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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.







Introduction – Unearthly Neighbors


Unearthly Neighbors (1960) was Chad Oliver’s fourth novel and his fifth book of fiction (counting 1955’s distinguished story collection, Another Kind). With it he closed a decade of impressive growth as a writer, by carrying forward his favorite theme of contact between intelligent species to a level of complexity and drama rarely seen in works of science fiction. “Chad Oliver continues to put his anthropology degree to good use,” wrote Frederik Pohl. “Other science fiction writers have invented more ‘alien’ aliens than these for us to make contact with. Few, though, have been as able as Oliver to convince us that this is the way first contact is going to be.”


As humankind reaches out across the light years to confront another humanity, we see how both forms of intelligence are compelled to face their own inner natures before they can even begin to understand each other. Being alien, in Oliver’s sensitive analysis, is not just a matter of physiological differences, but also a dimension of culture and history overlaid on the biology.


Sirius Nine is a vividly imagined world; its alternate humanity is complex and deeply felt. The anthropological puzzle presented by the planet’s humanoid civilization is fascinatingly detailed, as are the lives of the investigators from our own future Earth. It’s a wise novel, probing our deepest feelings as it strives to answer the question: what is a human being? Seeking the answer, Oliver’ story faces us squarely with one of the central points of all literature—that mostly we do not know well enough what we are under the overlay of civilization. There is nothing naively escapist about Oliver’s fiction. He jolts feelings and provokes thought.


But even though he was not a writer of simple-minded adventures, Oliver’s work is adventurous, exciting, suspenseful, and even harrowing; no seeker of absorbing narrative will be disappointed. His portraits of our culture-bound humanity at odds with itself gain intensity when alien humanities come on the scene. Oliver had no illusions about the worst in us even as he presented what might become better. His all-too-human protagonists struggle with their own inner failings as well as with external problems. Oliver knew that we have not yet replaced given nature with a wholly successful creation of our own; in fact we may fail at this project of remaking ourselves and our environments and die off in waste and warring.


An outdoorsman and lover of nature, Oliver was also a romantic poet singing the subtleties of ecological-cultural adaptations. In this aspect his work has been compared to that of Clifford D. Simak, and to later writers Michael Bishop, Ursula K. Le Guin, and Eleanor Arnason. Anthropologist Oliver shows us humanity trying to transcend the natural system in which it evolved. Can this creature continue to adapt to its own changes or is it an exile incapable of either accepting itself for what it is or changing itself into something better?


Humankind, for Oliver, was an ongoing project of vast proportions, run by an intermittently enlightened artisan, humanity itself. Either we will learn enough to help ourselves mature as a culture—we do this better individually at every point—or we will remain on a historical treadmill, if we don’t destroy ourselves. Combine this critical approach with an anthropologist’s varied insights and a writer’s careful attention to his own individual experience and you have an author who stands directly in the best tradition of a searching, probing science fiction—one in which, in the words of Anthony Boucher, “the science is as accurately absorbing as the fiction is richly human” and deserves the science fiction term because it delivers on its full, genuine meaning.


Unearthly Neighbors was first published as a paperback original in 1960. The distinguished-looking Ballantine edition was well received, even though H. W. Hall’s Science Fiction Book Review Index lists only notices by P. S. Miller, Leslie Flood, S. E. Cotts, and Frederik Pohl. It was not a great year for science fiction publishing. There was no British edition and only one translation. For this new edition, the author made substantial revisions in the early chapters and various corrections throughout the text, thus making the Crown 1985 publication the first definitive hardcover edition. Unfortunately, the Crown editions of these three alien novels, despite good bindings, typography, and cover art, showed a marked reluctance on the part of production personnel to make galley corrections. More than a hundred were inexplicably ignored in all three novels, but these have now been made.


—George Zebrowski
Delmar, NY 2007




Unearthly Neighbors


Before the End


High above the tossing trees that were the roof of the world, the fierce white sun burned in a wind-swept sky.


Alone in the cool, mottled shade of the forest floor, the naked man sat with his back resting against his tree and listening to the sigh of the woods around him. He was an old man now, old with the weight of too many years, and his thoughts were troubled.


He lifted his long right arm and held it before him. There was strength in Volmay yet; the muscles in his arm were firm and supple. He could still climb high if he chose, still dive for the strong branches far below, still feel the intoxicating rush of the air in his face …


He let the arm drop.


It was not only Volmay’s body that was old; the body mattered little. No. it was Volmay’s thoughts that worried him. There was a bitter irony about it, really. A man worked and studied all his life so that one day he would be at peace with himself, all duties done, all questions answered, all dreams explained. And then …


He shook his head.


It was true that he was alone, but all of the People were much alone. It was true that his children were gone, but they were good children and he could see them if he wished. It was true that his mate no longer called out to him when the blood pulsed with the fevers of the spring, but that was as it should be. It was true that he had only a few years of life remaining to him, but life no longer seemed as precious to Volmay as it had in the lost, sunlit years.


He looked up at a fugitive patch of blue sky that showed through the red leaves of the trees. He had walked life’s long pathway as it was meant to be walked, and he knew what there was to know. He had not been surprised—except once—and he had not been afraid.


And yet, strangely, he was not content.


Perhaps, he thought, it was only the weight of the years that whispered to him; it was said that the old ones had one eye in the Dream. Or perhaps it had been that one surprise, that one glimpse of the thing that glinted silver in the sky …


But there was something within him that was unsatisfied and unfulfilled. He felt that his life had somehow tricked him, cheated him. There was something within him that was like an ache in his heart.


How could that be?


Volmay closed his dark eyes, seeking the dream-state. The dream wisdom would come, of course, and that was good. But he already knew what he would dream; he was not a child …


Volmay stirred restlessly.


The great white Sun drifted down the arc of afternoon. The wind died away and the trees grew still.


The naked man dreamed. And—perhaps—he waited.
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“Free will?”


Monte Stewart chuckled and tugged at his untidy beard. “What the devil do you mean by that?”


The student who had imprudently expressed a desire to major in anthropology had a tough time in choking off his flood of impassioned rhetoric, but he managed it. “Free will?” he echoed. He waved his hand aimlessly. “Well—uh—like, you know.”


“Yes, I know,” Monte Stewart leaned back precariously in his ancient swivel chair and stabbed a finger at the eager young man. “But do you know?”


The student, whose name was Holloway, was obviously unaccustomed to having his glib generalities questioned. He fumbled around for a moment and then essayed a reply. “I mean that the—um—bottom line is that we have the ability to choose, to shape our own Destiny.” (Holloway was the type that always capitalized words like Fate and Destiny and Purpose.)


Monte Stewart snorted. He picked up a dry human skull from his desk and flapped the spring-articulated mandible up and down. “Words, my friend, just words.” He cocked a moderately bushy eyebrow. “I will pass over a cheap shot at the derivation of the name Holloway. What type blood do you have, Mr. Holloway?”


“Blood, sir? Why—type O, I think.”


“Let’s be positive, Holloway.” Monte Stewart was enjoying himself. “When did you make the choice? Prior to your conception or later?”


Holloway looked shocked. “I didn’t mean—”


“I see that your hair is brown. Did you dye it or merely select the proper genotype?”


“That’s not fair, Dr. Stewart. I didn’t mean—”


“What didn’t you mean?”


“I didn’t mean free will is everything, not in biology. I meant free will in the choices we make in everyday life. Like, you know …”


Monte Stewart sighed and made a mental note to have Holloway do some nosing around in the history of sociobiology. He fished out a pipe from a cluttered desk drawer and clamped it between his teeth. One of his most cherished illusions was that students should learn how to think; Holloway might as well start now. “I notice, Holloway, that you are wearing a shirt emblazoned with an admirable slogan, slacks neatly trimmed off below the knees, and fashionably scruffy shoes. Why didn’t you put on a G-string and moccasins this morning?”


“You just don’t—”


“Your presence in my class indicates that you are technically a student at the University of Colorado. If you had been born an Australian aborigine, you would instead be learning the mysteries of the churinga. Isn’t that so?”


“Maybe. I’ve heard about the revitalization movement in Australia. But just the same …”


“Ah, you have been paying some attention. We’ll score that one a draw. Have you had supper yet, Holloway?”


“No, sir.”


“Do you think that you are likely to choose fermented mare’s milk mixed with blood for your evening meal?”


“I guess not. But I could, couldn’t I?”


“Where would you get it this side of the Kazaks? Look, have you ever considered the idea that a belief in free will is a primary prop of the culture you happened to grow up in? Has it ever occurred to you that if the concept were not present in your culture you wouldn’t believe in it—and that your present acceptance of it is not a matter of free choice on your part? Have you ever toyed with the notion that any choice you may make is inevitably the product of the brain you inherited and what has happened to that brain during the time you have been living in a culture you did not create?”


Holloway blinked.


Monte Stewart stood up. He was not a tall man, but he was tough and wiry. Holloway got up too. “Mr. Holloway, do you realize that even the spacing between us now is culturally determined—that if we were participants in a different cultural system we would be standing either closer together or farther apart? Come back and see me again next week and we’ll talk some more. You might also reflect on the point that the timing of appointments is another cultural variable.”


Holloway backed toward the door. “Thank you, sir.”


“You’re entirely welcome.”


When the door closed behind Holloway, Monte grinned. Even with his rather formidable beard, the grin was oddly boyish. He had been having a good time. Of course, any moderately sophisticated bonehead could have given him an argument on the old free will problem, but Holloway still had some distance to cover in that regard. Nevertheless, the young man had possibilities. He just needed to unplug the computer now and then, stop coasting, and start thinking. Monte had seen it happen before—that startling transition from befuddled undergraduate to dogmatically certain graduate and, sometimes, on to the searching questions that were the beginnings of wisdom.


Monte enjoyed his teaching and got a kick out of his reputation as an old-fashioned fearsome ogre. Sometimes, he knew, he overplayed the role. He hoped that he had not been too forbidding with Holloway.


He moved over to the console, intending to punch up some data on the conversion factor in potassium argon dating for his class tomorrow. His short black hair was trimly cut, complementing the slight shagginess of his jutting spade beard. His clear gray eyes were bright and alert, and although he looked his age—which was a year shy of forty—he conveyed the impression that it was a pretty good age to be.


“Monte,” he said aloud, “you’re a damn fool.”


He didn’t need the data. Louise knew all there was to know about potassium argon dating; he could get it from her. Besides, his stomach was telling him that it was time to go home.


He locked his smoke-hazed office and rode the tube to the roof of the Anthropology Building. (It was not one of the larger buildings on the campus, having been built in the compact style that had come into favor early in the twenty-first century, but the status of anthropology had improved sufficiently so that it was no longer possible to dump the department into an improvised shack.) The cool Colorado air was bracing and he felt fine as he climbed into his copter and took off.


He did not know, of course, that Holloway would never be his student.


He did not even know much about tough choices—yet.


He lazed along in the traffic of the middle layer, enjoying the glint of snow on the mountains and the clean golden light of the westering sun. It had been a pleasant day, considering that it was a Wednesday.


He eased the copter down toward his rock-and-log home in the foothills of the mountains. He was surprised to see an unfamiliar copter parked on the roof right next to his garage. He landed, climbed out, and took a good look at it. The copter was a powerful machine. It had a discreet blue-and-white U.N. logo on its nose and official tags.


Monte did not exactly feel a chill of apprehension. However, like the man in the tall building who glanced up and saw King Kong peering in through his office window, he felt something more than mild curiosity.


The top door of his home opened before him, and Monte Stewart ran down the stairs to see what was going on.


The man was seated in Monte’s favorite chair in the living room, enjoying what appeared to be a Scotch and soda. Both of these choices, in Monte’s view, indicated a man of intelligence. He stood up when Monte entered the room, and Monte recognized him at once. He had never actually met the man, but his craggy face and silver-gray hair were immediately familiar to any tri-di watcher. Besides, Monte had seen him at close range several times when they were both involved with the NASA project.


“You’re Mark Heidelman,” he said, extending his hand. “This is an unexpected pleasure. I’m Monte Stewart. Was there some communication I didn’t get?”


Mark Heidelman shook hands with a solid I-really-mean-it grip. “The pleasure is mine, Dr. Stewart. I always intended to introduce myself on that NASA business—you did one hell of a job. But I have to plead political sensitivities and all that. Sorry.” He took a deep breath. “No, there was no contact with you. I just sort of barged in. It’s rather shoddy procedure for a diplomat, but I have cleared things with your dean—rusty old bird, he is—and I’ve met with President Kovar of your distinguished university. She was quite complimentary about you, by the way.”


“Ummm,” Monte said. He hardly knew Kovar. “I take it then that this is an official visit?”


“It is, Dr. Stewart. Very hush-hush but very official. We don’t want to start tongues wagging and this concerns your wife as well as yourself. Have I intrigued you?”


“You might put it that way.” Monte waved him back to his chair and pulled up another one. “What’s going on?”


“We’re going to try to put you on a very sticky spot, Dr. Stewart.”


Monte reached for his pipe, filled it, and puffed on it until it lit. Where the devil was Louise? He knew, naturally, that Mark Heidelman was the confidential troubleshooter for the secretary-general of the United Nations, which meant that he was a very big wheel indeed. The U.N. had gone through its ups and downs since the long-ago days of the near-legendary Dag Hammarskjöld, but now with its overt and covert operations it was as much an integral part of life as spaceships and taxes. The obvious question filled the room. What did the U.N. want with Monte Stewart?


“Please call me Monte. I take it that you need an anthropologist.”


Heidelman smiled. “We need you, if that’s what you mean. And we need Louise.”


The servomec wheeled itself in, carrying a tray with two fresh glasses of Scotch and soda. It wasn’t much of a robot—just a wheeled cart with assorted detachable appendages—but Monte and Louise had not had it long, and they were inordinately proud of it.


Monte took his drink, raised it toward Heidelman, and proceeded to indulge in one of the great benefits of civilization. “Now then, Mark. What’s this all about?”


Heidelman shook his head. “Your wife told me that you hated to discuss anything before supper, and I’m taking her at her word. Anyhow, she was good enough to invite me to share a steak with the two of you, and she’s doing the cooking herself. I’d hate to get booted out before I could do justice to the meal.”


Monte chuckled, understanding more clearly why Heidelman was one of the world’s most successful diplomats. The man radiated charm, and there was nothing at all unctuous or phony about it.


“Give me a hint, can’t you? Mysteries make me nervous.”


“You may develop some dandy ulcers before this one is over with. Monte, one of our ships has finally hit the jackpot.”


Monte felt a cold thrill of excitement. He raised his bushy eyebrows. “My God, do you mean—”


With exquisite timing, Louise Stewart picked that moment to enter the room. Monte noted that she had activated her I’m-still-female-when-I-want-to-be role, which was a sure sign that she approved of Mark Heidelman. She had put on one of her discreetly sexy dresses, her dark hair was coiled in the latest fashion, and her brown eyes sparkled. She looked devastating.


“Steaks are on,” Louise said. “I didn’t cook them with radiocarbon, either. Let’s eat.” She gave Monte a light kiss on the forehead. “Monte, I’m about to pass out with curiosity.”


“How do you think I feel? Let’s get this show on the road.”


They escorted Heidelman into the dining room, which was in a separate wing of the house. It was too cold for the roof to be rolled back, but the stars were clearly visible through the ceiling panels.


The stars. It had to be the stars.


Stuck with their own conventions, they managed to give respectful attention to one of life’s most underrated pleasures: genuine sirloin steak, cooked to perfection. Heidelman did not insult the meal by talking shop. He waited until they were back in the living room and the servomec had done its thing by supplying them all with coffee.


“Okay,” Monte said. “We’ve got a quorum and wonderfully stuffed bellies. No more messing around, Mark. About this jackpot you mentioned …”


Heidelman nodded. “I hope this doesn’t sound unduly melodramatic, but I have to say that what I am going to tell you is absolutely confidential. No matter what your decision, I know that I can rely on your complete discretion.”


“Give it to us, man,” Monte said. “Let’s just pretend that we’ve run through all the preliminaries. What exactly have you got?”


Heidelman could not resist a pause for effect, but he kept it short. “One of our survey ships has found a planet with human beings on it,” he said.


Monte tugged at his beard. “Human beings? What kind of human beings? Where?”


“Give me a chance, Monte. I’ll spill it as fast as I can.”


“Fine, fine. But don’t skip the details.”


Heidelman smiled. “We don’t have many details. As you know, the development of the interstellar drive has made it possible for us—”


Monte got to his feet impatiently. “Not those details, dammit. We know about the stardrive. We know about the Centaurus and Procyon expeditions. What about these human beings? Where are they, and what are they like?”


Heidelman drained his coffee. “They were discovered on the ninth planet of the Sirius system—that’s about eight-and-a-half light-years away, as I understand it. Maybe I was a little premature in calling them human beings—that’s your department—but they look pretty damned close.”


“Did you make contact with them?” Louise asked.


“No. We didn’t expect to find any people out there, of course, but all the survey ships carry strict orders to keep their distance in a situation like this. We did get some pictures, and sensors were planted to pick up recordings of one of their languages—”


Monte pounced on the word like a cat going after a sparrow. “Language, you say? Careful, now. Remember that chimpanzees are very close to us biologically and they make a lot of vocal racket, but they don’t have a true language. Even after a century of teaching them manual signs, there’s a line they can’t seem to cross. Language? How are you using the term?”


“Well, they seem to talk in about the same circumstances we do. And they are definitely not limited to a few set calls or cries—they yak in a very human manner. We have some films synchronized with the sounds, and several of them show what appear to be parents telling things to their children, for instance. How’s that?”


Monte dropped back into his chair and pulled out his pipe. “I’ll have to study the tapes. But if they do have a language, what about the rest of their culture? Things you could see from a remote position, I mean?”


Heidelman frowned. “That’s the odd thing about it, Monte. The survey team was careful, but they were good observers. They couldn’t see any of the things I would have expected. No cities or anything of that sort. Not even any houses, unless you call a hollow tree a house. No visible farming or industry. The people don’t wear clothing. In fact—unless the survey was cockeyed—they don’t appear to have any artifacts at all.”


“No tools? No weapons? Not even stone axes or wooden clubs?”


“Nothing. They go naked and they don’t carry anything with them. When they swing through the trees—”


Monte almost dropped his pipe. “You’re kidding. Are you trying to tell me that these people brachiate—swing hand over hand through the trees?”


“That’s what they do. They walk on the ground too—they’re fully erect in their posture and all that. But with those immensely long arms of theirs …”


Louise laughed with delight. “This is too much! Show us the pictures, Mark. We can’t take much more of this.”


“Maybe that would be best.” Heidelman grinned, knowing that he had his victims thoroughly hooked. He stood up. “I have some photographs right here in my briefcase.”


Monte Stewart stared at the brown briefcase on his living room table with an excitement he had never known before. He felt like Darwin must have felt when he first stepped ashore on that most important of all islands …


“For God’s sake,” he said, “let’s see those pictures!”
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There were five photographs in full color. Heidelman handed them over without comment. Monte shuffled through them rapidly, his quick gray eyes searching for general impressions, and then studied them one by one.


“Yes and no,” he muttered to himself.


The pictures—which were obviously stills blown up from several film sequences—were not of stupendous quality. They were a bit fuzzy and the subject matter was irritatingly noncommittal. The pictures looked like what they were: random shots of whatever had wandered into range. Still, they were the most fascinating photographs that Monte had ever seen.


“Look at those arms,” Louise breathed.


Monte nodded, trying to get his thoughts in some kind of order. Only five pictures, but there was so much to see. So much that was new and strange-and hauntingly familiar.


The landscape was disturbing, which made it difficult to get the manlike figures into perspective. There was nothing about it that was downright grotesque, but the shapes of the trees and plants were subtly wrong. The colors, too, were unexpected. The trees had a blue cast to their bark, and their leaves were as much red as green. (Autumn on Sirius Nine?) There were too many bright browns and blues, as though a painter’s brush had unaccountably slipped on a nightmare canvas.


The Sun, which was visible in two of the pictures, was a brilliant white that filled too much of the sky.


The whole effect, Monte thought, was curiously similar to the painted forests one sometimes saw in old books for children. The trees were not quite the trees you knew, and the pastel flowers grew only in dreams …


Of course, after the bleakness of the solar system, any trees and flowers provided a certain welcome reassurance.


“They are people,” Louise said. “They are, Monte.”


Yes, yes, he thought. They are people. How easy it is to say! Only—what is a man? How will we know him when we meet him? How will we know her? Will we ever be sure?


Superficially, yes—they were people. (And they were mammals too, unless females were radically different on Sirius Nine.) But Old Lady Neanderthal had also been part of the family, different only at the subspecies level. And even Pithecanthropus erectus belonged in the crowded genus Homo.


What is a man?


Monte’s hands itched; he wished fervently that he had some solid bones to look at instead of these blurry pictures. For instance, how did you go about estimating the cranial capacity from a poor photograph? The skulls might be almost completely bone for all he knew; the gorilla has a massive head, but its brain is nearly a thousand cubic centimeters smaller than a man’s.


Well, what did they look like?


The general impression, for what that was worth, was unmistakably hominid. The people—if that was indeed the word for them—were erect bipeds, and their basic bodily outlines were not dramatically different from earthly hominids—or at least hominoids. The legs, in fact, were very human, although the feet seemed to have a big toe sticking out at a right angle to the other toes. (Monte couldn’t be sure of that, however. Unless the camera catches it just right, it’s hard to see even on a chimpanzee.) The arms were something else again. They were extremely long, almost touching the ground when the people stood up straight. But the people were fully erect; there was nothing of the stooped posture of the ape about them. The bodies were hairless and rather slender, and the skin color was a pale copper.
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