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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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CHAPTER ONE

The Island Of Mystery

No one ever went there anymore, never ventured closer than just within sight of the island’s rugged coast. In the past there had been men brave enough to face the perils of the Unknown; ready and willing to seek an answer to the mystery of the Milvan’s disappearance. But experience is a hard master and harder tutor. People didn’t take the risk nowadays; the island was left to itself. It was not left to peace, however, for there was something about it which forbade the existence of peace on its rugged mass.

Washed by the long broad rollers of the Atlantic, the island rose sheer from the depths, isolated, barren, a place of rock and dingy grey lichen, screaming seabirds and eternal winds and that queer dark smoky fog.

The Milvan had been sighted outward bound on her last cruise, a trim white ketch with tanned sails. And when she was sighted she had been bearing on a course which later had been computed as taking her to the island. On board at the time there were known to be at least three people. That information checked with her port of departure, but the ship which reported sighting her definitely stated during the enquiry into her disappearance that more than three persons had been seen on board. Certainly five had been counted by the ship’s company when they watched the Milvan beating hard to windward.

Five and three did not tally. Authority showed an interest in the problem and investigations were made. These consisted, briefly, of trying to ascertain where the Milvan had been bound for; and the answer appeared to be the island. It was an answer which was not arrived at until almost a year after the Milvan sailed on her last fateful voyage. Soon the wheels of officialdom turned again, creakingly and with some reluctance. A water guard vessel was detailed to visit the island.

Even before she dropped her anchor in the lee of the wooden piered jetty her master knew what had happened to the ill-fated Milvan. The ketch lay broadside on to the rocks and shoals within the shelter of the jetty, torn from her moorings by some past gale and driven ashore, to be battered and soon reduced to a ragged skeleton of bleached ribs and timbers, broken spars and shredded canvas.

“That’s her all right,” grunted the Master. “Well, Number One, we found her; but I reckon we should step ashore and see if there’s any sign of the crew.”

The First Officer was staring through binoculars at the slime-covered jetty, at the strangely deserted looking white walled cottage higher up the slope, at the misty whorls of smoky fog that seemed to grow as he watched. Nothing moved in the entire scene. Nothing except the restless wind and the breaking crests of waves and the wheeling seabirds. He turned his gaze back to the broken hulk of the Milvan; there was something infinitely sad in its derelict state.

The First Officer and two ratings went ashore by boat.

And when the First Officer clambered up the short flight of stone steps to the top of the jetty a vicious spiral of wind whipped his cap from his head and tossed it playfully into the water. He swore and turned. Angry whorls of misty fog swept down from higher up. To the eyes of the men in the boat there was something frightening about them, almost as if they lived and resented this intrusion. The First Officer swore again. Before he knew what was happening he was literally thrown off the jetty and landed in the boat with a thud that cracked four of his ribs.

Three more attempts were made to set foot on the island. None were successful. On each occasion the violent wind devils launched themselves in almost tangible shape. Even the hard-bitten water guard men were dismayed and puzzled. After the fourth attempt the vessel returned to its home port, the First Officer being in need of medical attention. The island was left to itself.

Several years afterwards a fishing vessel, running before an Atlantic storm, sought refuge in the tiny harbour. She was a French ship, and perhaps because of that the story told by her crew was discounted by the British authorities. In any case the authorities had other more important things in hand. The Frenchmen swore that mysterious shapes and leaping demons in the form of mist and fog made their brief stay in the anchorage so terrifying that rather than remain they sailed out to ride the storm at sea.

No one tries to land there now; it has become an accepted fact that something, some evil influence perhaps, is determined to keep the island free of human life. The last report of its state is depressing. The jetty has been swept away, leaving only a few baulks of timber like rotten teeth in the turgid water; the white walled cottage, once so attractive, is a ruin, its roof fallen in, its doors and windows broken by the weather. And over all hangs a gloom, a living fog of unreality and sinister vitality so at variance with the past wild beauty of the rugged little place. For it was once beautiful. It was beautiful sixty odd years ago, back in 1952 when the ketch Milvan sailed from London Port with as odd a crew as it would be possible to find on the high seas.

How then did this nameless little island in the wide Atlantic change its nature and character? Theories, some of them absurd, some fantastic, some coldly scientific, have been put forward. But perhaps the true story behind this terrifying metamorphosis is the strangest of them all.…

London in August. London sweltering under a heat-wave, the streets and buildings sending up simmering waves of stifling air, fumes, the reek of crowds, the jostling movement of irritable people. London with its thin-wearing laughter, its half-hidden vice, its deep pools of stagnation and shallow rapids of turgid life. London with its vast store of wealth and untapped energy, its sordid backwaters, its peaks of dazzling intellect, its quiet lanes of learning. August.… Heat, poverty, wealth, frayed nerves, headaches; love and hate, desire and frustration. And in the midst of it all a girl, one among millions, yet marked down by the finger of fate to play a leading role in one of the strangest affairs in history.

Janny was eighteen, a slimly built girl, brown eyed and brown haired. Her clothes were cheap and smart; her shoes absurdly high heeled. Nicotine stains discoloured her fingers, and already tell-tale creases were appearing at the corners of her mouth and eyes. The pallor of night was on her skin; at close quarters her hair smelt of tobacco smoke and stale gin fumes. The men on whom she depended for a living never noticed such faults; they were cloaked and concealed by an unexpectedly pleasant laugh, by her knack of making them feel, at least for the time being, that they were important.

But there were times when she recognised herself for what she was, and despised what she saw. And those times were becoming more and more frequent. The Past became an empty promise; the Future a mockery. Ill-equipped to combat what she knew to be an evil, this girl, not yet out of her teens, saw only darkness before her.

Perhaps the broiling heat had some effect on her mind; perhaps it was what she saw in the mirror when she woke that afternoon in August. She woke tired, flat, depressed; the old feeling she knew so well, but different today; heavy with a prompting to finish it for good. Her mind shied from a future the course of which she had seen others follow. But not Janny; she had other ideas. No one would miss her; she had no one but herself.

She looked round the shoddy little bedroom with a marked sense of revulsion. A clanking alarm clock pointed to half-past two. She slid out of bed and stood for a moment on the thin, stained mat, naked as she slept, a slight, rather tired figure. And the spotted mirror that backed her stock of cosmetics told her she was looking awful. That glimpse, she told them afterwards, was what really decided her.

Instead of making up her face at once, she washed. It was not her usual routine, but today was not going to be the same as any other day; she’d already made up her mind, and in her own somewhat muddled way Janny could be stubborn. So she washed off the ravages of yesterday and started from scratch.

Because it was so stifling hot she dressed in as little as possible, and instead of high heels she wore sandals, no stockings, no hat. When it came to make-up she thought about it for some considerable time, deciding in the end that if this was to be the final moment she ought not to make-up at all, certainly not in her normal warpaint. So, for once, she was discreet in her use of cosmetics.

When she was ready she left her room, closing the door without a backward glance, shutting off the life it had stood for and which she was now discarding in so definite a manner.

Westminster Pier was as good a jumping off point as any. As if it was an everyday occurrence in her life she bought a pleasure boat ticket to Greenwich. A one way ticket; there would be no return.

Most of the seats on the main deck were already taken. Janny didn’t mind that. She made her way right to the stern, cut off from view down there, isolated by the drone of the guide’s voice on the loudspeaker and the thrum of the engines as the boat swung round and began its trip. She could not hear what the guide was saying because of the engine noise and the bubble of churned up water as the screw thrust the vessel along. The water was brown and muddy, full of sucking eddies and flat under-currents. She watched it with a queer sense of detachment, not looking at the riverside at all, concentrating wholly on the surging water. It would be wonderfully cool in there, she thought. Sweat stood out in a million tiny beads all over her body. Soon, they’d be washed off, to mix with the river. She wondered how long it would take; whether she’d cry out or sink at once. She did not know for sure, and she couldn’t swim. She must wait for a stretch where there were no other craft close by; it was not in her plan to be fished out and made a fool of.

Passing the wharf where Brunel’s Great Eastern was built and launched, she looked round. The river was momentarily almost empty of moving craft. This was her chance—if she could summon the nerve to take it.

She stood up and knelt on the stern seat, right over the threshing wake, the bubble of the exhaust. A hot waft of oily breeze clove her dress to the clammy skin beneath it.

She was actually getting up on the seat now. Her heart was perfectly steady; this was no foolish thing she meant to do. So she told herself. She was not afraid, curious perhaps, but not afraid, longing only for release and freedom. “The body of a young, unidentified women was recovered from the Thames during the early hours of the morning.…”

She neither saw nor heard the man until his fingers closed on her arm. Furious, she turned her head, an angry spate of words ready forming on her lips.

“Don’t say it,” he said very quietly, so quietly that she barely heard his voice above the burble of the exhaust. “I know I’m intruding, but I couldn’t stand by and see you do that.”

“Do what?” she flashed.

“What a curious accent you have,” he murmured. “Half cockney, half American. You know exactly what I meant.”

Something inside her collapsed. He was still gripping her arm. She shook him off, sitting down weakly, no longer sure of herself as she had been before.

“How did you know?” she asked after a moment.

He held out a cigarette case, open. “One could almost watch it running through your pretty head,” he told her. “Is it as bad as all that? Isn’t there some other way out?”

She took a cigarette without thanking him, resenting his kindness. “Where were you, spying on me that way?” she demanded.

He smiled and gestured to the open door of the saloon a few feet from where they were. “I couldn’t help it,” he said.

Janny bit her lip. She had not thought there would be anyone below the main deck on a day like this; it was too hot. She felt crushed and foolish, angry with the man and with herself for not making sure.

He offered her a light for her cigarette. Then: “Why not confide in uncle?” he murmured. “You never know, I might be able to help.”

Janny took stock of him with sudden reawakened shrewdness. He was not above average height, aged somewhere in the thirties, neatly dressed and obviously a man of some standing as far as money was concerned. All this flashed in her mind during a second or two; she was accustomed to the rapid summing up of men, swift assessment and possibly dismissal were part and parcel of her stock in trade. And she wondered now whether this man was anywhere near correct in his own mental assessment of her. Anyway, it was too late now to carry out her original plan.

“I’m waiting,” he said quietly. The smile was still there at the corners of his mouth. His eyes were dark and keen, friendly eyes, rebuffing her resentment with a calm disregard that somehow sapped her strength.

“It’s nothing I could tell you about,” she said. “Shall we just say I made a mess of things. I figured it was time I quit. Don’t worry, I shan’t duck overboard now; that can wait a while. I’m not going to thank you because I think it was cheek on your part, but I won’t hold it against you anyway.” She turned and stared at the shore. The boat was swinging in towards Greenwich Pier. In the background was the dome of the Royal Observatory, the bomb-scarred block of the naval college. Funny, she thought, she’d never seen them before. And living in London, too. There must be a lot of things she’d never seen beyond that narrow little section where her days and nights had been spent. A queer urge to escape from it all swept over her.

“Have you got a return ticket?” asked the man.

She shook her head mechanically, staring at the buildings on the riverside, at the grey hull of a destroyer moored some distance downstream.

“Come and have a cup of tea then; I’m getting off here in any case. Mine’s a one-way ticket as well.” He smiled as he said it.

“Oh, all right,” she muttered grudgingly.

They left the boat with a few other people, standing on the pier and watching as more crowded on, jostling, making one another hotter than ever. There didn’t seem a lot of sense in their efforts; it was just as stifling on the river as in the streets.

Janny said: “If you’re going to buy me a tea get on with it. I dunno why you’re doing this, but it’s all the same to me.” Vague resentment still lurked in her voice.

He smiled and took her elbow lightly, guiding her up from the pier. It took them some time to locate a cafe and by then Janny, who had said very little, was feeling the need of refreshment. At the same time she had let the man talk in his own rather pleasant fashion. He told her things about the district she had never heard before, scraps of history that were oddly fascinating. And the sound of his voice, even on this close hot afternoon when nerves were frayed, did much to soothe her mind.

They were sitting in the dingy teashop now. For once Janny felt at a loss, sensing that this man had her at a grave disadvantage. He had fallen silent, watching her; and his gaze was troubling.

“For Pete’s sake!” she snapped irritably. “Don’t you know it’s rude to stare?”

He lowered his eyes briefly. “Sorry,” he murmured.

“I was wondering if we can’t be of use to each other.”

She narrowed her eyes. “I suppose you’re lonely and misunderstood?” she said with a barely concealed sneer.

His eyebrows shot up quizzically; then he grinned. “Oh, I see.… No, no neither.” He paused. “Have you ever been outside London?”

She nodded warily. “Once, to Margate when I was so high. An aunt took me for a treat, sort of.”

He smiled. “Did you go on the paddle steamer then?”

“No. Wish I had. I—I think I’d like it.”

“Can you cook?”

“A bit. I say, aren’t you nosey? Who are you anyway? You don’t look like a nark; don’t act like one either.”

“You can cook a bit, eh?” he said, ignoring the latter part of her answer. “That’s good. You see, I have a proposition to make.”

Again the veiled look. “Go on,” she said tightly. “But don’t expect me to fall in your arms from gratitude.”

“What a strange thing to say. My name’s Paton; it won’t mean anything to you, of course, but there it is. What I suggest is that you turn your back on the past and try to build up something entirely fresh. If you did that would you be leaving anyone behind?”

She didn’t mean to shake her head, but she did. There was something compelling in Paton’s manner, something that gave her unexpected confidence. “What’s on your mind?” she asked.

He pushed his empty teacup aside. “I need someone to act as cook and general hand for a sea voyage,” he said. “And I mean that without any strings, young woman. I think you’d be useful—once you shake yourself out of the sordid little rut you’ve lived in and blown away the past, whatever it was. How about it? Care to take a chance? You’ll never get another one like it, I promise you.”

Her young mind felt dazed for a moment. Native caution forbade her saying yes at once, and yet he didn’t impress her as the kind of man who would deal her soiled cards.

“What have I got to lose?” she said with a lift of her shoulders.

“Nothing as far as I can see,” he murmured. “Will you take the job? Paid the usual rates, naturally more in fact. You won’t find me close-fisted.”

Janny made her mind up. This man might be a killer in search of prey; but somehow she didn’t think he was; and he was offering her something entirely new, a complete break with the past. Offering it, too, in a way she could accept without feeling beholden to him. A smile began to form at the corners of her mouth.

“Okay, skipper!” she said. “Sign me on right away; I’ll take a chance. And heaven help you if it don’t work out.”

Paton glanced at his watch. “We sail at half-past eleven tonight,” he said. “Any luggage to collect?”

She shook her head. “Nothing I’ll be needing now. You got yourself a cook without any attachments, cap’n!”

Paton gave a laugh. “Very well,” he said; “I’ll take you along to the Milvan; it’s not very far, we’ll walk.”

OEBPS/images/9781473220164.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





