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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.


      




Chapter One


HOLO-WELCOME


CIRCUS-MARSHAL Chi Nailer was having a tough time. To his normal chore of controlling the two hundred square miles of the bustling Solarian Circus had been added three new factors: firstly he had to relocate the attractions in the prime centre site to accommodate the vast hall which was being built for the celebration by the Centre for Solarian Studies; secondly, Madam Leez Layor, president of the Mars Shell Federation, had notified him that she intended to attend the celebration and preside over some of the functions; and thirdly, both the foregoing items threatened to increase the attendance at the circus to something like five times its average. For the circus, the Solarian Celebrations were good business: for Chi Nailer, they were a foretaste of Hell.


Even so, at the back of his crowded mind as he harried the power engineers to lay more lines at impossibly short notice and harangued the caterers who appeared to have developed a mental block about the magnitude of the coming demand, Chi’s mind was occupied with fears other than the threat of a serious breakdown in the mammoth circus organisation. The reason for the celebration, which he had volunteered to host, was to fete the little exploration team which had bravely penetrated the concentric shells of the Solarian universe to reach the star in its centre, and then gone out again to visit many of the greater shells outside the shell of Mars. Now this team was planning the greatest voyage of all – right out to the limits of Solaria to learn what lay beyond. And one of this team was Cherry, the scrawny little holo-illusionist who had once held a pitch in the circus itself. It was Chi’s experience that where Cherry went, trouble was sure to follow.


Dusk was approaching, and the myriad lights of the mammoth circus were beginning to appear, before Chi was finally able to disengage himself from the hectic routine of the day. He left his rooftop office which looked clear over the vast concourse, and took his vehicle fast through the private service lanes with which the circus was criss-crossed, to the point where the new dome of the hall for the Centre for Solarian Studies dwarfed the gaudy huddle of the surrounding exhibition stands and side-shows. Here two of his security team had been charged with a special responsibility.


‘Any sign of the Shellback yet, Swaf?’


‘Not yet, Chi. But air-control says it’s in our sector. And everything’s ready here.’


Chi glanced approvingly at the broad concrete dais which had been prepared to receive and display the fantastic little ship which was currently the only vessel in existence with the capability of exploring the other shells and the far reaches of the universe. The brilliant lights which would be needed to flood the exhibit at night had all been fitted, although the cables still ran untidily beside the new-dug trenches, and the wide circle of strong mesh security barriers was in place. By all accounts the Shellback was nothing spectacular to look at, and was hardly likely to be damaged by the inquisitive attentions of idle sightseers, but the circus-marshal was never a man to take chances.


‘Right, Swaf! But when the Shellback has landed, you two have another job to do. You remember Cherry used to have a pitch here. Well, he and that other twisted holo-illusionist Harry Castor had a feud going, which caused the circus more trouble than enough. I know Cherry is a celebrity now, but I wouldn’t put it past either of them to have another go at each other. If a rumpus is allowed to develop, you two are in real trouble. When that scrawny old scarecrow gets out of the Shellback you plant yourselves one on either side and stay with him until he’s off circus territory. Is that quite clear?’


‘Understood, Chi.’ Swaf’s eyes were searching the sky in the direction from which he expected the little ship to appear. ‘There’s no way he’s going to get past us.’


‘Just ensure that.’ Nailer was already checking with circus air-control over his belt radio. ‘Estimated touchdown time fifteen minutes. I’d better get the reception committee into line.’


In point of fact it was only five minutes later that the unusually heavy drone of the little ship’s engines was heard, and all the circus, operators as well as patrons, stopped what they were doing and came out into the open to catch a first glimpse of the most famous craft on Mars shell. Soon a small black dot could be discerned high in the wan evening sky, coming in on a smoothly controlled descent towards the touchdown area which had been prepared for it.


Swaf pulled his lip nervously and turned to his companion. ‘It’s running way in front of schedule. Better call Chi and have him hurry that reception committee, also he’s going to miss the grand opening.’


‘Check!’


With its engines producing a continuous pattern of thunder, the ugly, boxlike little ship now found its position directly overhead, hovered deliberately as if aware of the necessity to delay its arrival for a few moments, then dropped precisely towards the waiting concrete bed. The need for the strong mesh security barrier was immediately apparent, because the press of the assembled crowd was such that had it not been for this precaution those nearest to the point of the little ship’s descent would have been thrust uncomfortably close to the flux of its powerful jets.


Swaf and his companion were actually inside the security area, standing hard against the mesh, marvelling at the great tongues of flame which curled outwards from the most powerful engines which had ever been put into a flying craft, and the roar of the great motors made conversation completely impossible. Swaf, intrigued by the squared, blocked ugliness of the little craft and the sense of sheer brute force which had been imparted to its design, had his attention suddenly diverted by his companion who was making signs that they should draw the communications pouches of their helmets over their ears and communicate by radio instead of direct speech.


‘We’ve got a problem, Swaf. Chi doesn’t believe the Shellback could have got here so soon. In fact he says that air-control have it on radar, still about seven minutes out.’


‘I guess that’s why they call them air-control. It’s all they have between the ears – hot air. Well, Chi can miss the show if he wants to, but the moment those engines cut we go out there and keep strict tabs on that nutty old scarecrow Cherry. The way Chi feels about him, anything less would lose us a couple of good jobs in the circus.’


Seated precisely on its concrete dais, the little ship finally wound its engines down to silence, and the same silence descended on the crowd, who waited breathlessly for the hatch to open. As it did so, they all pressed forward to see who would first emerge. First through the aperture came the tall, spare, leader of the expeditionary team, ex-assassin and now a director of the Centre for Solarian Studies, Maq Ancor, whose legendary ugliness and mane of red hair which flared around his collar had earned him the nickname of the ‘Lion’. He was followed by the startlingly attractive green-skinned Engelian girl Sine Anura, who was reputed to have an electromuscular system which could kill a man, and who was said to be more at home in the water than she was on land.


Thirdly came Cherry, ex-circus holo-illusionist, a skinny scarecrow of a man with a hollow face and an impudent and wispy goatee beard, who was clad as ever in sandals and white toga. He was followed by Tez, his projectionist, and the trim and pert Carli, his former assistant. Through holopresentations and newscasts all of the exploratory team were well known, almost legendary figures, and the acclaim of the assembled crowd was a sound even greater than had been the noise of the Shellback’s engines.


Strangely, the five figures on the dais seemed unresponsive to the welcome and offered no acknowledgment. In fact Maq Ancor drew the green-skinned girl to his side and appeared to be interested in something on the far horizon. Cherry looked round apprehensively for a moment or two, then apparently decided to go exploring on his own.


‘Our cue, I think,’ said Swaf. ‘Let’s go and greet our old friend Cherry.’


The two circus deputies made their way towards the point where the white-clad figure stood. Cherry had produced a bottle from beneath the voluminous folds of his toga, and out of sight of Ancor he was taking a surreptitious drink.


‘Well, if it isn’t old Cherry!’ Swaf approached him from behind and made to give the illusionist a hearty pat on the back. To his complete amazement his hand contacted nothing but empty air, and realisation hit him almost with the force of a physical blow.


‘Christ, it’s a bloody terrain hologram! Who…?’


To confirm his fears he climbed the concrete dais, walked right through the image of the Shellback, and came out the other side. The crowd of watchers outside the barrier first became strangely quiet and then began to sound angry.


‘It’s a swindle! A con! A rotten holo-show! What a lousy circus!’


‘Harry Castor,’ said Swaf. ‘It has to be! It can’t be Cherry responsible because he hasn’t landed yet.’


‘He’s made a damn good job of the image, though,’ said his companion admiringly.


‘Bit of a standard holo-tape release from the Centre for Solarian Studies. I’ve seen it before. But if I know Castor, I doubt if he has resisted the urge to doctor it.’


The tape had been doctored. Before their startled eyes the image of the little ship began to melt and flow, whilst in its centre there rose a bright spray of crackling fire made entirely believable by meticulous synchronisation of the ambiphonic sound from concealed speakers. Higher and higher rose this display of simulated pyrotechnics until it dwarfed even the great hall of the Centre for Solarian Studies and drew a gasp of admiration from the crowd. Then, as it reached its zenith, it began to hurl great fire-balls, like miniature suns, high into the air, and finally the fire leaped suddenly to coalesce into man-height illuminated letters in the sky.


THE GREAT CASTOR – FOREMOST HOLO-MAGICIAN IN ALL SOLARIA


‘And not shy with it, either,’ said Swaf ruefully. ‘Let’s go grab Castor and get this damned thing turned off.’


His companion, however, grabbed his arm and pointed upwards. ‘Too late. The real Shellback is just coming in.’


‘Hell! Can you imagine what Chi will say if the Shellback sits on the dais surmounted by Castor’s crummy advertisement? He’ll have kittens. With the president and the reception committee and a direct video link to every newscast outlet on the shell… All standing under that…’ Words failed him for a moment. ‘Come, we daren’t let Castor get away with it.’


‘But Chi said specifically for us to stay for Cherry.’


‘We’ll have to catch up with Cherry later. You contact the power manager and see if you can get Castor’s power-lines disconnected. And you’d better let Chi know what’s happening. I’ll hunt around and see if I can find where those damn holo-projectors are, and if I find them I’ll put a spanner through the optics and to hell with any laser damage.’


This time the arrival of the real Shellback was unmistakable. Although the image and the sound had been faithfully recreated in the holo-play, the hot breath of the jet flux from the little craft spread across the whole area like a cosy blanket, and dust-swirls were distributed high into the air. In the closing dusk the floodlights were switched on to illuminate the dais, and the space-stained and ugly little ship hunched itself in the full glare of the illumination, and looked remarkably like a blocked, mechanical spider warily watching out for prey. The hatch opened and Maq Ancor and Sine Anura came out together, highly pleased as they acknowledged the roar of the crowds. Then out came Tez and Carli, scarcely less popular figures, because these were the ones with whom the ordinary men and women on Mars shell could more readily identify themselves.


Finally out came Cherry, clad as ever in sandals and toga and altogether the showman as he bowed to the thunderous applause. Then, as the reception party approached, he chanced to look up, and there, writ large across the sky above his head, there still burned Harry Castor’s message. Although the presidential welcome occupied a great deal of newscast space, the image most oft and fondly repeated for the Mars shell’s thousand million million million inhabitants was the expression of incredulous rage which passed over Cherry’s face.




Chapter Two


STAR-SEARCH


IN POINT of fact Harry Castor was wrong, and this was very much Cherry’s night. Before the presidential party and an invited audience in the great hall of the Centre for Solarian Studies, the wizened holo-illusionist conjured some of the finest holo-images ever produced, depicting unforgettable scenes from the voyages of the Shellback on its journeys through the concentric shells of the Solarian universe. Much of the material from the earlier trips had been seen before, and was available from the public archives, but a lot of it was from Cherry’s own private tapes, and the whole was blended and presented with such realism that none in the vast hall who witnessed it would ever forget the experience.


Such was the fidelity of the holo-scenes that the audience, seemingly encapsulated in a sphere of imperishable glass, were apparently transported high up above the great lands of the Mars shell, breathlessly to see their vast towns shrink to indistinguishable dots and the mighty oceans appear as little more than puddles. Then they were floating through the luminary belt, where orbited the sequence of artificial protostars which warmed and lit the surface of the shell. Soon a breathless descent again towards one of the immense ‘volcano-like’ structures, ten thousand miles across and with walls rising a thousand miles in height above the surface of the shell, which guarded the cavity which led right through the shell to the space region inside; and in which cavity sat, slowly spinning like a serene marble, one of the fabulous cageworlds around which the concentric shells of the universe had been constructed.


The fantastic journey had begun. Soon the sights and scenes flowed swiftly, as, telescoped by careful editing, they followed the path of the Shellback’s first journey inwards through the concentric shells of Earth, Venus and Mercury and finally had a view of that most unforgettable of sights, the natural sun which lives in the centre of Solaria. Then they returned via a different cageworld route, drinking in the sights of strange places and strange peoples, and having a look at the one cageworld which was itself completely and solidly occupied by Zeus, the mammoth computing complex which built, maintained and regulated the entire Solarian universe. They had a fascinating glimpse of the great spokeways, the hollow tubular Exis force-fields radiating like spokes from the shell of Mercury, which tied the whole universe together and through which Zeus regulated the affairs of the universe and redistributed its populations.


Thus back to the Mars shell, and then on outwards towards the greater shells of Solaria, each shell being increasingly massive as it enclosed the inner shells within itself. Asteroid, Jupiter, and the mysterious Boxa shell; then on out to the Saturn, Uranus and Neptune shells, the farthest point out from the central sun which the intrepid little Shellback had ever reached. Finally the cameras turned again outwards, looking at the far darkness where the fabled shell of Pluto, yet unreached, was supposed to be. And outside that, what… ? More shells reaching to infinity? Or an ending in some other sort of space which even the mighty universe-builder Zeus could not conquer?


Cherry’s dialogue dwelt upon the point. Now the whole of Solaria was becoming overcrowded, and much more space would be needed to house and support the human populations still growing exponentially. The future development of all mankind depended crucially on what lay beyond the Pluto shell, and whether it could be made hospitable to man. Was it possible that out there somewhere was yet another natural star, around which they could build a new universe? The great question remained unanswered, and on this note of cosmic speculation Cherry drew his amazing holo-presentation to a dramatic close.


For seconds the audience sat silently, then rose to give the loudest and most thunderous burst of applause which any performance in the Solarian Circus had ever known. Then the Speaker quietened the tumult and introduced none other than Madam Leez Layor, the popular president of the Mars-shell Federation, which co-ordinated the activities of over half of the great shell’s population. Some good-natured heckling began from the front row of the audience, but Madam Layor silenced it with her customary control, and smiled broadly.


‘No speeches from me tonight. Nor is there anything in these proceedings tonight which is likely to rouse contention. We are here to celebrate the founding of that remarkable institution, the Centre for Solarian Studies, to hear about the plans for an even greater exploit than those you have just seen so dramatically presented, and to meet in the flesh some of those whom most of you have until now known only through the video newscasts. Like the rest of you, I have come here to learn, to indulge my sense of wonder, and to enjoy myself. As proof of this I intend to introduce Prince Awa-Ce-Land-A of the Hammanite Principality, whose foresight and determination first made possible the exploration of the Solarian universe. Having done that I shall step gracefully from the limelight, having made the shortest appearance in my entire career.’


She made her exit to a great burst of laughter, which was swiftly quelled when Land-a made his appearance. His entry on silent wheels was dramatic. He was fully two-thirds life support machine, and only one-third man, everything below the centre of his chest being contained in a wheeled cylindrical tank. Yet despite his fantastic disability his presence was commanding, with his strong jawline and shattering gaze giving him an air of daunting superiority which few others could match, and the timbre of his voice when he spoke itself assured him of undivided attention.


‘I think Magician Cherry has already saved me a million words of description. He has shown how the great shells of the Solarian universe all sit concentrically one inside the other, with the natural sun in the centre. When these shells were being made by Zeus, the starting point for each was a simple ring of worlds in orbit which in time became caged within the thickness of the shell. We call these worlds the cageworlds, because they are like ball-bearings in a bearing cage, and it is through the cavity in which these worlds still spin that we are able to send our little laboratory ship to explore the rest of the universe.


‘What was not so apparent from Magician Cherry’s presentation is the immense distances between the shells, which means that the journeys he depicted in minutes in reality took months or years to perform. When you leave here you will find the Shellback sitting on its dais outside. Look at it with new eyes and ask yourselves whether you could contemplate spending a year or two confined with four others in such a small vessel – because that is one of the harsh realities of trans-shell exploration.


‘Why do these journeys take so long? Here we are up against a principle of physics. A clever ancient named Einstein postulated that nothing could ever exceed the speed of light. This principle has remained unbroken, and appears forever to be an absolute. In practice we have not yet found a way to propel a vehicle at more than a puny fraction of the speed of light.


‘But to give you a sense of scale, the exospheric liners which transport us around the Mars shell travel at about thirty thousand miles an hour and can achieve nearly three-quarters of a million miles a day. In contrast, the Shellback in space-mode speed can do half a million miles an hour, which is about sixteen times as fast. Yet even at that incredible speed, the journey we are asking Maq, Sine, Cherry, Tez and Carli to undertake will probably take about a year before they reach their destination, and then a further year to get back. That is a measure of the dedication of these people who travel on our behalf to explore the Solarian universe.


‘So where are they going, and why? All the evidence is that somewhere out beyond the Pluto shell or beyond, Zeus is running into trouble creating new shells for the continuing expansion of mankind. We are afraid that Solaria is not capable of infinite expansion, as once we believed, but is limited by some unassailable factors which even Zeus cannot surmount. Thus the whole future of man is in the balance, and the Uranus shell is already on the verge of disastrous breakdown through massive overcrowding. With the current reduction of Zeus’ emigration program, it is only a matter of time before the same thing occurs to us here on Mars shell.


‘So we need information. Somebody has to go out to the edge of the universe and find out what the problems are and what, if anything, lies beyond its limits. Somebody has to go and take a new look at the situation, and see if there is any way in which human ingenuity can assist Zeus in the task of creating new living space for future generations. There is only one ship which can make that journey, and that is the Shellback. And there is only one team sufficiently tempered by experience to stand a chance of taking the Shellback out to the edge of everything and bringing back the things we need to know. Friends, I give you Maq, Sine, Cherry, Tez and Carli, whose collective talents have conquered the universe.’


Slightly embarrassed by the eulogy, especially when delivered by someone as commanding as Land-a, the five explorers came up to take a bow. Maq Ancor, with his puckered, comprehending, ugly face and mane of red hair, looked more like a lion than even his popular portraits managed to convey. Sine Anura, a radiant image of green-tinged shiningness, was her usual stunningly attractive self. Cherry, ever the showman, in white toga and sandals, struck a pose as if he were a major prophet and brought the house down in a fit of laughter. The pert Carli and a red-faced Tez came briefly forward, then fled off the stage in embarrassment still holding hands, taking fright at such a show of enthusiasm.


Finally Professor Soo of Ajkavit University, who headed the Centre for Solarian Studies, gave an illustrated talk about the history and structure of the Solarian universe. He started with the one world and its sun, where it was thought all human life began, and finished with a review of current ideas on what continued where the Solarian universe ended. He called his talk Star-Search, for that was the theme of his optimism – that somewhere accessible they would find a new star they could use as the heart of a new universe. His viewpoints were breathtaking and dizzying in scope and imagination, and fully deserved the applause they evoked from his audience.


And so the great night ended. Out of consideration for those with cameras, the exploratory team then went and stood alongside the Shellback so that anyone who cared could make their own photographic souvenir of the occasion. Inexplicably the evening’s great joke of a projected hologram bearing the legend:


THE GREAT CASTOR – FOREMOST HOLO-MAGICIAN-IN ALL SOLARIA


still dominated the scene, and the scorn on Cherry’s face was worth a photo in its own right. Shortly Swaf and his companion made a circumspect arrival and placed themselves deliberately on either side of the scowling holo-illusionist. Experience having already taught him a lesson, Swaf leaned over to make quite certain that the outraged figure was in fact Cherry and not just another holo-illusion.


His disposition was not improved when his hand went right through the image …




Chapter Three


CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS


IT WAS at about that time that Harry Castor lost his nerve. For many hours he had successfully concealed the whereabouts both of his terrain holo-projectors and himself from the dedicated search being carried out by Chi Nailer’s security men. However, having seen on video his impish message written broadly across the sky above the head of the president of the Mars-shell Federation as she posed for photographs with the members of the Solarian expeditionary team, he was forced to the conclusion that he had overplayed his hand. A video reporter had jestingly referred to the display as being akin to treason, and Castor had developed a knot in his stomach which made him feel decidedly unwell. He knew there was no way he could avoid the circus-marshal’s wrath permanently, so he miserably decided to come out of hiding and let events take their own course. Besides which, he was getting late for giving his own late-night holo-spectacular.


He went first to one of the circus electricity sub-stations, on top of the broad concrete roof of which he had secreted the projector which created the terrain hologram above the Shellback. Switching it off, he recovered and pocketed the tape, thinking to destroy the evidence at the earliest opportunity. The projector itself he would have to recover later. The promenades and walkways of the circus, bright with strings of multicolour lamps, were full of patrons drinking in the wonder of the circus atmosphere, and it took Castor nearly fifteen minutes longer than he had imagined to reach the vicinity of his own show-hall. And when he did reach it he stopped, perplexed.


The ample square around the hall was entirely filled with people, and the level of their interest in what lay before them was something which Castor had never evoked professionally in his whole career. Initially he could see nothing through the packed crowd, but as he fought his way through the press of bodies he saw suddenly what had caught their attention and roused their mirth. His entire hall of proudly decorated aeroplas had seemingly disappeared and been replaced by a horrible, rusting corrugated-iron makeshift barn of appallingly unappealing aspect. Moreover, where his own front entrance had been located there was now quite evidently a pigsty, and the only apparent opening in the hideous image which disfigured the scene led in reality to a blank wall through which nobody could pass.


But there was more. His own holo-showcase had been overlaid by a tatty hoarding which proclaimed brightly:


HARRY CASTOR – CRUMMIEST HOLO-FAKER ON THE SHELL.


EXTORTIONATE PRICES CHARGED FOR EVERY MISERABLE SHOW.


BEWARE OF PICKPOCKETS.


‘Cherry!’ Castor forced his way through the last fringes of the crowd. ‘This is Cherry’s doing.’ He turned to face the people appealingly. ‘Take no notice of this. It’s all a rotten holo-trick designed to discredit me. Come inside, friends! My late-night holo-spectacular will be starting any moment.’ He gestured towards the entrance, realised that it was represented by a very messy pigsty, then let out a wail of sheer misery. His eyes scanned the many places where Cherry might possibly have concealed his projectors, but he failed to find a single one.


He did, however, detect very positively the daunting figure of Chi Nailer striding towards him with every sign of menace. Castor knew that resistance was useless, but nevertheless felt impelled to flee. He ran through the apparent pigsty to where he knew his own front entrance was located, but found too late that the filth underfoot was no illusion. To the immense delight of the onlookers he slipped and fell, rising to his feet white-faced and shaking and covered with a nameless evil-smelling slime. The figure of Chi Nailer was now bearing down fast, and forgetting all dignity, Harry Castor headed into his unseeable entrance door. Here he encountered a very real Chi Nailer and three security men, who had been waiting for him, whilst the holo-image Chi Nailer ran unseeingly past on the outside. In the background was Cherry, grinning slyly.


‘As far as I’m concerned,’ said Chi Nailer heavily, ‘one of the main benefits to be derived from trans-Solarian exploration is that it keeps you two idiots apart.’


In the conference room the chair was taken by Professor Soo. At the far end of the table Land-a’s silent wheels prowled endlessly as though reflecting the man’s tension about the proposed exploits of the hand-picked team he had initially brought together. Five seats were occupied by Maq, Sine, Cherry, Tez and Carli, who formed the team, and the sixth was occupied by President Leez Layor, who had asked to be allowed to sit in as an observer. Her gaze wandered constantly to the furrowed ugliness of Maq’s lion-like face, and occasionally she gave an involuntary smile as though at some old memories.


‘Before we get down to details,’ said Soo, turning to the team, ‘for my own peace of mind I want to be absolutely sure that each of you fully understands what he is getting into. This is a completely volunteer mission, and there is no reflection at all on anybody who, even at this late stage, wishes to opt out. With the best of all available luck you cannot possibly undertake the venture and hope to return in less than two years. Furthermore, although you have developed a talent for surviving the challenges offered by the various shells and cageworlds, you are here venturing into the completely unknown, perhaps into regions for which all your previous experience leaves you completely unprepared. Remember, out there even Zeus appears unable to succeed. I will ask each of you in turn to reaffirm your intention to go. Maq?’


Ancor smiled easily. ‘There’s an old legend which is said to date back to the one world from which it all began. Somebody called Christopher Columbus set out on a voyage of exploration, and discovered a great new continent. When he started out he had no idea where he was going; when he reached it he had no idea where he was; and when he arrived back he had no idea where he’d been – and he did all this on somebody else’s money.’ He glanced at Land-a amusedly, since the prince was financing the expedition. ‘But for me, as for Christopher Columbus, the unknown is a challenge. Nothing could stop me going.’


‘Fair enough!’ said Soo. ‘Sine?’


‘I can’t resist challenges either. Where Maq goes, I go.’


‘Cherry?’


‘Who wants to share a circus with Harry Castor? Besides, the pay’s so good that when I get back next time I’ll be able to buy the Solarian Circus – the whole damn lot of it. Then even Chi Nailer will know who’s the best.’


‘Tez?’


‘Are you kidding? Explore the universe or work as a circus hand? Ask a hundred million lads my age and they’ll all give you the same answer. I go with Maq.’


‘And now Carli?’


‘I want to stay home and have babies,’ said Carli decisively. ‘But there’s no point in that without Tez, so I guess I go. But this time’s the last.’


‘I’m afraid this time is the last for all of you,’ said Soo. ‘We’ve succeeded in working out why Land-a’s choice of so unlikely a combination for an exploratory team has proved so remarkably successful. It’s a multiplicity of talents which complement each other in such unexpected ways that even random chance seldom gets the opportunity to put the boot in. Well, you’ve done a magnificent job, but so far the five of you have had to bear the burden all alone. Now we’ve new teams being developed, and Land-a has promised us two more ships. When they are ready, both you and the Shellback are going to be placed in well-earned retirement. But we daren’t send out an untested crew on a mission of this importance, so from the bottom of my heart I thank you for taking on this last assignment. The voyage will go ahead as planned.’


Now that the decision had been taken and ratified, Land-a’s tension eased. This team had been one of his own devising, and he had complete faith in them. Other teams looked promising, but once the mission passed beyond the Saturn shell – to which there was a radio-communications link – they would be out of contact with their base until they returned. And two years was a long time to wait before you knew whether or not you had made a mistake. More importantly, how could you ever discover which mistake it was that you had made?

OEBPS/images/9780575133730.jpg
%TEWAY

COLIN
KAPP

STAR
SEARCH

‘HITS A NEW HIGH IN
IMAGINATION...SUPERIOR
SCIENCE FICTION’
GALAXY MAGAZINE





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





