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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

MELANIE
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I’m sitting at one of the three stoplights in Dagmar on Monday morning when Kurt Markham strolls down the crosswalk in front of me so slowly that he’s only halfway across the street before the light turns green. It’s all I can do to keep from flooring the Cherokee and running over him, backing up, and running over him again. I can tell he recognizes my car because he gives me a grin and a thumbs-up as he finally steps onto the sidewalk, into a zone of relative safety. It’s the grin that gets to me. I have to tighten my hands on the wheel to keep from swerving to the right, jumping the curb, and chasing him down anyway. What’s the point of having an SUV, after all, if you can’t take it off-road?

My more civilized instincts keep me in my lane, however, and I don’t even blare the horn at Kurt as I drive on past. But I’m in a temper when I finally pull into the small parking lot outside of the office, and it’s not too much to say that I stalk inside. Chloe and Em take one look at my face and find something fascinating to read on their computer screens. Only Debbie has the nerve to step into my office as I’m throwing my purse to the desk and ignoring the shrill summons of the phone and cursing because I’ve spilled the last of my cheap McDonald’s coffee an inch away from the keyboard.

“Bad morning?” she asks as she stands in my doorway. As always, her sleek black hair lies smoothly against her cheeks and she’s impeccably dressed, with a style more suited to a city of two million than two thousand. Well, she has to present a certain professional air; she’s the owner and public face of Public Relations by Zimmer, PRZ for short. I’m just the bookkeeper-slash-office-manager. I can get away with nice pants and cute sweaters and the occasional bad-hair day.

“Not at all,” I say in a voice of exaggerated politeness. “I like it when I wake up a half hour late because the power’s gone out at midnight, and I can’t dry my hair because the power’s gone out at midnight, and I can’t see to put on makeup because the power’s gone out, and I can’t make coffee because—oh yeah, the power’s gone out and—”

“Got it,” she interrupts. “You can stay at our house tonight if you want.”

“No, the electricity came back on just as I was walking out the door.”

She nods. “And how was the weekend?”

“Not too bad till the mail came Saturday with an offer from Kurt Markham. He’d give me two hundred thousand dollars for the house.”

She raises her eyebrows and sips her tea but doesn’t make any other reply. I am so tense and so angry that I think, at this point, if she’d said anything, no matter how insightful or sympathetic, I’d have wanted to slap her perfectly made-up face. And Debbie is my best friend in the entire world.

“So,” I say in a summing-up kind of voice, “it wasn’t so great. How was your weekend?”

“Simon ended up in the ER because he fell off his bike and he wasn’t wearing a helmet, so in addition to worrying that he had a concussion, we had to answer all sorts of searching questions about whether or not we’re bad parents. He’s fine, by the way,” she adds, almost as an aside. “And Stevie flushed God knows what down the basement toilet, but at any rate it overflowed and sent some truly disgusting sewage over the bathroom floor and into the laundry room.”

“And everyone says boys are easier than girls.” To my surprise, I find myself smiling just a tiny bit. “How did Charles handle everything?” Charles-reaction stories are often even funnier than Simon-and-Stevie stories.

“He was totally calm and focused during the whole hospital adventure, but he kind of lost it when the toilet overflowed. Made the boys sit with him for an hour while he Googled the history of plumbing and talked about the first indoor toilets ever installed and traced the outbreak of some horrible cholera epidemic to a badly designed sewage system. I think Simon’s now afraid to even flush toilet paper, but I’m betting we won’t have any blockages for a while.”

“I love Charles,” I say with a sigh.

“Yeah, so do I, but it’s not like he’s perfect,” Debbie replies.

“Oh, please. Tell me a Bad Charles story.”

“Well, remember when I was out of town a couple of weeks ago? Apparently Charles kept forgetting to run the dishwasher. And he didn’t want to leave dirty dishes on the counter. So he started piling them up in the refrigerator because he figured they wouldn’t mold while they were in there. So of course when I got home, every plate, every bowl, every glass, and every piece of silverware was dirty. And most of them were in the fridge.”

I actually think this is a creative solution to a challenging situation. “He’s a prince among men,” I say. Charles is a big, gentle, brilliant man with a quirky streak, and I never let Debbie forget how lucky she is to have him. Though she doesn’t need reminding.

For about six months in high school, Debbie and Charles and Kurt and I double-dated.

There are days I still can’t believe that’s true.

Debbie has clearly decided that her family-drama stories have improved my mood enough that she can risk a question. “So what are you going to do about Kurt’s offer?”

“Write ‘Only when I’m dead’ across it in red Magic Marker and mail it back.”

She nods, but I can tell she doesn’t agree with me. “Still. Two hundred thousand dollars.”

I know what she means to imply. That’s a lot of money for such a modest property. There are only two tiny bedrooms, a bathroom scarcely bigger than the one you’d find on an airplane, a small kitchen just inside the front door, and one largish open space that contains some living-room furniture and a scuffed old square wooden dining table and mismatched chairs. There’s no basement. The yard is extensive, more than twelve acres, but that’s not the real reason Kurt wants the place. It’s situated smack in the center of two growing housing developments, both of which he owns. He wants to buy the property, raze the house, improve the land, and make a fortune.

My voice is scornful. “He’ll make ten times that much on Markham Family Estates or whatever he decides to call his subdivision.”

“So tell him you want half a million dollars.”

I hunch my shoulders. My bad mood has come back. Except it’s not just situational irritability or a head-swimming rage that even I realize is inappropriately proportioned. It’s flat-out, ungovernable, all-consuming fear, and for the last few weeks it has colored every aspect of my life. I feel it thicken my throat as I say in a surly tone, “I can’t sell the house.”

Debbie’s voice is so soft she might be murmuring to one of her boys as she coaxes him to sleep at night after a harrowing dream. “Ann will understand.”

My reply is immediate. “No, she won’t.”

“Have you asked her?”

I turn on her with another flare of anger. “No, I haven’t asked her! I don’t want to sell! She wouldn’t want me to sell! It’s the house she grew up in—I can’t just all of a sudden tell her to look for me somewhere else—”

“And why can’t you?”

Now I gesture with short, sharp movements, my fingers spread as wide as they will go, as if I am trying to juggle something so large and so overheated that I constantly fear I will not be able to catch the next bounce. “I’m not sure I can explain,” I say in a ragged voice. “I just have this feeling. If I moved. No matter how many times I told her where my new house was. I’m not sure she’d be able to find me again.”

Debbie listens in silence, her face wearing an expression of complete understanding. Debbie is the only one who knows about Ann, is the only person, since my father, with whom I have ever been completely honest about my sister. There are many other reasons Debbie is my closest friend, but this single one would be enough. “And when’s the last time you saw her?” she asks quietly.

I turn away to boot up the computer because I don’t want even Debbie to see the fear on my face. “A month. Maybe five weeks.”

She waits a moment because she can always tell when I’m lying.

“Almost exactly two months,” I say at last. “She came home at Christmas and stayed for a while. She hasn’t been home since.”

For a long time, neither one of us speaks.

Is she hurt? Something happened to her last autumn, I know—she got into a fight, or had a nasty fall—because I saw the healed scars on her ribs when I brought her a fresh towel after her first bath. But she had laughed away my concern, and she hadn’t moved with any particular evidence of pain. Still, given her lifestyle, she could be prey to so many accidents! I have to shut my mind to the constant cascade of images of Ann lying hurt and bleeding in some lonely landscape, solitary, helpless, and afraid.

Is she dead? That’s my greatest fear, of course—that she will pass on, and I will never know, though a part of me believes she could not, could not, die without leaving such a powerful vacuum on the Earth that my own soul would be sucked into it. I would know, surely I would know, if such a calamitous event had occurred.

But if she is not dead, if she is not injured, what has happened to her? Has she merely forgotten to be human?

And wouldn’t that be just as bad?

The day doesn’t get much better. It’s Monday morning, so the phone never stops ringing with questions people have stored up all weekend. Even though I managed not to spill coffee on my computer, it has decided to throw a tantrum, and it crashes four times in as many hours. When I go out at noon, deciding I deserve ice cream for lunch, I find my right front tire is flat. My last experience trying to change my own tire didn’t go so well, so I call AAA, where I’m informed that no one will be able to help me until five o’clock. It’s enough to make me want to walk a mile to the nearest railroad tracks and pillow my head on the unforgiving steel, waiting for the next locomotive to chug by.

I didn’t used to be this way.

I was never exactly a carefree sort of girl. I took everything seriously, studied hard, didn’t bother with teenage rebellion or adolescent angst. But I wasn’t grim. I wasn’t angry. I had a sense of humor and an appreciation for fun. Hell, I was a cheerleader—I wore short skirts and kicked up my legs and exhorted my fellow students to roar out their love for Dagmar High. I dated Kurt Markham, for God’s sake, and you can hardly be more shallow than that.

Ann’s the one who changed everything. Even so, at the beginning, she didn’t fill my heart with such apprehension. In the beginning, she was nothing but joy.

My own mother died when I was five; it’s hard to tell which of my memories are true and which ones I invented from photographs and my father’s stories. The older I get, the more I look like her, especially now that I wear my oak-brown hair in a simple shoulder-length style. I have her green eyes, her surprised expression, her sturdy build. My smile is my father’s, though, a skeptical and provisional expression until I am completely won over. Then I laugh with my whole body. Or I used to.

My dad was a quiet guy, tall and stooped and perpetually thinking about something; he taught physics at Maryville University for thirty years. He was not particularly well suited for taking care of himself, let alone a small girl, so we bumbled along for a few years, living on pizza and frozen pot pies and the occasional feasts prepared by his mother when she would come up from Texas. I used to secretly wish she would take me home with her so I could live always in the guest bedroom with the fuzzy pink bedspread and the pictures of seashells on the walls. I almost asked her once, when I was eight, but then I thought about how lonely my father would be if he lived all by himself. At the time we owned a rambling ranch house in the St. Louis suburb of Kirkwood, nine rooms if you counted the ones in the basement. It was too big for two; I could imagine how empty it would seem for one. So I didn’t ask.

And just a few months later, my father married Gwen. He called her Guinevere, though her legal name was Gwendolyn. Her hair was so blonde you could hardly believe it was natural, though it was; her eyes were a dreamy blue. She was short, delicate, affectionate, full of laughter, full of warmth.

Full of secrets.

She changed our lives in so many ways, and at first those changes were largely positive. For one thing, she could hold together a household, so that rambling ranch house became tidier, more comfortable, and better stocked with edible food. For another, she was mostly a happy presence. Even when you couldn’t see her, you could hear her laughing in another room, or singing the chorus of some popular song. She would swoop in and give me a kiss when I was doing homework or coloring artwork. But there were downsides. She absorbed more of my father’s attention than I liked, and that took some getting used to; and she had occasional days of gray funks, where she sat around the house and wouldn’t speak and wouldn’t eat and wouldn’t say what was bothering her.

Now and then, she would disappear.

It happened twice during the first six months they were married. We would wake up, and Gwen would simply be gone. No note, no phone call. My father, usually so placid, was wild with anxiety. I remember him shouting on the phone to the police, who apparently were not as concerned as he was that his wife had gone missing. These days I can reconstruct part of the conversation I did not understand when I was a child. They were probably telling him that they wait forty-eight hours before opening missing-persons cases on adults, especially adults who vanish from their own homes in the middle of the night. They were probably asking him questions he could not answer. Could she be visiting with a friend or a relative? Is an old boyfriend in town? Could she be meeting a contact somewhere and buying drugs?

I remember my father yelling, “Of course not!” into the phone, but surely the questions made him uneasy. The truth was, as I realized when I was a teenager, he had married Gwen without knowing very much about her. He’d never met any of her family members, even at the wedding; she only had one or two friends, and those she practically left behind once she became his wife. She was a deep mystery in a charming package, and the police were right to believe there were secrets in her life that would explain her disappearance and that she would come back on her own.

I have no idea what she told my father about those early absences, how she explained her actions and convinced him to trust her again. I’m certain she continued lying about her motivations until finally, left with no other options, she unwillingly told him the truth. But for a while, her strangeness, her erratic behavior didn’t matter. Because eighteen months after she married my father, when I was ten, Ann was born. And she became the center, the heart, the lode-stone of everyone in the house.

I had never been around babies before and I wasn’t sure what to expect. I knew from TV shows that they cried all the time and from commercials that they smiled when you put them in fresh diapers. And Ann did indeed wail whenever she was unhappy, and she did indeed go through an astonishing number of Huggies. Gwen had had an uncomplicated delivery but she recovered slowly, so I quickly learned how to change the baby, how to calm her, how to feed her. From the beginning, I considered Ann my responsibility at least as much as she was my father’s or Gwen’s.

And I loved her more than I loved anyone else in the world.

I was probably eleven or twelve the night I lay awake thinking fairly deep existential thoughts. I had heard noises downstairs—which turned out to be my father and Gwen talking in the kitchen—but I had initially worried that the sounds were caused by burglars. My first thought was that I would hide in my closet so they wouldn’t find me. My second thought was that I must get Ann and hide her in the closet with me. Otherwise, I knew, they would steal her; there could hardly be a greater treasure in the house.

From imagining criminals breaking in to rob us, I went to thinking up other disasters. Fires, tornadoes, unspecified apocalypses that leveled the house and rendered the whole neighborhood a smoking ruin. In every scenario, I was the one to grab Ann and flee with her to some compromised haven. Gwen and my father were left behind to blow away or burn.

In the years since then, I’ve heard other people talk about their own complex childhood fantasies, in which they run away from home or find themselves tossed out without a penny. They describe elaborate story lines of camping in the woods, living on ants and mushrooms, building huts, finding water, carrying on their lives unencumbered by parental supervision. I’m sure it’s some kind of ritual of passage; I’m sure it’s the child’s way of testing out the ways he or she will behave as an adult.

But mine feels different to me. It is not so much a wishful fantasy as willing acceptance of a clear-cut duty. Ann needed someone to take care of her, watch over her, protect her, guide her, love her. I was obviously the only one qualified for the job. I’m not sure there was a time you could have asked me, from the minute she was born until this very day, when I would have given a different answer to the question Who does Ann belong to? She’s mine.

And that’s why it is killing me to think she is in danger and I cannot help her and I cannot find her, for I cannot live if she is lost.

Debbie offers me a ride home, but the AAA guy shows up at five minutes to five and changes the tire with no fuss. I’m on my way home a half hour later, squinting against the setting sun. I make three turns through the heart of Dag-mar, then I’m on the first winding loop of Bonhomme Highway, the two-lane road that will take me all the way to my door. It’s early March, so the trees that crowd up against both sides of the road are still mostly bare, but I’m starting to feel a little hopeful. It can’t be much longer until spring, can it? One day soon, the branches will bud and blossom and explode into greenery. One day soon, winter will surely be gone.

Ann has been in my mind so strongly all day that I start wondering if there’s a reason. Is she on her way home? Will she be waiting for me when I pull up in front of the house? Will she be sitting on the front porch, curled up in the chilly spring sunshine, or will she have remembered where I keep the spare key and let herself inside? You’d think the hope, or the uncertainty, would have sent me home at a faster rate, eager to see her and hug her thin body to mine, but instead I dawdle. I stop at the grocery store to pick up coffee and fruit and bread, items I don’t really need; I pause at a service station for gas though I still have half a tank left.

I don’t want to go home, that’s the truth. I don’t want to get closer and closer to my house and feel my chest tighten with hope. I don’t want to skid onto the gravel bed at the edge of the lawn so fast that the rocks spew up from my tires. I don’t want to run to the door, almost dropping the keys in my nervousness, calling out her name. I don’t want to dash from room to room, checking, just making sure, thinking maybe she’s asleep in her bedroom or maybe she’s outside, running barefoot across the back acres. I don’t want to go home because until I know for sure she isn’t there, I can still believe she might be.

But just in case she’s there, I have to go home.

The last mile of my journey takes me past Markham Manors, Kurt’s new development, where more than half the homes are still under construction. As I always do, I drive straight past, keeping my eyes fixed on the road. When I swing the Cherokee onto the gravel patch, I note that parts of the lawn are starting to show green, the front gutter looks loose—and Ann is not perched on the small front porch, waiting for me. My groceries are in two sturdy cotton bags, and I carry them in one hand while I shake the house key loose in the other. I’ve promised myself I won’t call my sister’s name as I step into the house, but I can’t help myself. Ann? Ann? Are you here?

There’s no answer. There’s no blonde girl sleeping on the sofa, in her room, in mine. There’s nothing in the house at all but old furniture, older memories, useless worry, and helpless love. I feel my chest cave in with the oppressive G-force of disappointment. Grocery bags still in my hands, I lean my head against the chilly white surface of the refrigerator and forbid myself to cry.

I have not been home for more than fifteen minutes when there’s a knock on the front door. My heart gives a painful squeeze. Could that be Ann? Was I right, after all, to expect her home tonight, simply wrong about the timing? I lay aside the newspaper and jump up from the couch, trying not to run, reminding myself that Ann would not be content with a single polite knock but would be pounding the wood, ringing the doorbell, calling my name. This will be a local kid selling magazines or a siding salesman here to tell me my house looks like it needs a lot of work. No one I want to talk to.

So I’m already wearing a closed and somewhat forbidding expression as I open the main door, keeping the screen door shut and latched. “Yes?” I say coldly.

The person I see through the mesh is a stranger, a man who might be in his early thirties. He’s not too tall and so good-looking that I instantly think I’ve seen him somewhere, maybe in a movie or television show. His hair is dark and just a little shaggy, but the careless style softens a face that is classically handsome—straight nose, firm chin, molded lips, the eyes a soulful brown. He’s wearing jeans and a bulky fisherman’s sweater, but I can tell he’s got a slim, wiry build. He’s in good shape. Not a jock, like Kurt, but he takes care of himself, works out at the gym, maybe runs, plays volleyball in a neighborhood league.

“Are you Melanie Landon?” he asks.

Dagmar is a small town. Even when strangers come to your door, they’re usually related to someone you work with or went to school with or meet every week at the store. The fact that this guy has to ask the question means he’s a true out-of-towner. There seems to be no point in denying my identity, but my voice is frosty as I reply, “Who’s asking?”

“I’m Brody Westerbrook.”

The name is as teasingly familiar as the face, but I can’t place it. “And what do you want, Brody Westerbrook?”

“You’re Melanie Landon, aren’t you?” he says. When I don’t answer, he steps a little closer to the door; I get the impression he wants to press his nose against the screen and peer inside. “The sister of Ann Landon?”

My breath catches in my throat, and then, before I know what I’m planning, I’ve pushed through the screen door to join him on the porch. “What’s wrong with Ann? Is she hurt? Where is she?” The words come so fast they trip over each other like clumsy puppies.

His face shows comprehension and dismay as he realizes what he’s done. “No—no, I’m sorry, I don’t have any news about her, I was just—I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

For I’ve turned aside to hide my face, but I can’t stop the tears from welling up, and they’re followed quickly by great tearing sobs that feel as if they’re ripping my ribs apart. I put one hand over my eyes, one hand over my mouth, trying to stuff the tears back inside, but they won’t stop. I hear the ragged, forlorn catch of my breath, and if I had any energy left to be embarrassed, I would be mortified at the display I am making before a total stranger.

He’s mortified enough on his own account. “Miss Landon—Melanie—I am so, so sorry. Could you—would you—why don’t you sit down? Can I go into the house and get you some water? Would that be okay?”

I can’t speak an answer, so I shake my head and try to blunder back inside, but I’m crying so hard I can’t even manage that much. I stumble into him and he automatically raises his arms to help me catch my balance. And then, as if he doesn’t know what else to do, he tentatively puts his arms around me and draws my head against his shoulder.

God help me, it has been so long since I’ve allowed myself to weep in somebody’s arms that I rest my cheek against his sweater and let myself cry. He smells like cotton and aftershave and some kind of deodorant soap. He’s just the right height to comfort me, taller than I am by three or four inches, and I can feel how easily he braces himself to take my weight as I sag against him. He’s not hugging me, not exactly, but he’s wrapped one arm loosely around my waist and he’s patting me with his free hand, and for a moment, just a heartbeat or two, I believe that maybe everything will be all right.

And then I pull back and straighten up and spare a moment to think how horrific I must look, with a splotchy face, reddened eyes, and running nose. “I’m so sorry,” I say with the shreds of dignity I can gather. “I’ve had a very bad day.”

“I’m the one who should be apologizing,” he replies. “If I’d thought—I just didn’t realize—maybe I should come back some other time.”

Once you’ve wept in a man’s arms, it’s hard to rudely demand that he state his business or vacate your property. “Some other time might not be as different as you’d hope,” I say with an attempt at lightness. “If you promise me you’re not a serial killer, I’ll invite you in for a soda or a glass of water.”

He hesitates, which I think is interesting. He’s obviously come here looking for something, and my breakdown has no doubt led him to believe I’m in a vulnerable state; now would be the perfect time for an unscrupulous man to push his advantage. “I’d love a soda,” he says after a moment, “but I’m not so sure you’re going to feel like talking to me once I tell you what I’m here for.”

I raise my eyebrows, but a sense of foreboding acts within me like a wash of adrenaline. I feel my tears start drying, my muscles cording to land the punch or withstand the blow. I wipe my sleeve across my face to clear away the last traces of moisture. “So why don’t you tell me why you’re here?” I ask in an even voice.

He gazes at me steadily. He really does have a beautiful face, and the earnest expression just makes it more appealing. “I’m a journalist,” he says. “Well, I used to be. I quit my job a couple of months ago so I can work on a book. I want to write about something most people don’t even believe exists.”

“Oh God,” I say.

I recognize him now. Brody Westerbrook, of course. He was the Channel 5 news reporter who broke that awful, that terrible story about a series of murders that happened last year in the western St. Louis suburbs. All the deaths were attributed to some kind of mysterious animal that forensics guys couldn’t identify and eyewitnesses couldn’t describe. When the police and the park rangers finally tracked down the marauding creature, it was loping through the cluttered wilderness of Babler State Park. A news helicopter offered a live feed as the animal experts trapped it and shot it with tranquillizers and who knows what other kinds of drugs.

And right there, on-screen, on television sets all over the metropolitan area, that wild animal transformed into a human being.

“I want to write about shape-shifters,” Brody Westerbrook says. “And I think your sister Ann is one of them.”
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