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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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I

Because he worked in a boring and body-destroying office all day, Yancey liked to go down to the club in the evenings and keep himself in shape with wrestling and karate and his eye keen with target shooting. He was good enough to be on the target and the judo teams and sometimes the fixtures clashed. Neither team wanted to drop him.

“Look, Cy,” said Maxi Feldstein patiently, spreading his hands in the club lobby where lower Manhattan, through the glass doors, showed its stark black and white winter contrasts. “You can shoot over at the Y and then get back here in time. I’ll hold back your event—”

“That’ll mean a cab.”

“So all right! The club can afford it. You’ll be tangling with Tiger O’Malley.”

“I owe him,” said Yancey reflectively.

Feldstein beamed. “That’s more like it, Cy!”

“Okay, then, Maxi. Count me in.”

Timothy—a self-styled Tiger—O’Malley needed to be upended, and Yancey felt a warm, uncivilized glow at the prospect.

The team did well over at the Y, and Yancey notched up a personally satisfying score. The image of Tiger O’Malley lured him on, steadying his eye and brain as he looked through the sights. His rifle spat from a rock steady rest.

He even beat out Rocky, the team’s champion fast draw expert, who was just as good with a target rifle, and that made Yancey feel brisk about the upcoming fracas with O’Malley.

Rocky kept a .423 Mauser in his room over in Brooklyn, and one day, so they’d idly gabbed together, they’d make it to Africa for some real man-size target shooting …

“Give O’Malley an extra thump for me, Cy,” shouted Rocky as Yancey dived for a cab rolling up at the curb, his old Winchester Model 72, in its canvas duffle, tucked under his arm. The cab took off with a squeal of tires carrying the fare who’d entered from the opposite side.

“Blast!” yelped Yancey outraged. He stared about but, as always at times like this, he could see no other cruising cab. He put his head down into the bitter night wind and started off at a fast walk along the sidewalk. It wasn’t all that far, especially for one in his condition, and the thought of O’Malley kept him warm.

He crossed the street and headed down an alley that would bring him out onto the next block and save going all the way around. He kept alert for signs of muggers, confident in his ability to cripple anybody who tried to molest him, hand-to-hand or with a sap. The loaded rifle under his arm would prove an unexpected argument to a clever guy with a gun, at that …

He did not expect what he saw.

He didn’t believe it, not at first.

What he did see was a young girl in some crazy stripper’s outfit abruptly topple from a doorway and go screaming and yelling across the wind-eroded alley.

A long, thin, glittery chain swirled from a collar about her neck.

Yancey gaped. Then the man at the end of the chain stepped into view. He wore a thick coat of furs, almost like a woman’s, and a metal hat with a crest. His face, dark and shadowed, caught a vagrant gleam of light in each eye socket, and the eyes glittered in that light in a way that made Yancey stiffen and grip his rifle.

The man shouted something unintelligible to Yancey, his voice thick and hoarse, and he struck the girl across the face. The only word Yancey picked up was “steechla!” and then he jumped forward, yelling, knowing he was a hell-fired idiot for embroiling himself in something which had nothing to do with him but completely unable to stop himself.

The sight of the girl’s white face, anguished and suffering, did something extraordinary to Yancey there in that night-choked alleyway.

The man pressed a stud on the bracelet on his wrist and the girl writhed, her back arching, her breasts thrusting, her mouth opening to scream.

Again the fur-clad man shouted—and again the only word Yancey picked up was something that sounded like “Jundagai.” And again—“steechla.” If that wasn’t a term of foul-mouthed contempt, Yancey hadn’t spat out a few in his time. He lunged forward.

Then, then— Oh no, Yancey yelled mindlessly to himself, this was madness!

For the girl, the man—disappeared.

He looked about foolishly. They’d disappeared, vanished, gone without a trace. He knew what he’d seen, all right. Yet he looked into a dark doorway, crossed the alley to peer into the opposite opening. They couldn’t have made it, not without him seeing them move—and they hadn’t moved! One minute they’d been standing struggling there; the next, they weren’t.

People just didn’t vanish off the face of the Earth, did they?

The wind gusted cold and clammy. Yancey pulled the collar of his coat higher. There was no point in hanging about here. And Tiger O’Malley waited. But—but. …

There was no point in calling the police. By the time they got here he wouldn’t believe the story himself. Proof, man, where’s ya proof?

He searched about the alley a bit, desultorily, half-heartedly. The girl might have dropped a bit of that stupid costume—all draperies and knickknacks and beads—but he did not expect to find anything and he did not disappoint this realistic expectation.

Looking down the alley, ready to leave, he heard a sudden footstep and swung about so violently he slipped and nearly lost his rifle.

Doing a panicky little juggling act to stop from toppling over and at the same time to hold onto the rifle, and in a reflexive movement to hold it so that it would serve as a weapon he could call on instantly, Yancey managed to regain his equilibrium. The man coming toward him had a hand in his pocket, and his face looked ugly and impatient and not ready to suffer fools lightly.

“Did you see anyone here just now, please?” asked the newcomer pleasantly. Yancey guessed that was his natural way of talking and the worry of something new had stamped that hard look over his face. He wore stylish, rimless spectacles, and his trim athletic figure dressed in an English overcoat moved with a supple ease eloquent of a man who hadn’t yet broken training.

“Yes—no!” Yancey said, and then felt more of a fool.

The man’s smile was really most pleasant. He said, “I see. So they whipped in here and whipped out again. Where, I wonder, where?”

The last, clearly, was a remark aimed at himself.

A fresh idea hit Yancey now. He swallowed. “If I told you I saw a man and a girl, oddballs, both of them, suddenly appear here and then—vanish—you’d think I was some kind of nut. …”

“Far from it. It’s no good your telling anyone else, of course. No one would believe you.”

“But you do?”

“Surely. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be talking to you now, would I?”

Yancey gripped his canvas-wrapped rifle, feeling the irrationality, the sheer screwball nuttiness of all this, washing over him like the suds in a machine scourer.

“It’s all that damn quarter-inch,” he grumbled.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing.”

Yancey stood five feet eleven and three-quarter inches.

In the few months before his twenty-first birthday he’d measured himself at least thirty times a day, running up the stairs of his parents’ house back in Red Bank and climbing on the chipped scales to straighten up against the rule. Everyone knew you stopped growing when you were twenty-one, and for Yancey the magic of that extra quarter-inch meant something he could not explain: as though it would open magic casements onto a different sphere of imagination, as though it would in some way complete and transform him. He didn’t bother to measure his height these days.

The newcomer stood back from Yancey and then began to look about the alley. He held his head a trifle to one side, and he reminded Yancey of a pointing dog.

“I’m Prestin,” he said suddenly. “Would you please, Mister—?”

“Yancey,” said Yancey. He wouldn’t tell this guy, he wouldn’t tell anyone that his name wasn’t Cyrus, as everyone calling him Cy thought. Why his mother and father had called him Claud was part and parcel of why he’d never grown that damn quarter-inch.

“Mr. Yancey, can you tell me exactly where they disappeared, please?”

The insanity of all these goings-on gripped Yancey now. O’Malley could wait to be thrown headlong to the mat. This seemed to promise more excitement.

“Over here, I think,” said Yancey doubtfully. “I was a trifle—bemused.”

Prestin laughed gently. That driven sense of urgency still emanated from him powerfully, but under absolute control. He moved across to the point where Yancey had indicated and at once his face tightened up.

“Yes, Mr. Yancey. It was here. Thank you, you have been most helpful.”

Prestin vanished.

“Oh, no!” yelped Yancey. He put his hands to his eyes. When he dragged them away, Prestin was still missing.

Either he was going to have to pay a quick visit to a head shrinker, or else the universe was imploding—something highly weird was taking place around here.

Up the alley came the sound of metal chinking against metal, footsteps, and a girl’s voice, light and quick.

“I think Bob went this way; he’s very good but he’s still not too hot on sensing ’em out.”

“Not like you, Sarah, you—” And then the words garbled into another language outside Yancey’s comprehension.

He turned around to face them with a deep and fallible resignation.

Three people advanced toward him. Yancey just stood there and let it all happen.

The girl first—young, extraordinarily quick and lovely, with smooth honey-colored hair and soft, shy, innocent face—that must be Sarah.

The men—one short, about an inch taller than Sarah, but incredibly wide and tough—barbarically tough—with a tanned devil’s face and twinkling, merry eyes, a walking bundle of dynamite, who wore some kind of armor beneath a heavy cloak of ruby red and hefted a long sword he looked capable of splitting enemies lengthways with. The other—quarter-inch short Cy Yancey had to tilt his head to look up at the giant, whose immense frame, clad in metal armor creaked the leather straps, and who lifted an ax so large Yancey mentally winced at the thought of that edge and weight biting through mere mortal tissue and bones.

They spoke to each other in what was obviously a coarse, rude, joyous way, the strange words flying between them like custard tarts in a silent film.

“Fezius! Offa!” reprimanded Sarah. “We’re supposed to be following Bob not—”

The short man—you could not call him a little man—gabbled something in her ear which made her slap him on the shoulder and giggle. Yancey out of his open-mouthed astonishment noticed they all had a kind of jeweled band in their hair; and then the girl was saying politely to him something about a fancy dress ball.

“Oh, sure, sure,” he said, standing stock still. He knew his legs wouldn’t carry him. Where had these three come from?

“If you want to know if I’ve seen anybody here,” he said, “the answer is yes. First of all there was this guy with the tin hat and the fur coat, and a girl with him, and then this character who called himself Prestin—”

“Ah!” Sarah said. “Good old Bob. He had to leave us a clue somehow.”

“Clue?”

“Did you tell him your name?”

Panic flooded Yancey. “Yes,” he said, feeling his heart thumping. “Shouldn’t I have?”

“Of course. Now tell us.”

“Clau—I mean, Cy Yancey.”

“Right, Cy. I think I know where Bob went. It …”

Fezius rapped out something all hard and razory.

“Yes, yes, Fezius, my pet. We’re on our way. I think Bob’s gone to Zonsferah, or the Shosunate. We’ll soon find out.”

At the exact same spot where Bob Prestin and the furcoated man and the chained girl had stood, these three vanished.

Yancey put his back against the wall, held the rifle in front of him, and dared anyone else to pop out of nothingness. His throat hurt. He must be losing his marbles! He must!

When the fur-coated man and the chained girl reappeared in the alley just a few feet from where he stood, he knew he was not going mad. This was real. This was happening. Incensed, he started off toward them, all kinds of words and phrases jumbling about in his mind.

The man saw him coming and dragged the chain cruelly. The girl cried out.

From the corner of his eye he glimpsed two figures materialize at the doorway where he had first seen the man and girl appear. Another man, clad like the first, and another girl, chained to him, popped out. For a moment the tableau held as they all stared at one another.

Then vicious words broke from the two men. They stabbed the buttons on their bracelets, and the two girls reacted, writhing, biting their lips, flopping like landed fish at the end of lines.

“Stop that!” yelled Yancey, not at all clear just what he meant, or even what he was going to do.

The girls screamed. The men backed up suddenly, moved away from him, bunching. Yancey looked back over his shoulder at the doorway where these people seemed to have come from. He looked—and his mind congealed.

Things were appearing there.

At first, but only for a flashing micro-second of deception, he thought they were extremely bulky men clad in long unfashionable belted raincoats and wide-brimmed floppy hats. Then he saw the deep, feral, hate-red pits where their eyes should be. He saw blasphemous clawed hands reaching out, hands covered in green and yellow scales, hands with two fingers and a stub thumb with long blood-red talons. He saw the curious violet edging burning around each scale. He saw those horrors reaching out—and knew they were reaching for him.

With a hoarse cry he stumbled back and crashed against the two fur-coated men. They collided with the girls. For a moment they were inextricably entwined, thrashing, and all the primitive fears of hell flooded and cascaded and drowned Cy Yancey as those feral-eyed monsters charged toward him.

He tried to disentangle his rifle; but it was caught between the naked legs of one of the girls. He tugged. A confused roaring and screaming shattered the night sky all about him. He felt himself falling. He fell past where the alley pavement should be. He felt a blow splay shrewdly all up his back and then he was lying on riveted metal plates staring up at an orange sky and a blue, blazing sun.
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