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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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One



There comes a time in a man’s life when he faces the inevitable. A time when all prior experience must be put aside and new decisions taken.

I knew, as soon as I saw the two men that my time had come now. I instantly regretted that it was late, that I had chosen the subway and that they effectively barred the exit.

I am of average height but small-boned and lightly built. I have always deplored violence, feared physical pain and have developed a variety of techniques for avoiding both. I suppose I have a certain charm and a quick wit, for, until this moment, I had always succeeded in talking my way out of tough situations.

I was not going to talk my way out of this one. The two men, as far as I was concerned, could well have carried large notices bearing the word “MUGGERS.” One was tall, thin, sneery and unshaven, the other, squat, broad-shouldered and pimply. His straw-coloured hair looked as if someone had gone over it with a lawn mower – I suppose you could call it a rugged crew-cut.

They were conferring in low voices and, every so often, they glanced sideways and furtively in my direction. I suppose they were figuring how much I carried.

They finally appeared to come to a decision. The tall one produced a cigarette which he lit with an elaborate flourish and they both turned in my direction.

I was aware of a ball of tightness in my stomach and that my entire body was shivering, but I did not look for a way of escape. I had already looked and there wasn’t one.

I knew it was no good praying for a train, the next was not due for twenty minutes.

As they walked towards me, I knew that these two were real muggers. It would be no good throwing my watch, wallet and loose change on the platform before them. Giving me a ‘going over’ was going to be part of the fun for them both.

The tall one had lowered his eyelids slightly to give a hooded effect. He must have seen it in a film some place and had, no doubt, practised assiduously. The overall effect, however, was a pronounced squint.

‘Crew-cut’ looked blandly vacant but his clenched hands were huge and red and bedecked with metal rings.

I suppose I was on the point of screaming but my lungs seemed frozen and I couldn’t get enough air. My heart, for its own part, seemed to be making desperate efforts to get out of my chest before anything happened. It was so damn loud that, later, I wondered if it had taken a run up to my ears to see if there was a way out there.

The tall mugger jetted blue smoke through his nostrils and stopped in front of me.

“No trouble, mister, eh?” His eyes were as hard and cold as polished black buttons.

It was then that something odd happened inside my head. I can’t quite describe it but it was just as if sheer terror had overloaded a circuit in my mind. A fuse blew and all my terror ran out through the hole it left. I can’t put it any other way, something went phut inside me and that was it.

I had always been an arrant physical coward but now I was calm, cool and quite without fear.

Stranger still, I knew nothing about fighting – aside from mayhem on television – but now I knew exactly how to take these two punks.

The tall one extended a large grubby hand.

“Give,” he said, harshly.

I took his hand and pulled – there’s a knack in this. One has to pull, snap down and twist at the same time.

There was a couple of muffled snapping sounds, he screamed hoarsely and began to fall forward. I brought my knee up as he fell and there was another snap.

He fell on his face and didn’t move.

‘Crew-cut’ looked stupidly startled but his reflexes took over before his brain. The be-ringed hand came up towards me like an armoured ham.

Something else seemed to have happened to me in my sudden change. It appeared that ‘Crew-cut’ had been taking lessons in slow-motion attack or my own senses had been speeded up far above normal.

The fist seemed to come up at me with ludicrous slowness. It came so slowly that I had time to set myself without undue haste.

I caught the wrist, and utilising the force of the intended blow, simply pulled.

‘Crew-cut’s’ feet came off the ground and he rose in the air, arms outstretched, as if flying. He may have been a supreme mugger but no one had taught him how to break a fall. Despite his outstretched hands, his face hit the platform first. He slithered perhaps three feet on it, leaving a red smear, before the rest of his body landed heavily and awkwardly.

He let out a wheezing sort of gasp and rolled over twice. He didn’t exactly spring to his feet. He staggered up wheezing as if bearing a huge unseen weight on his shoulders.

He lisped; “You bathard!” exhaling a faint haze of red vapour.

I noticed that his nose was flattened and two upper front teeth were broken.

He hunched his shoulders as if to charge but I was close to him and hit him before he had time to co-ordinate.

I knew – without knowing how I knew – exactly where to hit him and at what angle.

He sighed in an oddly surprised way, then crumpled as if suddenly boneless. Again I knew, without knowing how, that he would be out for at least four hours. Further, he wouldn’t be much good for sustained exertion for at least three months.

I turned towards the exit and, as I did so, I thought I saw someone disappear into it ahead of me. I sprinted, I didn’t want the police in on this with a lot of questions which I was in no position to answer. Maybe I could stop a possible witness and by charm, logic, bribery or force, shut him up.

When I reached the exit, however, and looked up the long escalator, there was no one in sight.

I figured it must have been a trick of the light. No one could go up an escalator that fast except, perhaps, myself. Where the hell had I found that sudden unnatural speed?

I let the escalator carry me upwards, my mind in a turmoil. At the top, I sat down on one of the public seats provided and tried to think. As far as my feelings went, I still deplored violence and I could think of no source for my fighting knowledge. Stranger still, there was no feeling of triumph or achievement and I knew there should be. After all – I have always tried to be honest with myself. – I was a coward. I had been a natural target for bullies ever since my school days. Hence my adroitness in talking my way out of trouble in later life.

I probed myself mentally again. After all I had stood up to, and defeated, two hard cases single handed. My mental probe shocked me. The only reaction was faint shame. It had been a push-over, the two guys might have been set up for me. Somehow it had all been too easy.

A question arose in my mind. Too easy for the man I had been or the man I became when something blew in my mind?

Suddenly the hundred and one unanswered questions which the thought brought up seemed too much for me. I thought ‘to hell with it.’ Almost I began to wish they had beaten me up, at least, on regaining consciousness, it would be in the same comforting world.

I should be the same, feel normal and have only physical pain to deal with. I thought angrily that it was a hell of a world. Briefly and with uncharacteristic force, I wished myself elsewhere. After all, who the hell wanted to live the rest of life under a burden of heavy, frightening question marks?

I swore for a long time under my breath. I swore in English, Spanish, Portuguese, Italian and finally in German.

German is an excellent language to swear in and, somehow, the final words seemed to relieve my tension. My natural tendency to push away the unpleasant took over and I rose and lit a cigarette. To hell with it, worry was no answer.

I strolled out of the station, determined to let things work themselves out in their own way. There was, of course, no guarantee that they would, but, as far as I could see, there was damn all I could do about it.

I glanced at my watch, it was three in the morning and, like all big cities, there were still people around. Traffic still flowed through the streets and lights blazed from the windows of the big stores.

I was used to late hours; I was a cook in a restaurant which closed its door around midnight. I must confess here I was also a semi-drop-out. I had acquired various degrees at university but I detested the rat race. The dangling carrot of an executive position with its subsequent decoration of ulcers was just not for me. I hated working under pressure and even more under supervision.

I realised I had walked a fair distance while lost in thought and turned to go back. I paused to light a cigarette, then stopped, puzzled.

Parked under a street lamp just in front of me was a large white car. I must explain here that car-spotting is one of my hobbies and I eat motor magazines for breakfast. I pride myself I can spot any car on the road, local or foreign and identify it. In many cases, I can quote price, maximum speed and average fuel consumption.

This car was obviously a Mercedes, the price of which would have placed it among the day dreams of the average wage-earner. One thing about the vehicle worried me, there was a four pointed star on the back. I am quite sure there is not a car-spotter living who is not familiar with the three pointed star of the German manufacturers.

As I was thinking about it a policeman strolled past, alert but outwardly at ease and I got another shock. The man’s uniform had green piping and the shoulders sprouted small scarlet epaulettes.

I stared after him, suddenly uneasy and vaguely frightened. I knew there was no change in the official uniform. I had exchanged pleasantries with our local cop outside the restaurant barely three hours ago.

I decided I had better get back and get some sleep, perhaps I was over-tired or something.

I quickened my pace but before I had covered half a mile, I became uneasily aware that someone was following me. Every so often, I caught reflections in shop windows of a tall man in a shabby raincoat close behind me. When I turned quickly, however, there was no sign of him.

I turned into an all-night coffee bar on impulse. If he was on my tail, he would have to follow me in or watch through the window. In any case, there might be another way out.

“Black or white?” The sour-face man behind the counter sounded aggressive from habit.

“White, please.”

He sloshed it into the cup. “That’ll be nine.”

I gave him a ten and he scowled.

“What do you think I am – stupid or something?” He pushed the coin aside. “That’s foreign money.”

I stared at him blankly, totally at a loss; the coin looked perfectly good to me.

“Some trouble?” enquired a slightly hoarse but cultured voice.

I turned. I recognised the shabby raincoat instantly. The man was tall and had a scarred face. The eyes were blue, highly intelligent but the nose was bent as if it had been broken some time.

He repeated his question.

“This character tried to feed me a foreign coin,” said Sour Face. “Not that it’s any damn business of yours,” he added ungraciously.

The tall man smiled. “Take care of it?” He tossed another coin on the counter beside my own.

I looked at it and felt a chill inside me. This coin was not only square, it was bright green.

The man held out his hand. “The name is Endersen, Paul Endersen.”

I shook the proffered hand warily and without enthusiasm.

“You’ve been following me.”

“Correct.” He grinned. “No hostile intent I assure you. Given time, I can explain a great deal.” He glanced at his watch. “We have three hours, ample time for a meal. If you’ll be kind enough to find us an empty table, I’ll lay on some sandwiches.”

A few moments later, he joined me at a corner table with a mountain of sandwiches.

He saw my expression and grinned. “Force yourself, where we’re going, food is in short supply.”

“Who said I was going anywhere?”

His face sobered. “No-one will force you but circumstances might.” He helped himself to a sandwich and began to eat it.

“Mind turning out some of your loose change?”

I felt in my pocket and spread some coins on the table. “Yes, what the hell was the matter with that ten?”

He looked at me intently. “Frankly, nothing. Right coins, wrong time-track.”

I said; “Eh?” stupidly.

“Stop and think, Mr –”

“Lancing, David Lancing.”

“Right, David. You stopped and looked at the Mercedes. Your eyes nearly popped when you noticed the cop and the money is not the same. Look around for a minute before you say anything.”

I did so. At a nearby table a man was reading a paper but the print instead of being black was bright green. On the table beside him was a bottle of winiger – winiger? I began to feel distinctly uneasy.

Endersen seemed to sense my unease. “Yes, almost the same world but not quite. An adjacent time-track almost similar yet distinctive from your own. If you went to your place of employment now, you would be unable to find it nor any of your friends. As far as you are concerned at this moment, you are in different although parallel civilization. Here, history is different, achievement in some fields ahead or behind your own, and nothing is quite the same.”

“How the hell did I get here?” I asked belligerently although inside me was a growing feeling of terror.

“You willed yourself here, didn’t you?” He looked at me, his face completely expressionless.

“What the bloody hell do you mean – I willed –” I stopped, stupidly open-mouthed.

Yes, sitting on that station seat, it was true, I had wished myself elsewhere. But that was absurd –

I had no time to follow up my thoughts before Endersen spoke.

“Exactly, David. You sat on a station bench in one world and walked out into the street of another. However, before you start disclaiming on the impossibility of such a feat, let me state here and now that you are unique. In short you are unique as I am unique, both of us have a faculty which I will explain in due course.”

I looked at him blankly. “Just where do you fit into all this?” I wasn’t really interested in the answer, I just wanted to get away from a frightening topic of conversation.

He smiled a little sadly. “You could call me a shepherd, it’s my job to bring in the lost. You see there are quite a few of us.”

“Why don’t I know about it?”

“Yes, I’ve been wondering about that myself. All I can suggest is that you did a mind reversion and a physical on yourself. If you did, I salute you, it must have been bloody agony.” He leaned forward suddenly. “Ten to one, you never knew your parents. Ten to one, you were found abandoned some place as a child.”

“How the hell do you know that?” I was suddenly angry.

He did not answer the question. “It figures,” he said softly. “You could be the one we’re looking for. Probably the Yend were closing in and that was your only way of escape. Nonetheless. I still salute you.”

Before I could comment, he tossed a small triangular coin on the table.

“The sandwiches cost fifty nine – for Christ’s sake keep eating, you’re going to need them.” He spun the coin briefly in the air. “Kinda clever to get change for no money.”

“Credit card?” I sounded challenging. I was not going to swallow that one.

“No.” He said calmly. “Hypnosis, rather an advanced type. He thinks he received the money.”

I didn’t like it and said so. “Frankly, to me, that stinks, true or otherwise. Is that how you people subsist, on petty cons on people who can’t afford it?”

He met my gaze calmly and without annoyance. “No, as a matter of fact, we have rather strict rules against it save in an emergency. In this case, however, it doesn’t matter.”

“It always matters.”

“Sorry to disagree.” His expression was suddenly remote as if his thoughts were far away. “You see, he’ll never get around to checking that change, for this world, on this track, time is running out.”

I didn’t understand him and was about to say so angrily when the pop music which had been blaring from a wall radio stopped abruptly.

“Attention, please,” said an announcer’s voice. “Emergency, Class E. Will all members of the armed forces report to base or the nearest police station immediately. I will repeat that –”

A few moments later the pop music resumed but the message had given me a lead.

“There’s a war brewing?”

“Brewed and about to boil over.” His mouth thinned briefly. “One might say discreetly organised and cleverly precipitated. The bloody Yend again. I hope, one day, someone real mean will catch up with those bastards.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will.” He made a gesture. “Finish up that last bloody sandwich. After which we must get out of here, time is running out fast.”

Already, I saw, people were leaving their tables and Sour Face was pulling down the shutter in front of the counter.

“What about my bloody change?” enquired a man belligerently.

“Stuff your change.” The rest of the shutter came down with a slam.

Outside in the street, however, newsboys were still selling papers.

“State of emergency! Peace talks break down!”

Before we had been walking two minutes, an amplified voice began to boom through the streets.

“The situation is grave but new negotiations are under way. During the present crisis, however, citizens are advised to clear the streets and return quietly to their homes.”

Less than two minutes later, the voice began again.

“Will civil, local defence and voluntary services, report to their units immediately.”

The lights began to wink out and Endersen quickened his pace slightly.

“Attention! Attention! Public transport will cease in twenty minutes but extra vehicles are now in operation.”

Ten minutes later, however, police cars were patrolling and the booming voice was authoritative and urgent.

“Clear the streets. Amber warning. All citizens are hereby directed to the nearest shelter. Amber warning. Take cover! Take cover!”

I found that Endersen had led me into a public park.

“You have to trust me. Take my hand, we have to get out of here.”

“Why the hell should I do either?”

“Do it or fry. You have exactly four minutes.”

I was afraid. In the street, the booming voice had become harsh and urgent.

“Missile Warning! Missile warning! Take cover –”

I took Endersen’s hand. Maybe he had a flying saucer or something concealed some place. I think I said something sarcastic about ‘leading little children’ but I was shaking all over and he must have felt it.

I had no idea what was going to happen and when it did, I just couldn’t orient myself for some moments.

We were standing just within the city park on one of the paths. The voice was booming and it was completely dark.

I must emphasize that I didn’t feel anything but abruptly it was light. A dull light, true, early dawn, I guessed, but light.

The voice had stopped and there were trees. Sickly looking trees with only a few withered looking leaves clinging, it seemed, desperately, to bare black branches.

There was no smooth path beneath my feet but rough uneven soil sprouting a few tufts of yellow grass.

It was raining. A grey steady drizzle from low grey clouds. It looked as if it had been raining for years. Drops of water ran in rows down the undersides of the black branches and formed little streams when they reached the trunk. The soil squelched when I moved my feet slightly.

I let go of Endersen’s hand. “Are we safe now?”

“I wouldn’t count on it.” Endersen’s voice was bitter. “For us nowhere is truly safe. On the other hand, we’re a bloody sight safer here than on our previous track.”

I became aware of a feeling of exposure near my hip and found that my pocket had been ripped out.

“All my damn money is gone.”

He shrugged. “Consider yourself lucky. If you’d had some recent dental work, you might have lost some teeth as well.”

He shook his head, looking genuinely contrite. “Sorry, I forgot to warn you. I’ve no doubt that your wallet, watch and other personal belongings are still in your pockets.”

I searched my pockets. “Yes, every damn thing.”

He nodded. “When the opportunity presents itself, I’ll try and explain. In the meantime, caution, this is not a pleasant track by any means.”

After about five minutes cautious walking, the trees began to thin and we began to surmount small hillocks. After climbing about five, I began to realise they were not normal hillocks but piles of rubble. They were overgrown with grass and weed but there was no mistaking their composition. Shattered masonry and bricks shifted beneath our feet as we climbed.

We came eventually to broken walls and the shells of buildings where ivy climbed through the blind sockets of the windows.

In the steadily falling drizzle, the entire area conveyed a sense of desolation which was almost palpable.

I had little time to dwell on it. Three men rose suddenly from behind a pile of rubble directly in front of us. Bearded, emaciated men in tattered make-shift clothing. One wore a rusty combat helmet and all carried clubs.

They didn’t speak but the way they stood was sufficient warning of their intentions. They looked at us bright-eyed, in a way I didn’t like.

Endersen stepped forward. “Don’t try it,” he warned.

One of the men grunted and threw his club. Endersen caught it and flung it back in one swift movement. The thrower stopped it with his stomach and folded over with another grunt.

The other two rushed but ended up flat in the grass.

Endersen shook his head. “Sorry to do that, they’re wisps of men, but I object to ending up in a stewing pot.”

“Pardon!” I couldn’t quite take it in.

He laughed briefly and without humour. “Good God man, couldn’t you tell by their eyes? That was no war party or band of robbers. They were out for food – they were going to eat us.”
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