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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.



      
A CRITICAL PREFACE : To Be Skipped by Friends of Fiction

      
      
      As is honestly shown a few pages earlier, along with the copyright notice and other matters which publishers call “indicia,”
         this book began life as a short story of some 14,000 words, first published in a magazine in 1954. Even then it was not much
         of a story by ordinary narrative standards. When William Sloane anthologized it the same year (in Stories for Tomorrow, Funk and Wagnalls), he said in his introduction, with almost excessive kindness, that the yarn was “not redundant with physical
         action” and that in fact it had only a “slight pattern of outward events.” These strictures were quite true, and hence I was
         all the more astonished when André Norton subsequently included the piece in an anthology for teenage readers called Space Police (World, 1956). Miss Norton did cut out of it some of the references to drinking, but she left intact all of what Mr. Sloane
         thought would jolt or numb even new adult readers—the hard stuff about physics and philosophy.
      

      
      Padding a short story out into a novel is not ordinarily regarded as good practice, either, and since I have been accused
         a few times by some putative friends of doing exactly this, I was further startled to be asked by editor Larry Shaw to do
         it to that unpromising, almost plotless story called “Beep.” On the other hand, Mr. Shaw had been the first to see some sense
         and merit in a novella of mine which eventually became a very successful novel called A Case of Conscience (1958), so I felt obligated to take a second look.
      

      
      
      I made two interesting discoveries. The first of these was not really new with me. I discovered, like the late C. S. Forester,
         that I did not know what a novel was. Given the whole sweep of the form in English, from Pamela to V, the closest one can come to labeling it is Forester’s definition, “a prose fiction of some length.” People who tell you
         sternly that a fiction of 45,000 words or more that doesn’t meet their standards of complication is not, therefore, a novel
         should perhaps read more widely before opening their mouths. If Forester can’t help them, maybe Flaubert or Leonid Andreyev
         might open their minds.
      

      
      The second discovery was that “Beep,” as Mr. Shaw had seen all along, was about something—and something important to me, if not to anyone else. It deserved rethinking and expansion, especially from the
         perspective of fifteen additional years of brooding about the things it discusses. I had come to some new conclusions about
         its matter (some of them by myself, some with the help of discussions with the dedicatee, although he appeared rather later
         in the process) which I thought—I shan’t pause for modesty—to be downright urgent.
      

      
      One way of putting this would be to say that although the book is fiction, the successive and conflicting speculations which
         it contains about time, knowledge, and free will are all intended to be taken seriously.
      

      
      There is still not much physical action here, let alone any melodrama. The structure of the story is still nearly as skeletal,
         indeed nearly perfunctory, as Mr. Sloane held it to be in 1954. I have not “novelized” it by including a batch of new characters
         or psychological analysis or social comment. There are a number of new episodes, but only those I needed to further the new
         course of the argument.
      

      
      
      Instead, I have tried to make a great deal more out of the speculations that prompted the story in the first place. I had
         set out to dramatize these speculations in the short version; here, I am still going about that work, I hope more thoughtfully.
         The drama, for those capable of enjoying it in this form, lies more in the speculations than in the action, just as before.
      

      
      Science-fiction stories do come out like this sometimes. That is for me one of the several joys of the field. But then, I
         actively enjoy brooding, rather to the despair of my relatives; and the kind of science fiction I sometimes write out of it—or
         read into it—is not for everybody. Those who expect fairy chimes, or bloodshed, must this time apply elsewhere. I condemn
         neither, but I am up to neither here.
      

      
      —JAMES BLISH

      
      Treetops

      
      Woodlands Road

      
      Harpsden (Henley)

      
      Oxon., England

      
      1970

      




      
      
      The principle of causality, for example,—what is it but a postulate, an empty name covering simply a demand that the sequence
         of events shall some day manifest a deeper kind of belonging of one thing with another than the mere arbitrary juxtaposition
         which now phenomenally appears? It is as much an altar to an unknown god as the one that Saint Paul found at Athens. All our
         scientific and philosophical ideals are altars to unknown gods. Uniformity is as much so as is free will. If this be admitted,
         we can debate on even terms.
      

       

            

	—WILLIAM JAMES,  
	The Dilemma of Determinism


	 



      
	  



      
PROLOGUE: A Frame on Randolph

      
      
      1

      
      The man code-named Josef Faber—and after ten years he no longer cared about his birth name—lowered his bulky newsfac slightly.
         Finding the softly pretty young girl on the park bench looking his way, he smiled an agonizingly embarrassed smile and ducked
         back into the paper again.
      

      
      Pretty indeed, in a blond sort of way; also, bland with youth and blind with unfocussed expectancy. She’d hardly noticed him;
         he wasn’t the right sort. He was quite certain that he looked the part of a middle-aged, steadily employed, harmless citizen
         enjoying a Sunday break from the bookkeeping and family routines—hardly the man to fill out a daydream.
      

      
      He was also quite certain, despite his official instructions, that it wouldn’t make the slightest difference had he looked
         like himself, or like the young Adonis, for that matter. These boy-meets-girl assignments always came off. Jo had never tackled
         a single one that had really required him.
      

      
      As a matter of fact, the primitive newspaper, which he was supposed to be using only as a blind, interested him a good deal
         more than his job did. He had only barely begun to suspect the obvious ten years ago, when the Service for mysterious reasons
         had snapped him up. Now, after a decade as a field agent, he was still fascinated to see how smoothly the really important
         situations came off. The dangerous situations—not boy-meets-girl.
      

      
      This affair of the Black Horse Nebula, for example. Some days ago the papers and the commentators had begun to mention reports of disturbances in that area, and Jo’s practiced
         eye had picked up the mentions. Something big was cooking.
      

      
      Yesterday it had boiled over—the Black Horse Nebula had suddenly spewed forth ships by the hundreds, a massed armada that
         must have taken more than a century of effort on the part of a whole star-cluster, a production drive conducted in a dark
         and distant and difficult-to-observe part of the galaxy, and under the strictest and most fanatical kind of secrecy.
      

      
      And, of course, the Service had been on the spot in plenty of time. With three times as many ships, disposed with mathematical
         precision so as to enfilade the entire armada the moment it broke out from the nebula. The battle hadn’t even been a massacre;
         most of the irrupting fleet had found itself so trapped that not even automatic suiciding circuits had been fast enough to
         prevent surrender. The attack had been smashed before the average citizen could ever even begin to figure out what the attackers
         might have thought it had been aimed at.
      

      
      Good had triumphed again over evil.

      
      Of course.

      
      Furtive scuffings on the gravel drew his attention briefly. He looked at his watch, which said 14:58:03. That was the time,
         according to his instructions, when boy had to meet girl.
      

      
      He had been given the strictest kind of orders to let nothing interfere with this meeting—the orders always issued on boy-meets-girl
         assignments. But, as usual, he had nothing to do but observe. The meeting was coming off on the dot, without any prodding
         or protection from Jo. They always did.
      

      
      Of course.

      
      
      With a sigh, he folded his newspaper, smiling again at the couple—yes, it was the right man, too—and moved away, as if reluctant
         to abandon his bench, but yielding politely all the same to the exigencies of incipient love. He wondered what would happen
         were he to pull away the false mustache, pitch the newspaper onto the grass, and bound away with a joyous whoop. He suspected
         that the course of history would not have been deflected by even a second of an arc.
      

      
      He was not minded to try the experiment, though. For one thing, that was not how he was supposed to earn his pay. For another,
         only the suspicion that his presence had been totally irrelevant prevented him from feeling like a pimp. So ambiguous a state
         of mind was an uncomfortable distance from how he had expected a field agent of the Service would feel, ten years ago when
         he had first been approached. He no longer expected to be asked to meet space pirates in hand-to-hand battle, or to outwit
         some sinister planetary regent in a diplomatic duel with no reward but a secret promotion and the grateful smile of a princess
         who, alas, must wed another; but he did not know why. He was getting to be a little old for combat or for princesses, but what was worse, he had become a lot more cynical without
         having become even slightly the wiser.
      

      
      He had also become pretty damned bored.

      
      The park was pleasant. The twin suns warmed the gravel path and the greenery without any of the blasting heat which one or
         the other brought to bear later in their separate, epicyclic summers. The people here were candid, friendly, hardworking,
         obsessed with gardens, all bread and cheese and beer; their idea of adventure was private flying to the next county to look
         at the scenery. Randolph was altogether the most comfortable planet he had visited in years. More than a little backward, perhaps, but restful, too.
      

      
      It was also slightly over a hundred light-years away from Earth. It would be interesting to know how Service headquarters
         on Earth could have known in advance that boy would meet girl at a certain spot on Randolph, precisely at 14:58:03.
      

      
      Or how Service headquarters could have ambushed with micrometric precision a major interstellar fleet, with no more preparation
         than a few days’ build-up in the newspapers and video could evidence.
      

      
      The press was free on Randolph, as everywhere. It reported the news it got in any way it chose. Any concentration of Service
         ships in the Black Horse area, or anywhere else, would have been noticed and reported on. The Service did not forbid such
         reports for “security” reasons or for any other reasons. Yet there had been nothing to report but that:
      

      
      (a) an armada of staggering size had erupted with no real warning from the Black Horse Nebula; and

      
      (b) the Service had been ready.

      
      By now, it was commonplace that the Service was always ready. It had not had a defect or a failure in well over two centuries.
         It had not even had a fiasco, the alarming-sounding technical term by which it referred to the possibility that a boy-meets-girl
         assignment might not come off.
      

      
      Jo hailed a hopper. The hell with it. Whatever he had joined the Service for, it had not been to be bored to death. It was
         time for a showdown.
      

      
      Once inside the hopper, he stripped himself of the mustache, the bald spot, the forehead creases—all the make-up that had
         given him his mask of friendly innocuousness—and defied both regulations and anti-litter ordinances by dropping them out the window.
      

      
      The hoppy watched the whole process in the rear-view mirror. Jo glanced up and met his eyes.

      
      “Pardon me, mister, but I figured you didn’t care if I saw you. You must be a Service man.”

      
      “That’s right. Take me to Service HQ will you?”

      
      “Sure enough.” The hoppy gunned his machine. It rose smoothly to the express level. “First time I ever got close to a Service
         man—far as I know. Didn’t hardly believe it at first when I saw you taking your face off. You sure looked different.”
      

      
      “Have to, sometimes,” Jo said, preoccupied.

      
      “I’ll bet. No wonder you know all about everything before it breaks. You must have a thousand faces each, your own mother
         wouldn’t know you, eh? Don’t you care if I know about your snooping around in disguise?”
      

      
      Jo grinned. The grin created a tiny pulling sensation across one curve of his cheek, just next to his nose. He stripped away
         the overlooked bit of tissue and examined it reproachfully.
      

      
      “Of course not. Disguise is an elementary part of Service work. Anyone could guess that. We don’t use it often, as a matter
         of fact—only on very simple assignments.”
      

      
      “Oh.” The hoppy sounded slightly disappointed, as melodrama faded. He flew silently for about a minute. Then speculatively
         he said, “Sometimes I think the Service must have timetravel, the things they pull.”
      

      
      Jo could not have risen to this bait even had he known the answer. He was in fact beginning to feel a slight ebbing of his
         own bravado.
      

      
      “Well, here you are. Good luck, mister.”

      
      “Thanks.” He thought he would need it. Setting his shoulders, he marched directly to Krasna’s office.

      
      
      2

      
      Krasna was a Randolpher, Earth-trained, and answerable to the Earth office, but otherwise pretty much on his own. His heavy,
         muscular face wore the same expression of serene confidence that was characteristic of senior Service officials everywhere—even
         some that, technically speaking, had no faces to wear it.
      

      
      “Boy meets girl,” Jo said briefly. “On the nose and on the spot.”

      
      “Good work, Jo. Smoke? Drink? Rax?” He rotated the table beside his desk at Jo with an expansive gesture.

      
      “Nope, not now, thanks. Like to talk to you, if you’ve got the time.”

      
      Krasna pushed a button, and a toadstool-like chair rose out of the floor behind Jo. “All the time in time. What’s on your
         mind?”
      

      
      “Well,” Jo said carefully, “I’m wondering why you patted me on the back just now for not doing a job.”

      
      “You did a job.”

      
      “I did not,” Jo said flatly. “Boy would have met girl, whether I’d been here on Randolph or back on Earth. The course of true
         love always runs smooth. It has in all my boy-meets-girl cases, and it has in all the boy-meets-girl cases of every other field agent
         with whom I’ve compared notes.”
      

      
      “Well, good,” Krasna said, smiling easily. “That’s the way we like to have them run. And that’s the way we expect them to
         run. But, Jo, we like to have somebody on the spot, somebody with a reputation for resourcefulness, just in case there’s a
         snag. There almost never is, as you’ve observed. But … just suppose there were?”
      

      
      Jo snorted. “If what you’re trying to do is establish preconditions for the future, any interference by a Service agent would throw the eventual result farther off the track. I know that much about probability.”
      

      
      “And what, may I ask, makes you think we’re trying to set up the future?”

      
      “It’s obvious even to the hoppies on your own planet. The one that brought me here told me he thought the Service had time-travel.
         It’s especially obvious to all the individuals and governments and entire populations that the Service has bailed out of serious
         messes for centuries, with never a single failure.” Jo shrugged. “A man can be asked to safeguard only a small number of boy-meets-girl
         cases before he realizes, as an agent, that what the Service is safeguarding is the future children of those meetings. Ergo—the
         Service knows what those children are to be like and has reason to want their future existence guaranteed. What other conclusion is possible?”
      

      
      Krasna took out a cigarette and lit it deliberately; it was obvious that he was using a customary maneuver to cloak his response.

      
      “None,” he admitted at last. “We have some fore-knowledge, of course. We couldn’t have made our reputation with espionage
         alone. But we have obvious other advantages: genetics, for instance, and operations research, the theory of games, the Dirac
         transmitter—it’s quite an arsenal, and of course there’s a good deal of prediction involved in all those things.”
      

      
      “I see that,” Jo said. He changed his mind about the cigarette and helped himself to one. “But these things don’t add up
         to infallibility—and that’s a qualitative difference, Kras. Take this affair of the Black Horse armada. The moment the armada
         appeared, we’ll assume, Earth heard about it by Dirac and started to assemble a counter-armada. But it takes finite time to bring together a concentration of ships and men, even if your message system is instantaneous.
      

      
      “The Service’s counter-armada was already on hand. It had been building there for so long and with so little fuss that nobody even noticed it concentrating until a day or so
         before the battle. Then planets in the area began to sit up and take notice, and be uneasy about what was going to break.
         But not very uneasy; the Service always wins—that’s been a statistical fact for centuries. Centuries, Kras. Good Lord, it takes almost as long as that, in straight preparation, to mount some of the campaigns we’ve pulled off!
         The Dirac gives us an advantage of ten to twenty-five years in really extreme cases out on the rim of the Galaxy, but no more
         than that.”
      

      
      He realized that he had been fuming away on the cigarette until the roof of his mouth was almost scorched, and stubbed it
         out angrily.
      

      
      “That’s a very different thing,” he said, “than knowing in a general way how an enemy is likely to behave, or what kind of
         children the Mendelian laws say a given couple should have. It means that we’ve got some way of reading the future in minute
         detail. That’s in flat contradiction to everything I’ve been taught about probability, but I have to believe what I see.”
      

      
      Krasna laughed. “That’s a very able presentation,” he said. He seemed genuinely pleased. “I think you’ll remember that you
         were first enticed into the Service when you began to wonder why the news was always good. Fewer and fewer people wonder about
         that nowadays; it’s become a part of their expected environment.” He stood up and ran a hand through his hair, a gesture usually
         preliminary to an interview with some civilian official. “Now you’ve carried yourself through to the next stage. Congratulations,
         Jo. You’ve just been promoted!”
      

      
      
      “I have?” Jo said incredulously. “I came in here with the notion that I might get myself fired.”

      
      “Quite the contrary. These were questions you had to ask and that I’ve been waiting to hear. Now, come around to this side
         of the desk, Jo, and I’ll play you a little history.”
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