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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


HE CAME OUT OF TERRIFYING DARKNESS INTO the bright summer afternoon. The ground tilted, so that he stumbled and fell. For a moment or two he stayed pressed against the crisp grass, trying to steady the earth, and all the time clutching that small metal disc which had brought him here.


Then, carefully, he got up and looked around.


Apparently nobody had observed his arrival. That was just as well: it would have taken a great deal of explaining.


The house had changed. Or, rather, it would change. The full implications of this thought struck him, and he felt dizzy. The experiment had succeeded: here he was, and it was utterly incredible. He looked up at the windows of the house, and blankly they returned his gaze.


He must move. On this wide lawn below the terrace he was exposed to the view of anyone who might pass those windows.


The shed. His father had predicted (or established from records) that there would be a shed some ten yards away from his point of arrival. And there it was. Under a dark hedge, its windows grey and festooned with cobwebs, it waited for him.


The door creaked as he pushed it carefully open. Old garden tools were propped in corners. A new spade looked out of place in the gloom. There were several shelves, coated in dust and marked by trickles of solidified glue from a pot which had leaked.


This would do. This was the best place. At last he relaxed his grip on the metal disc, and slid it into a crack in the planking, behind a stack of flower-pots that did not seem to have been disturbed for years.


The smell in here was disgusting. But this, he thought ruefully, was an unhygienic world. He had known when he set off that he wasn’t going to like the place.


He emerged from the shed and stood in the shadow of the hedge. It was dank and grey down here. Up there at the head of the slope the house glowed deep red. Its roof sprouted absurd white turrets, one of them with incongruous leaded windows. Beyond the house were more trees. Not the courtyard that he knew, and not the spires and towers of the magnificent city, but trees.


He felt more remote from home and his known world than if he had been on another planet.


It was no good waiting here. He had a job to do, and the sooner it was done the sooner he would be on his way home.


He took a quick glance at the staring windows, then walked briskly up the path. It climbed beside the terrace and swung in towards the house. He would have liked to abandon it and make a dash across the lawn to the front gate; but some instinct, some feeling that one must be caught—if caught at all—behaving normally, kept him to the path.


He came round the end of the building on to the sweep of gravel before the porch.


And the girl said:


“Hello. Where did you spring from?”


He stopped.


“Good afternoon,” he said carefully, apologetically. “I’m afraid I——”


“There isn’t anyone in but me. Did you want my father?”


She was a few inches shorter than he was, but still tall for a woman. Her mouth was full and generous, but not too wide for beauty. His sudden appearance did not seem to have startled her: she was very self-possessed, and there was something disconcerting in the challenging directness of her voice.


As he had not replied, she went on:


“Where’ve you come from?”


“I was … trying to find someone. There wasn’t any answer at the front, so I went round to see …” He thought quickly. “I think, after all, I must have come to the wrong place.”


She continued to regard him penetratingly. He cursed his luck. If only she had not appeared at that moment, he could have been away.


She said quizzically: “Who was it you were trying to find?”


“It’s just that I’m interested in a certain youth organisation. I’m trying to get in touch with the leader, but as I’ve only just come back to London——”


“You must be looking for Simon,” she said.


The name was startling, unexpected. He had hardly anticipated making such an immediate contact. He said tentatively:


“Simon Lemuel?”


“Who else?”


The question was a dreadful echo—two words echoed back from the future, two words that his father would speak in years to come. “Who else?” his father had said, long ago in the future.


“So you do know him,” he said.


“There aren’t many people of our age who don’t know him, are there?”


“I suppose not,” he said.


“But who suggested you should come here?”


He spoke quickly, with deliberate vagueness. “I’ve been away quite a time—visiting friends round here, they said I ought to enquire at this address. At least, they said there was someone up here connected with the group, and I thought this was the house. But I may have got it all wrong. Still, if you do know where I can get in touch with him …”


“Everyone knows that,” she said. “It’s been widely publicised.”


He wished she did not look so alert. It was as though she guessed his whole story and was merely leading him on until he had been trapped into making some admission. Yet that was ridiculous. She could not possibly know. He was seeing danger where there was none.


“I’m afraid I’m rather out of touch,” he said.


“So it seems. You must have been to the far ends of the earth. Perhaps”—her voice was light and mocking—“you’re some famous explorer. Or you’ve been drifting across the Atlantic on a plank for six months. That’s very fashionable nowadays. Would I know your name?”


His name.


They had not discussed the question of what name he should give. There had been too many other urgent matters. He invented on the spur of the moment: “Clifford Western.” His own surname could have meant nothing to Lemuel—not yet—but instinctively he shied away from the idea of committing himself.


“I’m Naomi Cardew,” she said.


They shook hands. Her hand was cool and slender. The cool clarity of her eyes was both disturbing and refreshing. Her clothes were strange—as strange, in Clifford’s view, as the uncomfortable garments he himself had put on for this journey—but they did not disguise her beauty or the grace of her movements.


“Naomi.” He tried the name over. It was new to him. It must be one of those names which had somehow fallen out of use in the intervening decades. Then he said: “And you—you belong to the Young Adventurers yourself?”


“I do indeed.” Her smile was enchanting now. He was disturbed by her obvious enthusiasm. But then, he had been told what the Young Adventurers were to become during the following years, and she had no such foreknowledge. “I hope we’re going to enrol you?”


“I hope so,” he said.


A noise like a low-flying sports model of the old-fashioned kind boomed nearby. Through the trees at the bottom of the garden he glimpsed a green lurching mass swinging round a curve below. A train. Of course. He had read about the noisy old style of train, and seen models in museums.


Naomi’s quiet laugh recalled him.


“You’re very odd,” she said. He was relieved that she sounded amused rather than suspicious. “I don’t know what to make of you. But then, we get all sorts of odd people in the group.”


“Thank you.”


They both laughed this time, and he felt more at ease.


“I suppose it is a bit queer, just walking in on you like this,” he extemporised.


“I’m not at all sure that I approve of being regarded as a recruiting centre,” she said. “I don’t really see why you were sent here.”


He could hardly tell her that there had been no alternative; could hardly tell her that this was only a starting-place, that he was here only because a scientific concept demanded that he should arrive here.


“Anyway,” she said, “you want to be taken to Simon?”


“If you can possibly arrange it.”


“There’s a meeting in an hour’s time. You’ve probably seen the notices.”


“Er—yes, I think I have.”


She seemed to make up her mind. “All right. I must go in and get ready. Would you like to come in and wait for a few minutes? Then we can go over together.”


“It’s very kind of you,” he said.


He was thankful for this stroke of luck. At the same time, he knew he must be wary. There was a streak he recognised in this girl—an impulsiveness rather like his own. She had offered to help him because she was curious about him, and her curiosity was the sort that had to be satisfied.


He was taken into a large room which was cool and dark after the brightness outside. While he waited he smiled over the strange furniture and the incredibly bulky magazines that lay on a small table near his chair. At the end of five minutes he got up and stood looking out of the window. Between the gateposts at the far end of the drive he could catch glimpses of traffic passing—fascinating glimpses. Such strange objects on four wheels; and a man pushing a metal two-wheeled affair up the hill.


Naomi came in behind him.


“Ready?” she said.


“It’s kind of you to go to so much trouble.”


“I’m a great worker for the cause,” she said with a laugh that was gay and yet, at the same time, sincere and terribly in earnest.


They walked down the hill. He flinched suddenly as a car came shuddering in close to the low pavement, and then laughed to himself. The roads of tomorrow were quieter than this, but he had not expected to be so startled by such primitive surface traffic.


At the foot of the hill a flight of steps took them to a building beside the railway lines.


Naomi glanced at him as they passed into a small room with a wooden floor. He paused irresolutely, trying to get his bearings. He must assess all this and fit it in, if possible, with what he had been told. There were no automatic fare chargers. By the time he had located the small window in the wall, Naomi had already reached it and was saying: “Two to Charing Cross, please.”


He fumbled in the awkward, unfamiliar pocket for the money with which he had been provided.


“You can pay for us on the Tube,” said Naomi, leading the way on to the platform.


He must keep his wits about him. He must watch and imitate, and learn. In many ways he was as much at a disadvantage as a savage would have been. He had not expected to feel quite so lost. It was no easier to adapt oneself to primitive things than it would be to cope with things beyond one’s scientific comprehension. The rocking train alarmed him. The world beyond the train window was foreign. He was horrified by the tangle of buildings. Crude boards of tattered paper advertisements rushed in towards the railway line, then were cut off to reveal piles of metal below—scrap metal scarred with rust and smeared with fading colour. Shapes of what might once have been wheeled vehicles huddled in metal cemeteries with sagging wooden walls. The early evening sun, trapped on roofs and chimneys, leaked only fitfully down into the dark chasms between houses. There were none of the great boulevards yet. He could not get his bearings. There was none of that magnificent convergence of avenues and gardens on the south bank of the river which he knew so well. Even the sky offered no freedom: it was blocked by a dark haze, manufactured by chimneys pouring their enmity into the blue. New blocks of red brick buildings were as raw as scalded flesh; but they would darken, as everything else in this dispiriting London had darkened.


They got out of the train, walked down a slope through a jostling crowd, and descended into the earth. Red trains roared out of a tunnel. They could not speak until they were out again in a wide street overlooked by grimy, heavy buildings. Shop windows shouted their crude messages at him. He longed to stop and read, to study these inept exhortations, to marvel over such enormities; but Naomi was hurrying now, and he had no wish to draw attention to his unfamiliarity with these phenomena.


They entered a square, crossed it, and mounted a short flight of steps into an entrance hall.


In another moment he was shaking hands with a dark-featured young man a year or two older than himself. The last time he had seen this face, it had been older: Simon Lemuel had then had grey hair and his cheeks had filled out slightly, sagged very slightly. But the difference was not a striking one. The face had been as smooth and oddly dispassionate as it was now; and the assurance, the terrible self-assurance, was the same.


“Glad to know you,” Lemuel was saying with a slight frown, and a hint of a question in his bleak eyes.


Their hands relaxed and parted. The contact had been made. Clifford had come back across almost half a century to meet this young man; and now they had met, and the contest could begin.




Chapter Two


IT HAD REALLY BEGUN ALREADY. THE CHALLENGE had been thrown down on that afternoon in 1996 when those shots were fired.


Clifford had come back to earth that afternoon—literally back to earth—with the greatest reluctance. The ground reclaimed him: he was once more a prisoner of gravity, and it needed a conscious effort to walk across the courtyard and into the house. Walls closed in around him. The ceilings weighed down on him.


He went up to the lounge on the first floor and stood by the window, peering up nostalgically into the sky. A few bright specks flitted across the blue canvas and dropped towards the air terminal. He wanted to be back up there, free, weightless, practising the vertiginous tricks that were possible in his new sports model. In the sky you were alive. Nothing down here could compare with it.


Beyond the main gate a hovercar fell silently and swiftly. For a moment or two he watched the gate, expecting a visitor. But nobody appeared.


He was too restless to settle to anything. The blankness of the courtyard and the feeling of constriction he got from the houses, spires and towers of the surrounding city drove him away from the window. Automatically his finger flicked the wall switch. The visipanel glowed, flowered into a splash of colour, and then threw up shapes in bright relief. A three-dimensional world formed itself within the wall. Clifford looked into a swirl of dancing figures.


He was not fond of ballet, but for a moment he stood watching. At least there was something here which he could vaguely associate with his own gyrations in the limitless heavens. But the illusion did not last. He saw the feet of the dancers touching the floor, saw them dragged back to earth, and after a while their movements became meaningless.


He spun the knob. Alternative programmes flashed and dissolved. Then he heard a familiar voice.


The screen was filled with a mellow green light. It was soothing yet not too restful: the modulating hues had been nicely calculated to put the listener in a receptive mood and yet keep him mentally alert while the speaker expounded his ideas.


Even Clifford listened. Although he had heard the voice so often and disagreed with so many of the things that were said, he could not entirely resist the subtle spell. In a way he enjoyed being dominated in this way: he thoroughly appreciated the beautiful efficiency and expert approach of the broadcasting technicians.


And as he watched the gentle variations of colour, his father’s voice was saying:


“I believe we can deal with this problem. Indeed, I believe we must, if the free community is to survive. The moment that we use coercive power against the Martian natives, the ethical foundation of our society is threatened. The danger is a very real one. Why, you may ask, should we trouble our heads about the fate of a small group of what we are assured are subnormal creatures on a largely barren planet? The reason is that we owe it to our own self-respect, if to nothing else, to show these Martians that our propaganda is not merely propaganda but an expression of what we truly maintain. With our superior technology, we have a far greater responsibility than some of our leaders realise. The strong must defer to the weak. Only in that way can we feel assured that our vaunted progress is progress indeed.


“The argument that we will thus deprive ourselves of a great wealth of minerals which would solve our space transport problems is irrelevant. If the Martians do not wish to yield their minerals to us, we are not justified in taking them by force. I am unwilling to speak too freely against my colleagues on the Council, but I will not disguise my opinion that …”


The even flow of words went on. Clifford sighed. He knew how sincere his father was, and how much genuine warmth he felt on this difficult subject, but the voice came over as a dry, rather pedantic one. In spite of the persuasive patterns and fluxes of light, the accompanying words made no immediate appeal to the listener. That precise articulation seemed thin and reedy. Sir Stephen Marriott’s voice could never compete with the platitudinous, rounded, forceful tones of Simon Lemuel.


“… too many of us in a half-responsive state in which the deliberate misuse of language sets up conventional responses in our minds. It is too easy for an unscrupulous or misguided man to generate hatred and whip up war fever, and to insinuate into the public consciousness the feeling that it will be all to the good if some racial group is eliminated. I suggest to you—I would like you to consider it most carefully—that no reasonable person is going to countenance, on any pretext whatsoever, an attack on a numerically and mentally inferior race if he is in any position to make a choice. Today one is still free to make that choice. It would be a disaster if the accumulation of cunningly phrased war propaganda were to result in the launching of an attack on Mars. It will be done, of course, in the name of progress. Scientific progress. It seems to me that science—and I speak as a scientist—has progressed far enough in the purely technological direction. Our social awareness has not caught up with this material progress …”


Clifford shook his head, and reached once more for the knob. Again he found shifting colours, but this time they were harsh, clamorous, discordant. This time they were designed as an accompaniment to a programme of modern music—or, rather, as an interpretation of that music.


His feet twitched. The rhythm penetrated his limbs, and the collision of colours was intoxicatingly matched by tonal collisions.


Clifford relaxed. He followed the programme to the end, then switched off with a sigh of satisfaction.


The room seemed cold and empty. Once more he had to make a determined effort to accept the normal, everyday surroundings. His father’s doubts about scientific progress echoed in his mind. They irritated him. Science had made possible the transmission of this music—not to mention the very playing of it on the electrorgan—and had also made possible those ecstatic flights of his earlier this afternoon. It was absurd to belittle the progress that had brought such delights within the reach of every ambitious, energetic young man.


He was drawn again to the window. The sky was darkening into late afternoon. He saw lights gleaming from the towers of the city, echoed by moving gleams in the busy sky as the traffic intensified.


A falling star that fell into the courtyard must be his father’s car.


He watched, idly. He saw his father get out, nod to Johnson, and walk towards the door, his head bent in thought.


And he saw the two men appearing in the gateway with snub guns jutting from their hands.


He fumbled helplessly at the window fastenings. He was too far away to be of any use, but he felt he must shout—make some sort of noise, provide a distraction—do something.


There was no need. Sir Stephen surprised his son as much as he surprised his attackers. Opponents who had attacked him in Council debates had often been surprised by the speed with which he drew himself from apparent somnolence and flashed back an answer; and now he shook off his preoccupation. They advanced swiftly, but he was quicker. As the first gun spluttered, he was twisting sideways, stumbling towards the door.


The explosive bullet flamed brightly against the wall. There was a second shot that went wide, and then Clifford felt the thump of the door, sending a faint tremor through the house. His father was safely inside.


The two men turned and hurried towards the gate. Johnson, who had taken the car a few feet into the air and turned it towards the garage, threw it hastily into reverse and pursued them. But he had to lift it over the gate, and as he did so a shot splintered his windscreen.


A moment later a fast car sped up beyond the towers and was gone.


Clifford turned as Sir Stephen came into the room.


“Quite determined to finish me off, aren’t they?”


“You’re all right, Dad? I thought you might have had a burn from that second shot.”


“No, son, I’m all right.”


But he sat down thankfully in a chair, his face white. The whiteness showed up the angry colour of his scars—those scars which he had won during his years of work after the last war. He sat quite stiff and erect for a moment, as though summoning up all his reserves, then allowed himself to slump back.


Clifford said: “I’ll get the police.”


“Is it worth it?”


Clifford stared. “But you’ve just been attacked. If you’re going to let them get away with it——”


“The police are Lemuel’s men, just as those two were. There would be little point in suggesting a game of hide and seek to them.”


“Lemuel’s? You can’t mean that Lemuel tried to … that he …”


“Who else?” said Sir Stephen.


He raised his fine, long hands in a gesture that seemed to express weariness rather than indignation. One felt that he was on the verge of smiling—that, after so many years of unfaltering devotion to the things he believed in, he had at last been overtaken by cynicism and defeatism.


Clifford was shaken. He remembered his father’s calm, pedantic tones during the course of that recent broadcast, and then of the violence he had just witnessed. He felt resentfully that things had been going on around him of which he had been given no inkling. Or else that his father was ill, was imagining things.


He said: “I’d no idea things were as bad as this.”


Sir Stephen shrugged. “They have been getting steadily worse for some time.”


“But the newscasts—the radio talks—you say just what you feel. Nobody stops you.”


“We pride ourselves on our freedom of debate, don’t we? In public we gallantly sound formal and rather pompous. Occasionally melodramatic, perhaps. We say what we think. You have just seen how much real affection there is between the opposing factions in the Council.”


“But Lemuel can’t get away with that sort of thing. He wouldn’t dare to try. You’re just as important as he is.”


“Not quite, I fear. Not quite.”


“People know you too well. They wouldn’t stand for … for …”


“For Lemuel murdering me?” Sir Stephen shook his head. The stiff movement might have been an expression of bleak pessimism about some laboratory experiment that had been tried before and failed, and was about to fail again. “One hardly imagines Lemuel will admit to having given the order. Other stories will go the rounds. People will be told there was an armed robbery. Or, since this particular effort has failed, there will be some sort of—ah—accident in the near future. You may be assured that there will be a good story ready, so that the world is not too much upset. My old rival will be the first to speak up—the first to express the deepest regret. He will pay tribute to a man he respected in spite of so many differences of opinion. And everyone will admire him for it. Within a very short time the public may even be persuaded that things have worked out for the best. I shall be well out of the way. The march of science will not be impeded as it has been in the past. It may even show an indecent haste.”


Clifford wanted to protest. That his father, a physicist of great distinction and a Nobel prize-winner, should so frequently utter solemn warnings about the dangers of scientific advancement continued to strike him as being wrong. In some way it was disloyal—hypocritical, even.


Yet murder: that someone should want to murder him …


Clifford said: “What are you going to do about it? Perhaps you’ve got mixed up. Those two couldn’t have been sent by Lemuel. And if they were …”


“Well? If they were?”


“You’ll have to—well, take measures of some sort to protect yourself. Make it clear to people why you oppose Lemuel. Say what you stand for.”


His father’s affectionate smile stopped him.


“I fear it has escaped your attention,” he said dryly, “that I have been doing that for some considerable time. It is remarkably difficult to rally the enlightened men and women of the world. They don’t like to think evil of their fellows. And while they practise tolerance and friendliness, catch-phrases and material promises are winning the day. I’ve worked democratically, fairly, constitutionally—and therefore Lemuel, with different methods, has gained ground all the time.”


“Then you’d better try something else,” said Clifford, out of his depth.


He was irked by this feeling that he knew so little of what was going on. In his three years at the Metropolitan University he had studied hard for his astronautics degree, and played hard—in the sky, with his air-minded contemporaries. Politics had not appealed to him. He had not been a member of any of the debating groups. Mock elections and sociological wrangles had never interested him. Now he was faced by a problem, or problems, for which he had no terms of reference. For himself, he had been inclined to admire President Simon Lemuel’s forceful personality. Those resounding assurances that this was an age of progress, perhaps the age of the greatest scientific advancement the human race had ever known, appealed to him. But here was another reality: this threat behind those guns that had flared down there in the courtyard.


Sir Stephen was studying his hands, locking his fingers and pressing until the knuckles were white. It was as though strength and confidence were somehow flowing back into him.


“Yes,” he said. “Yes, it’s time to try something else. Tomorrow I shall make the attempt.”


“At a Council meeting?” hazarded Clifford.


“There’s a meeting tomorrow, but I may not be there.”


“If Lemuel thinks you’re afraid——”


“It’s always possible that Lemuel, too, may be absent.” Sir Stephen’s expression was strange. He might have been posing a riddle to himself and brooding sceptically over the answer. Clifford was aware of that familiar, disconcerting withdrawal. It was one of the things that made contact with his father so difficult and frustrating. “Fantastic,” Sir Stephen was murmuring. “It flies so much in the face of reason that I don’t really believe … and yet we have established it mathematically. We know it works.”
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