studied the blank wall where the door to Lori’s room had been. Was there a faint, irregular line, an almost imperceptible discontinuity in the surface of the plaster? He couldn’t be sure. But there was a way to find out. He raised the ax, swung it at the wall.


It struck with a solid thunk! that jarred his arms to the sockets. Plaster cracked and fell away, exposing a gray, papery surface. He chopped at it, knocking pieces loose. It was light, tough stuff, like the material of a hornet’s nest. A fragment broke loose and fell inward; dim light shone out through the hole. Mallory knelt, saw the corner of a bed, a rug, a papered wall and a window, the shade drawn tightly over it.


“Nothing there, eh?” He attacked the wall again, enlarged the opening, crawled through it. He was in Lori’s room.


Dust lay thick on the dresser and bedside table. Papers and books were scattered on the desk. He opened the closet door; Lori’s clothes hung, dusty, on hangers. He touched a pale blue sweater that Gill had given their daughter on her last birthday.


“Lori,” he whispered. “Where are you?”


His eyes fell on a thin-spined book lying on a shelf: a high school annual. He picked it up, leafed through to the pages where photographs were ranked in rows. Her picture was there among the others, blond and smiling. He tore it out, folded it, put it in his shirt pocket.


He left the room, stepping over the litter of plaster in the hall, automatically careful not to step on it, grinding plaster into the carpet.


“Start at the top,” he told himself. “Check the whole house. See what else is phony about this situation.”


The attic looked as it always had; long rays of early sun slanted through the dusty window on worn carpet, ancient trunks, cardboard cartons filled with unable-to-be-parted-with mementoes of past lives, on broken toys, the old brass standing lamps and faded velour furniture. An old frontier Colt .44 in a blackened leather holster hung on a peg. He lifted it down. There were corroded cartridges in the belt. No way of knowing if they would fire; the gun hadn’t been used in twenty years. He loaded the gun, buckled it on.


Room by room, he checked the rest of the house. Everything looked normal, though dusty, the beds untidily made. In the pantry the shelves were crowded with ranked boxes of soap flakes, detergent, cases of dog food, paper napkins—Gill hated them—dietetic fruits, canned hominy and sweet potatoes. On the back porch more cartons were stacked.


He found a half-full bottle of Scotch, poured himself four ounces, neat. It seemed to clear his head a bit. But his body still felt numbed. Like a thumb in the instant after the hammer hits it and before the real pain arrives. On the curled calendar on the wall, the days of November had been x-ed out through the fifteenth.


He went into the living room, looked out through the glass curtains. The orderly street was silent. There were a few cars visible, parked in driveways or at the curb. They looked a little dusty, as if they had been sitting for some time.


Dead leaves lay drifted across the sidewalks and the street in a pattern undisturbed by traffic. He went to the telephone in the hall, lifted the receiver, listened to the steady hum of the dial tone. He dialed O; it rang twenty-five times before he hung up.


He switched on the console TV; after half a minute, static crackled from the speaker. He tuned: a dancing grid of light blanked all channels.


He took a coat from the front closet, went to the back door and looked out at the garden. Morning sunshine lay across dormant flower beds, leafless shrubs, dry grass. A bird twittered in the hedge. He left the house, walked quickly back to the garage. The door was locked. Through the window, the two-year-old Buick was visible. In the gloom it was hard to be sure, but one front tire seemed almost flat.


Keeping to the shrub line, he crossed to the rear of the Bartlett garden. The house stood high and silent in the morning light. There was a broken window on the ground floor. A light breeze blew a scrap of paper across the dry grass. Beside the walk, green shoots poked up through the black earth. In a few more weeks the daffodils would be blossoming. Mallory went on toward the back door, almost expecting to see Meg Bartlett appear there, plump and aproned, to wave and invite him in for coffee.


A wrongness in something he had seen nagged at him. He stopped and looked back.


Daffodils.


Daffodils didn’t appear until March; late February at the earliest. But this was November, wasn’t it? Or had time jumped ahead from autumn to spring overnight? Three months lost. What had happened during those ninety days?


He didn’t know. He couldn’t remember.


He went on along the drive, opened the unlatched screen, rapped on the back door. There was no response. He started around to the front of the house.


A heap of old clothes lay in the drive. Closer, he saw that what remained of a man was in the clothes, talon-like hands clawed at the earth; skull-face, leather-covered, teeth bared in a yellow grin. He recognized the curly gray hair: Fred Bartlett, his neighbor of ten years.


Mallory skirted the mummy, went on to the front of the house.


He started off along the sidewalk in the sparse shade of the barren trees. Tall weeds grew across once-immaculate lawns. Formerly shiny cars sat on half-flat tires, their windows opaque with dust. Halfway down the block the bay windows of a brick house gaped black and gutted.


There were clabbered milk bottles on porches. Yellowed envelopes poked from mail boxes. At the corner a dead dog lay in the gutter half covered with leaves, snarling a desiccated snarl. Above the rooftops, the faerie tower loomed against the blue sky.


The school was in the next block. Mallory crossed the silent playground where papers blew across hard-baked earth, entered the building through a shadowy arcade entrance. The doors were unlocked; his footsteps were an intrusion on utter silence. He went along looking at the names lettered over the doors, recognized the name of Randy’s teacher. The door stood half open. Inside, papers were scattered over the floor. A chalk mural on the blackboard was spotty and streaked. A dead geranium stood stiffly in a painted clay pot. Paper turkeys and pilgrims’ heads which had been pasted to the windows had come loose and lay on the floor among other clutter. On the desk that Mallory remembered as Randy’s lay a battered geography book.


The children weren’t here, hadn’t been for some time.
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It was strange to see the downtown streets deserted under the cold midmorning sun. At the corner of Main and Jefferson two empty cars blocked the intersection, their front wheels interlocked in a tangle of metal. There was a broken window in the next block: a liquor store. A few bottles lay scattered in the display window among glass shards; otherwise the stock seemed undisturbed. Mallory started at a sharp click!, then saw that the traffic lights were still working.


Three blocks ahead, the street ended in a blank wall of dull black material.


Mallory walked on slowly. The wall was five feet high, running across pavement and lawns, curving away to both sides, shearing through the houses lying in its path. There was no rubble, no disorder; but he could see exposed wallpaper, pictures hanging above beds in rooms sliced open like doll-houses. Two hundred yards beyond the wall the tower stood, its outlines vague as a rainbow. The twenty-acre circle of flat ground enclosed by the wall was as bare and featureless as a concrete slab. There were no visible openings in the tower.


Far away, a siren whooped.


Mallory retreated to the nearest house, flattened himself against the wall in the shelter of a cluster of cedars. A section of the wall swung back, gatelike. The head of a loose column of people appeared, emerging from the enclosure. There were men, women, children. They walked briskly, not talking, streaming out through the gates and off along the street. Many of them were incongruously clothed: a middle-aged woman with unkempt hair walked barefooted in a torn and dirt-streaked formal evening gown; a round-shouldered man stumped along, hugging himself, in a stained bathrobe. One man limped on shoes that had worn completely through, so that the loose uppers flapped about his ankles. All of them looked rumpled, bedraggled, threadbare, uniformly thin-faced, lean, some to the point of emaciation. They looked, Mallory thought, like concentration camp victims marching toward the gas ovens. But Gillian was not among them, nor the children.


The main body passed, followed by a few stragglers. A lone man brought up the rear, trailing fifty feet behind. As he approached Mallory’s hiding place, Mallory went forward to intercept him. The man did not look up or halt. Mallory fell in beside him.


“Just a minute, if you don’t mind, Mr. Zwicker,” he said. “I’d like to talk to you.”


“Mallory, isn’t it?” the man shot him a keen look. He was an ordinary-looking fellow of middle age, a builder, a customer of the firm. He looked thinner than Mallory remembered. “Have to hurry along,” he said. “No time to waste.”


“Listen,” Mallory said, “have you seen my family? You remember my wife, Gill—”


“I’ve done my quota,” Zwicker said. “And now I’m going home as always, to nourish myself and rest and—”


Mallory caught his arm, spun him around.


“Is she in there?” He nodded toward the tower that loomed over them like a cliff.


Zwicker tried to pry Mallory’s fingers loose from his arm.


“You weren’t on the docks today,” he said accusingly. “I remember, the Watcher found your place empty. That’s bad, Mallory. How can we accomplish the Work if each doesn’t do his share—”


“Have you seen her? Answer me, damn you!”


“No! No, I haven’t! My Work is on the docks! I see no women, not even …” Zwicker paused, frowning. “I must go home,” he said flatly and tried again to pull away.


“What goes on inside there?” Mallory demanded.


“In the Star Tower?” Zwicker tugged, prying at Mallory’s fingers. “We carry on the Work, of course.”


“What work?”


Zwicker looked sharply at him. “You’re acting like a crazy man, accosting me in the street, asking wild questions—”


“How long has it been there—the tower?”


Zwicker looked at him blankly. “Why—forever, I suppose,” he said. “What a curious question!”


“Zwicker, this is all wrong! I want to know what’s happened!”


“Nothing whatever,” Zwicker yelped. “The sun is shining, night follows day, we do our Work—all but you! Why are you questioning me? Why are you trying to make trouble?” The man’s eyes slid past Mallory; their expression changed, became vague. Mallory turned. A flat cart had rolled through the gate on silent doughnut wheels. On it squatted two creatures like the one that had invaded his living room.
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“Well, I must be on my way,” Zwicker said jauntily. “Nice seeing you, Mallory—”


“Zwicker, for God’s sake, what are those things?”


Zwicker shot him a frown. “Mallory, you make me uncomfortable—”


The cart was rolling closer. Mallory thrust Zwicker ahead toward a gap between the bumpers of parked cars. “Through there—run!” he snapped. Zwicker planted his feet, resisting.


“Here, Mallory, let me go!” The cart was approaching swiftly, with a soft humming sound. It was too late now to run for it.


“Quick—into the car!” Mallory yanked a door open, thrust the man in, slid in beside him, under the wheel.


“Keep down!” he whispered as Zwicker lunged for the door handle. Zwicker yelled; Mallory clapped a hand over the man’s mouth; Zwicker kicked out frantically; Mallory hit him on the side of the jaw; he went limp. Quickly, Mallory locked the doors, tried the starter. There was a heavy click, nothing more.


The hum of the cart had grown louder; now it descended the scale and ceased. Mallory watched the two not-men step down from the cart, moving efficiently but somehow wrongly, with a subtle distortion of normal human rhythm and balance. They came up to the car, stood staring in at him through the glass. One wore a tuxedo with a pink carnation in the lapel; the other was in a blue coverall with the name HERB stitched over the pocket. The latter reached for the door handle: the car shook as it tugged. The other sprang lightly to the hood, reached back out of Mallory’s line of vision. There was a sharp ripping sound, and something sharp sliced down through top and headliner, cut a yard-long incision. An instant later, a parallel cut appeared.
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