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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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1.

Open your eyes!

Open them, O’Reilly!

Open—and see death!

He tried, he strained his muscles trying to push his elbows away from his sides to seize enough room for a breath, he tried to squeeze his eyes open and view the face of his killer … But the blackness was too strong, the ringing in his ears too loud, and all he could see was the blackness, the waves of red, and the blackness again.

He felt his head jarred sideways as something struck him on the temple, and for a moment vision returned, vision or an aftersight of the thing that was face-to-face with him—a wicked, flat reptilian head, a massive triangular skull covered with an emerald-green plating of scales.

A constrictor!

Huge and powerful, it was by far the greatest reptile he had ever seen. And he, O’Reilly, was held helpless in its coils along with two other men, the trio manacled together at ankle and wrist, and now caught in the crushing coils of the mighty snake, writhing like an ancient Laocoön, and now to die….

Suddenly there was a blast, a flash of white-yellow-red that overwhelmed the blackness for a moment and turned the world into a flat lightning flash, followed by a roar that filled O’Reilly’s head, overwhelmed the ringing in his ears, drove it out, and replaced it with a booming mass of sound. He found himself knocked laterally, the snake’s coils still around his torso and legs, the manacles still holding him to the two others—the little brown man and the big black one.

In the single instant of illumination from the blast he thought he could see the head of the snake, its snout close to his own face, its eyes glittering and green, slit irises like those of a cat, its expression one of absolute coldness and unconcern:

I bear you no emnity, it seemed to say, I wish you no ill. But nourishment must be found … You crossed my path. As well another as you, man—but you and your fellows crossed my path, and as well you as another!

And then the roar that filled his head, and now an odor—the unmistakable odor of exploded gunpowder, acrid and strong and strangely pleasant, and O’Reilly’s head filled with sound and his vision overwhelmed with brightness and then the snake’s head was gone, replaced by—

By a bloody ruin. The head was not merely damaged, not merely shredded, but removed, messily and bloodily ripped away, splattered—though beyond O’Reilly’s vision—onto the greenery beyond the struggling group, leaving before O’Reilly’s slowly clearing eyes the stump of the massive neck, the snake’s highest vertrabrae, and the shattered base of its massive skull poking from the shredded flesh and scaly skin.

Everything was green, every shade of green: the bones, the flesh, the very ichor itself running with the viscosity of freshly spilled blood but with the color of a rich crème de menthe.

O’Reilly chuckled gruesomely at the simile and his head pitched forward as he fell unconscious onto the slowly loosening coil of the snake.

He did not remain unconscious. Even as his forehead landed on the cool scales he retained some sensation, some small portion of self-awareness. He knew part of what had happened, could surmise the rest.

He felt himself topple over, still enmeshed in the great, muscular coils of the snake, the other prisoners still shackled to him. Somewhere through the near-deafness brought about by the blast that had ruined the snake he could hear two voices, that of a man shouting, that of a woman screaming. Somehow he knew that both voices were making words, saying something to someone, maybe even to him, but he could not make out any meaning, only the sounds of the two.

He opened his eyes again and saw green vegetation a few inches from his face. He felt the snake’s dying coils relaxing their hold on him, felt himself being manhandled as he and the others were pulled out of the prison of reptilian flesh. He was shoved over onto his back, saw green vegetation overhead, was momentarily blinded by a brilliant flash of sunlight gleaming through the branches and leaves that wove above.

“Come on now, you men will have to help yourselves,” someone said in a loud, authoritarian voice.

Mauriello, of course.

O’Reilly tried to move, found that he could turn his head. His neck ached terribly from the punishment he had received in the embrace of the dead constrictor, but he seemed, at the instant, to be merely bruised and sore, not significantly injured. He blinked again, saw the broad, still-smoking muzzle of the state-issue shotgun in Mauriello’s hands, followed the line of the weapon with his own rapidly clearing eyes.

He saw the khaki-shirted arms, the coarse, ruddy face, the round, fleshy body of Mauriello, and recognized the big nose, the small eyes, the sandy hair fading to gray at the temples. Mauriello scowled down at O’Reilly.

“Get up now, you’ve got to help yourselves,” the khaki-clad Mauriello repeated. “Get with it!”

O’Reilly looked to left and right, to the two men who shared wrist and ankle chains with him, and who had come within a hair’s breadth of dying with him in the crushing embrace of the giant constrictor.

The little brown man on one side lay almost motionless. Only his eyes showed any sign of life: a frantic and biting rage directed for the moment against the murderous snake. The man’s lips were moving and slowly O’Reilly became aware that a steady stream of violent curses were pouring from the man.

O’Reilly turned his head and looked at the man on his other side, a gigantic black figure working now with his hands, as well as he could chained to O’Reilly, struggling to disengage himself—and in the process, his fellows—from the body of the snake. His face bore an expression of calm concentration on his task. He was not speaking.

O’Reilly heard himself gasp. “Uh!”

He pushed away from the snake with his hands, feeling some give now in its coils.

Slowly, struggling and falling back repeatedly before they completed the task, the three men managed to get themselves separated from the gigantic corpse. At last they stood, swaying with shock and panting with exertion. They struggled around, forced by their manacles to make a complicated maneuver out of the simple about-face.

They faced toward Mauriello and, behind him, Alice Michaelson, pale-faced and shaken by the events of the past few minutes.

“Thanks,” O’Reilly heard himself saying to the khaki-clad Mauriello. “We were practically goners. You saved our lives.”

Mauriello stood unspeaking for a moment. The shotgun was now resting over his arm.

Pointedly he broke the gun open at the receiver, examined it to assure himself that it was undamaged in the encounter. He snapped the gun closed again, pumped another round up into the chamber, set the safety, and broke the gun open once more.

“I’m responsible for your welfare,” he said finally. His face bore an expression of mixed pride and command. “I have to take proper care of you boys. The bleeding hearts don’t even trust the department to care for you any more. We get little monitors riding along to make sure nobody picks on you.”

He turned toward the lone woman in the group.

“Right, Miss Michaelson?” he asked.

The woman looked at the three men in chains, then back at Mauriello, his rumpled, sweat-stained, khaki uniform and short-barreled state-issue shotgun.

“It was good of you to save the men, Mr. Mauriello.”

He pulled his shoulders back and threw his chest out so it extended almost as far as his soft belly.

“Thank you very much,” he replied. His voice was angry and filled with irony. He turned back to the three men, standing mute while they waited for his statement.

“You all right?” Mauriello asked. “Any injuries?”

O’Reilly answered the question first.

“I’m okay. I’ll be sore for a month, I think. What a hug! But I’m okay.”

He shuddered, felt a sudden spasm pass through his body. It was something out of an old Victorian drama: peril, crisis, triumph—and reaction. He sagged forward, nearly dragging the other two men down onto the ground. His belly heaved and he was violently sick, spewing the half-digested contents of his stomach onto the ground.

When he was finished he wiped his mouth with a handkerchief and said “I’m sorry.”

The incident seemed to affect the others for the best. It was something understandable, familiar: a man being sick, throwing up his food. Without speaking the other two men chained to O’Reilly shuffled half a dozen steps sideways, moving him along with them.

“We’re all okay,” the smaller of the men said. He seemed to spew each word out in a separate, miniature burst of anger.

The giant on O’Reilly’s other side nodded in agreement, making a vaguely affirmative grunt in lieu of speaking.

Mauriello backed away from the manacled men for a few steps, then turned to look over his shoulder at the car that stood nearby. It was a large station wagon, painted the black-and-white of Highway Patrol and Corrections Department cars. The roof, windshield, and hood glistened in the bright morning light; a few drops of water beaded up here and there on the car’s well waxed exterior.

He edged, crabwise, toward the car, keeping the three chained men and the woman within the scope of his vision.

“What are you going to do, Mr. Mauriello?” It was the woman who asked.

Mauriello reached behind him with one hand and opened the door of the station wagon.

“I’m going to get help,” he said.

He slid down into the driver’s seat of the car, laid the shotgun on the seat beside him. He unbuttoned a small holster that hung suspended from his leather belt and drew a state-issue .38-caliber revolver. He laid the revolver on the dashboard of the wagon where he could reach it in a split second.

The three men and the woman outside the car could see the revolver from where they stood.

“I’m going to get help,” Mauriello called again to the others. “I’m going to put in a call to the Highway Patrol. They’ll have a car here fast. I trust those guys. They’ll send a copter if they have to. They won’t leave us stranded. They have a sense of duty.”

The woman said “I have my doubts.”

“I don’t,” was the reply.

There was silence outside the car.

They were in a small clearing, surrounded wholly by greenery. Low grasses grew underfoot, taller ones a few paces away, then bushes and small trees, then taller trees, their trunks a pale brownish green, rising nakedly into the sky. Their leaves sprouted from branches far above the ground, spread to make a lush foliage roof.

Hardly any sunlight penetrated the cover. There was plenty of light, brilliant morning light refracted from shifting leaves and fronds, but only rarely did a ray penetrate directly from the sun to the people on the ground—or to the low green shrubbery that covered the ground.

The jungle seemed deathly still after the shotgun roar that had blown away the head of the giant constrictor and saved the lives of the three men. Partly it was the contrast of the silence following the explosion, partly it was the silence of creatures frozen into shocked stillness by the unexpected violence.

Now, slowly, the jungle surroundings began to return to what must have been their normal state. The first sound was the buzzing of insects: at first a few small ones, buzzing quietly. Then more, and larger. Beetles, dragonflies, something not too different from grasshoppers, even tall, graceful mantises.

From somewhere there came a birdcall, a long, wavering cry that might have been a mating call, or a parent warning chicks of danger or summoning fledglings to breakfast.

A throaty scream, a sound like a Siamese cat’s voice, only dropped from its usual near-soprano down several octaves to a strong, deep baritone—and amplified a thousandfold.

And rustling, and beating, and padding.

“I don’t think you’re going to reach the Highway Patrol,” said Alice Michaelson.

From the car, Mauriello could be heard speaking into the two-way radio that should summon assistance. The radio crackled and hummed, one more insect voice added to the myriad voices of the jungle—but not in speech.

Mauriello tried again, again without response.

He snapped the radio off, reholstered his revolver, and again hefted the shotgun across one arm as he climbed from the car.

The three prisoners stood where he had left them. So did the woman.

O’Reilly, chained in center position among the three prisoners, acted by tacit agreement as their spokesman.

“What are we going to do now, Mr. Mauriello? We can’t very well just hang around here.”

Mauriello stood looking at the three prisoners shackled together in their yellow standard-issue rain slickers, their knitted woolen caps, blue denim work shirts, and blue jean trousers.

“I’ll decide that, fellow,” Mauriello said.

O’Reilly shrugged.

“Okay.” He paused. When Mauriello didn’t take the gambit he continued, “What have you decided?”

“We’ll just wait here,” said Mauriello. “They’ll come for us.”

Alice Michaelson, her hair hanging loose, strands whipping onto her face, said, “They don’t know where we are.” She shook her head helplessly. “We can wait here indefinitely. If they don’t know where to look, they might not find us for days. For weeks! How can we just …”

She trailed away.

“The least we can do,” O’Reilly continued for her, “is try and figure out what happened, where we are. Not just sit here passively.”

Mauriello now shook his head.

“You’ve got no confidence in established authority, O’Reilly. That’s your problem. That’s why you’re where you are. Relax, help will come.”

He paced restlessly back and forth, then spoke again.

“But I guess you can do something useful. Take a look at that snake, see if you can figure out what it was, where it came from.”

Again the three prisoners executed their clumsy turnabout. Together they knelt on the grass and examined the body of the snake—or what was left of it.

Where the head had been blasted away, exposing the raw insides of the giant reptile, there was no longer any exposed flesh or blood—not even the green stuff that seemed to serve as blood in this monster.

Somehow fast-growing grasses had sprung from the ground where the decapitated body had fallen. The massive body had been taken over, invaded by thirsty, sucking tubes. The snake—it must have weighed as much as ten men only minutes before—had been reduced to a thin, dry husk, little more than a hollow, collapsed skin.

And the skin, as it lay on the ground, was being cut apart and carried away by an army of variously shaped insects!

O’Reilly put his face into his hands and rocked back and forth.

I really wrecked my life, he thought, I really blew it! I thought I was bad off before, in prison—but how the hell did I get into this!

His thoughts flashed back less than twenty-four hours, to his last moments in the all-too-familiar milieu of the California Department of Corrections….


2.

The station wagon pulled to a halt before the closed wire fence. The gate guard, bored and anonymous in his Department of Corrections tans and army-style rainwear, walked around the car to the driver’s window and rapped on the glass, waiting for Mauriello to roll down the glass and exchange signatures on documents.

O’Reilly, manacled center-seat behind the dividing wire mesh between Willie B. Hutkin and Bennie Nebayan, watched the unconcerned routine, the heavy, chill January raindrops spatter off the gate guard’s military cap, dripping from the cap’s visor onto the mimeographed forms that bulked on his clipboard.

“Another lousy shakedown?” he heard Nebayan hiss angrily, half under his breath. “What do they think, I made a shank out of the lousy ashtray in here?” He shook his fists angrily, jerking O’Reilly sideways by their interlocking wrist chains.

“Cool down, Bennie,” O’Reilly told him. “You know they have to sign in and out for the animals. You expect to be treated like a human being around here?”

“Well, I damn sure—”

“Tush, Bennie, remember there is a lady present,” O’Reilly taunted Nebayan.

“Yeah, sure. And you know what I’d like to do with the damn lady.”

O’Reilly looked from Nebayan to the front passenger seat of the station wagon, through the dividing wire mesh. The woman sitting there, short-haired and businesslike in appearance, gave no sign of noticing the conversation behind her.

Mauriello, the driver, was out of the car now, walking around it with the gate guard. He unlocked the passenger door on Hutkin’s side, snapped a brusk “Don’t you budge!” at the elderly, hulking black man. The gate guard stuck his head in the opening, counted the prisoners in the back seat, verified that the compartment behind them was vacant, slammed the door shut again without a word. Mauriello relocked the door from the outside.

The guard continued around the car, peering through each window. At the front passenger seat he rapped on the glass again, waited for the woman passenger to roll it open.

“May I see your identification please, Miss, uh, Missus Michaelson?”

“I prefer the new form,” she replied coolly. “Miz Michaelson, abbreviated em ess.” She lifted a briefcase from the floor—O’Reilly leaned forward in his seat to keep observation of the occurrence—and opened it. The guard peered into it, waited while she produced identification, nodded and backed away from the car.

He walked to the gate, unlocked it, and swung the heavy mesh section open, gesturing to the driver to pull the car out onto the little bayside access street that led from the prison to the main county highway.

Inside the car Nebayan laughed bitterly and hissed to O’Reilly, “That sharp ACLU broad, she put that gate bull in his place!”

Ahead of the station wagon a heavily supercharged Highway Patrol car pulled away from the side of the road and fell into formation, its bright lights gleaming through the dark gray murk of the chill, soaking morning air. As the patrol car and the security-modified station wagon moved convoy-fashion onto the access street, a second Highway Patrol car fell into line behind the wagon.

Mauriello reached under the dashboard and pulled a hand-microphone from its hook. He handled the station wagon’s steering wheel with his left hand, flicked a switch on the wagon’s two-way radio with his right. He lifted the microphone to his lips and spoke into it. The prisoners in the back of the wagon could hear the voices crackling over the radio speaker as Mauriello established contact with the two Highway Patrol vehicles.

“Car number one,” the driver said, and a voice crackled back, “Okay, Marc.” “Car number two,” and the reply, “Here, Marc.”

Mauriello said “Okay, we’ll move under the freeway bridge as usual, take our turn onto one-oh-one and stay on it all the way north to the courthouse exit. Check in.”

The two patrol cars acknowledged and Mauriello flicked off his microphone, hung it back on its hook. As he settled in for the drive O’Reilly saw him pat the sawed-off shotgun on the seat beside him and the standard-issue .38-caliber pistol strapped to his hip before he put his right hand back onto the steering wheel.

O’Reilly’s own hand—his left—mimicked Mauriello’s moves in mirror-fashion despite the encumbrance of the heavy manacle chains. He looked at the big man beside him in the rear seat to see if he’d annoyed Hutkin with his movement, but the old man had dozed off, his head cushioned against the door glass by his uniform-issue woolen cap and grizzled gray hair, his standard prisoner’s yellow slicker crumpled around his huge frame, the rainwater puddled in depressions wherever the man’s posture happened to cup them.

O’Reilly slumped in his seat, his shoulders sagging inside his own drenched yellow oilcloths. “Might as well relax and enjoy the ride,” he mumbled half to himself and half to Nebayan beside him. “I don’t get to ride in comfortable cars very often these days.”

Nebayan shrugged. “I’m just enjoying the smell of our little lady friend,” he grunted half-audibly. The woman seated in front of him did not hear or did not choose to respond to the comment.

“You sure show good taste, Bennie,” O’Reilly said.

The leading Highway Patrol car pulled to a halt at the stop sign at the end of the underpass. Its driver signaled a left turn, pulled away from the sign and onto the freeway approach ramp. The station wagon followed suit as the driver-guard Marc Mauriello drew up beneath the freeway, the station wagon’s bright lights penetrating the heavy, dismal rainfall.

The wagon pulled away from the sign, turned left, and followed the Highway Patrol car up the ramp, where the patrol car’s driver waited for a lengthy opening in the freeway traffic. By the time one arrived the following patrol car was directly behind the station wagon again.

The convoy pulled onto the freeway, rain beating heavily on the roofs of the vehicles and the surface of the road. To the right of the station wagon O’Reilly could see the surface of San Francisco Bay, its color a blood-freezing paralyzing black, its surface achop with wind-driven wavelets and pounding raindrops. The usual complement of sailboats and fishing craft were absent. Somewhere ahead a freighter stood at anchor, waiting for improved weather before making for the Golden Gate and some Asian port.

Across the bay were the communities where O’Reilly had spent so much time before he became a prisoner—industrial Richmond, the college town of Berkeley, and Oakland with its seamy skid rows, its downtown heavily into big-city pretensions, its miles of hills dotted with posh residences. It was invisible today, hidden behind a curtain of falling rain and smothered in a blanket of heavy white mist.

Sheet lightning illuminated the nearer hills of Tiburon and a rare peal of thunder seemed to shake the very earth over which the car rolled. Mauriello was intent on controlling the powerful modified wagon. The lawyer Alice Michaelson, appointed by the American Civil Liberties Union to observe that prisoners were not brutalized en route to and from courthouse proceedings, was concentrating on papers from her briefcase.

O’Reilly was watching the traffic on the highway: the three cars were in a lightly traveled section with no vehicles in the lanes to either side of them. Their headlights clove through the rain and their windshield wipers cut pairs of semicircles through the rainwater on their front windows. The combined sounds of powerful engines, thrumming raindrops, and rumbling tires made an almost hypnotic drone.

For a moment O’Reilly might even have let his eyelids slide shut. He thought he saw another flash, as of the distant lightning. There was a huge roar: it sounded like a thunderclap—not in any one direction from where he sat in the station wagon, but all around him, as if it had filled the world for a single, overwhelming instant.

And then it was gone.

The car seemed to slam to a sudden halt.

O’Reilly and his two fellow prisoners in the rear seat of the wagon were flung headlong into the heavy wire mesh that separated them from the front half of the passenger compartment.

Red flung up his hands to prevent his face from smashing into the wire. The interlocking manacles drew Nebayan’s and Hutkin’s hands forward as well.

Nebayan, with the lightning reflexes of a young athlete, hit the screen palms first, hooked his fingers through the wire and landed with the side of his head against the inner portion of his own forearm.

Huge Hutkin, old and drowsing, slumped deep in his own seat in the corner of the car, was tugged forward and sideways by O’Reilly’s instinctive motion, his shoulder blasting into O’Reilly’s head and knocking it into Nebayan’s left arm.

In the front seat airbags popped out of their storage compartments and bundled Mauriello and Alice Michaelson back into their seats, holding them away from the deadly smash into the dashboard or windshield that might otherwise have resulted.

For an instant, all five occupants of the wagon were stunned—as much by the shock of the sudden occurrence as by the actual physical impact of the sudden halt of the wagon.

As soon as his head cleared O’Reilly leaned forward, rubbing his numbed face with the heels of his hands. To his surprise he felt little pain in his face but a great deal in his hands; they had been smashed into the thick wire mesh with intense force when the car came to its halt.

He looked around and saw that none of the five persons in the car seemed to be seriously injured. Hutkin to his left had cut an eyebrow and was bleeding heavily, but the cut was not deep. In the front seat Alice Michaelson seemed to be bleeding from her nose; it had the looks of a burst minor blood vessel rather than a serious injury.

The interior of the car was lighted only by instrument panel bulbs and a slight reflection of its own headlights on the rain that continued to fall all around them. Startlingly, the engine was still running, although the car had come to a complete halt.

“I don’t know what happened,” Mauriello gasped, “but we’re going to keep on.” He pressed his foot on the accelerator pedal and the car seemed to rock forward slightly, then settle back.

O’Reilly turned his head and gazed out the rear window. In the darkness it was almost impossible to see anything, but he detected the reflection of the station wagon’s red taillights on specks that flew into the air from beneath the wildly spinning rear wheels.

“You ain’t going noplace, Mauriello,” Nebayan muttered from beside O’Reilly.

The guard spun angrily in his seat, the slowly deflating airbag still filling most of his ample lap. “Mr. Mauriello to you, punk, and speak when you’re spoken to.”

“Punk!” Nebayan spat back angrily. “You wise—”

“Don’t!” O’Reilly whispered urgently to his fellow prisoner. “Don’t blow it, Bennie. You’ll have your day in court. Don’t call him down and wind up with another beef in your jacket.”

Nebayan seemed to simmer down. “Okay,” he grumbled, “for now. But one of these days….” He shook his head ominously.

“But I don’t think we’re going to make the courthouse today, Mr. Mauriello,” O’Reilly added to the guard.

“Huh?” Mauriello turned in his seat, clearly paying greater heed to the calm O’Reilly than he had to the tempestuous Nebayan. “Whaddaya mean?”

O’Reilly spread his hands in a gesture as large as his heavy manacles would permit. “I mean—take a look, Mr. Mauriello. Look outside the car.”

Slowly the uniformed driver did so. All that appeared outside the door window of the station wagon was darkness, total blackness through which torrents of rain continued to descend, dimly illuminated by light reflecting from the vehicle’s headlamps. He turned his gaze back to the front of the car. O’Reilly, looking over Mauriello’s shoulder, cast his own gaze parallel to the latter’s.

In front of the car, lighted by the beams of the headlamps, stretched an expanse of rolling earth, a background of pale, sandlike dunes that were spotted by small areas of green. As they sat in the automobile watching, the green areas grew larger and larger, obliterating the sand-colored surface. The green seemed to writhe and squirm before their very eyes, forming at first a thin overlayer on top of the sandy dunes, then a carpet, then a thicker matting.

Soon shoots began to rise vertically toward the sky.

O’Reilly ducked his head as low as he could move it against the manacles that still held his wrists in order to get a better angle of view upwards.

He could see very little of the sky, and of what he could see there was only blackness, complete blackness, and the steady downpour of huge, weighty raindrops.

In the front seat Mauriello was shaking his head in overt puzzlement.

Beside him Alice Michaelson had closed her briefcase. The airbags had deflated fully and both she and Mauriello had shoved them off their laps, back as fully as they could into the empty compartments where they had been stored prior to their inflation. The woman was shaking.

“Now, ah, Miz Michaelson,” Mauriello said hesitantly.

“I—I’m all right,” she said, her voice unsteady. “But—but what happened to us? Did the car crash?”

“I don’t know,” Mauriello said.

He sat stationary for a moment, then seemed to realize an obligation that he had overlooked. He turned around in his seat to look into the rear of the car. “You men all right?” he asked the three prisoners.

“Sure,” O’Reilly responded.

“Yeah, swell, great,” snarled Nebayan.

“Okay, I guess,” said the massive Hutkin. “Yes, sir.”

Mauriello turned back to Alice Michaelson. “You certain you’re all right, ma’am?”

For the first time she showed any emotion to any of the others in the car. “Yes, quite,” she said, smiling thinly. “But don’t you think you should try to do something or find something out?”

Mauriello looked nonplussed. “Nothing like this ever happened before, ma’am.” He took the steering wheel in both hands and tried the accelerator a few more times. He succeeded in moving the car slightly—in a rocking motion similar to that of a vehicle with its wheels half-submerged in snow, melted ice, or deep, soft mud.

The engine roared, lapsed into relative quiescence, roared again with each press on the accelerator. But the car never moved beyond its rocking. Finally Mauriello quit and moved the automatic gearshift lever into neutral.

“Maybe you ought to try and summon some assistance,” Alice Michaelson said to him.

Mauriello felt around for his hat. It had been knocked from his head by the impact of the inflating airbag, bounced off the wire mesh behind him, and landed on top of his shotgun near his right leg. He tugged the hat back onto his head, reached for the microphone, and flicked the radio back on.

From the transceiver mounted beneath the dashboard the red master light of the radio winked on.
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