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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.


      




‘Men are so necessarily mad, that not to be mad would amount to another form of madness.’


Pascal. Pensées.





one



KN4/2-034-17/Jones, T. (M(AQ)C Grade 3) pushed the rectangle of pale blue plasticard which carried this vital information magnetically encoded upon its surface into the arrowed slot above an idiotgram of a steaming and brimming bowl, pressed the button and reached hopefully into the metal niche. He was rewarded with a glutinous hiccup and a squirt of lukewarm sludge, most of which ran down the back of his thumb and ended up in the sleeve of his green overall.


Tom withdrew his hand, gazed at it glumly for a moment and sighed profoundly. Then he retrieved his card which was fastened by a plastic lace about his neck and began licking at the rapidly congealing goo. Scarcely had his tongue made its first tentative contact than three empty plastic beakers plopped down inside the nauseous womb of the dispenser. A faint gleam of hope flickered like a sardine in the liquid depths of the boy’s brown eyes. Perhaps after all this was going to be his lucky day. But the capricious and invisible spout had decided otherwise. Tom lingered for a minute then turned away and began, rather ineffectually, trying to scoop up the gluey residue that still remained within his sleeve, using for a spoon a segment of the gritty biscuit which comprised the other half of his midday meal.


He was still scraping away disconsolately when he heard a voice close beside his left ear whisper: ‘Pst! Tom!’


Tom glanced over his shoulder and observed a small metal ventilation grille partly concealed behind a snaking labyrinth of grey pipes. It seemed unlikely that the voice could have come from there and since, apart from himself, the sustenance station was deserted, he concluded that his ears had deceived him. But no sooner had he returned his attention to his clammy sleeve than the voice came again. ‘Up here, stupid!’


Tom scanned the bulkhead above him and even contrived to peer behind the pipes. ‘Is that you, Taper?’


‘Who else?’


‘Where are you?’


‘Com point K 547.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘Abaft the grille.’


‘Oh,’ said Tom, squinting into the metal lattice. ‘Well, what do you want?’


‘Enjoying our lunch, are we?’


‘Did you do that, Taper?’


‘What d’you take me for, son? A sadist?’


‘A what?’


‘Forget it. Do you want another soup?’


‘Yes. But I can’t, Taper. You know that.’


‘Of course you can, Tom. I’ll see the record’s scrubbed. Go right ahead.’


Tom looked across longingly at the noisome niche then shook his head sadly. ‘It’s no good, Taper. I just can’t.’


‘Scared are we?’


‘Yes,’ said Tom simply.


‘You know what you are, boy?’


‘What?’


‘You’re a lily-livered, yellow-backed, willy wet-leg. A milksop. In other words a grovelling, snivelling, snotty-nosed coward.’


‘I know that, Taper. But it’s just the way I am. I can’t help it.’


‘Of course you can help it. Being a coward isn’t a way of life, you know. It’s – it’s undignified.’


‘It’s all very well for you to talk like that, Taper. You’ve never had to swab out the correction bay after an assize. The last time I did it I couldn’t sleep for a week.’


From behind the bars of the grille came something which sounded like a faint tinny sigh. ‘Well, we can talk about it some other time. All I wanted was to tell you you’re getting another Handler in your tank section. Name of Cecil.’


‘What about Arthur?’


‘He’s on transfer to Admin.’


From a metal loudspeaker at the end of the alley a bosun’s whistle shrilled and a strident female voice screamed: ‘Fall in! Fall in! Fall in!’


Still sucking at his sleeve Tom broke into a shuffling trot which carried him clattering down three companionways on to a compo-surfaced pedaway which he rode for two hundred yards to a main elevator. This in its turn deposited him in yet another dimly lit metal alley down which he shambled until he reached a door marked ‘SECTION 4 MAMMALS (AQUATIC)’. He presented his identity card to the security screen, the door slid open, and he walked down the metal ramp towards a large, circular, transparent tank in which four, middle-sized, bottle-nosed dolphins were cruising slowly round and round.


As Tom approached the side of the tank one of the creatures thrust its head clear of the surface and emitted a sound which can best be described as lying somewhere between a wolf-whistle and a wet raspberry.


‘Hi, Judy,’ responded the boy listlessly.


The dolphin made a sympathetic sucking noise, submerged, and then surfaced again at the edge of the tank close to where Tom was standing. Her head rose until it was on a level with his own. Her blow-hole twitched. ‘What’s up, son?’


Individually the words were perfectly articulated, but they were pitched in so high a register that to an untrained ear they would have seemed no more intelligible than a series of squeaks. To Tom who had spent most of his cognizant life in the company of dolphins they sounded almost as normal as human speech. As a ‘Mammal (Aquatic) Communicator Grade 3’ he would have been perfectly capable of replying in basic dolphinese, but because he still tended to make ludicrous mistakes in his irregular verbs he usually took the easy way out and had long since resigned himself to never rising above his present lowly technical grade. ‘It’s Taper,’ he said.


‘I guessed as much,’ said Judy. ‘Well, what’s he been saying?’


‘Arthur’s on transfer to Admin.’


‘So what?’


‘He’s being replaced with another Handler. At least that’s what Taper says.’


‘And that’s why you’re looking blue? You’re crazy!’


Tom nodded. ‘But you know how I hate changes, Judy. I’m used to Arthur. I admit I don’t like Arthur, but I’m used to him.’


‘He’s a creep. And kinky with it. You’re well shot of him I say.’


I don’t suppose his replacement will be any better, though. Hey, did I tell you Arthur had asked me to go on leave with him?’


‘He did?’


‘Yes. To some place he knows up on “E” Deck. It sounded pretty good to me, Judy. Not cheap though.’


‘You’re going?’


‘I’ve been thinking about it. I’ve never seen “E”. They’ve got real live girls up there, so Arthur says.’


‘Arthur!’ Judy blew a reverberant raspberry. ‘That creep would say anything if he thought it might help him to score.’


‘JONES!’ The brazen summons cannoned off the metal walls of the tank room and ricocheted back and forth with such venom that Judy promptly ducked beneath the surface and peered out at Tom apprehensively through the transparent wall.


‘Aye-aye, Sar’nt Major.’


‘Cummere! Attadouble!’


Tom turned on his heel and trotted the ten or so paces which separated him from the plexiglass fronted cubicle where Marine Sergeant Major (A) Goff was leaning back in a swivel chair excavating among his stainless steel molars with a pair of draughtsman’s dividers.


‘Sar’nt Major?’


‘Cumminere, Jones! An’ putcher atton!’


Tom dragged his fatigue cap from his pocket, thrust it on to his head, saluted, and trotted the additional four paces round to the door of the cubicle. ‘KN-four-stroke-two-dash-oh-three-four-dash-one-seven-stroke-Jones T. reporting, Sar’nt Major!’ he cried, whipping his cap off again.


Sergeant Major (A) Goff sucked ruminatively at an iridium incisor, eyed the trembling youth with frank contempt and then scrutinized the point of his dividers. Since he was one hundred per cent android, Goff actually had no need of any nutriment other than a regular supply of A/C but he prided himself upon his simulation of authentic detail and had, indeed, recently fabricated for himself a quite remarkable service history. According to this he had first served under General Buller in the Boer War then transferred into the Royal Marines in which, twelve years later, he had won the Military Medal for outstanding bravery under enemy fire at Sula Bay. Having had this ‘past’ vetted through the appropriate channels for historical accuracy (though, had it been true, it would have given him a real age of almost two centuries) Goff had applied for permission to have the data superimposed upon his existing cortical coding. This request had been duly granted and, ever since, Goff had been wholly insufferable. As he had always been pretty insufferable anyway, Tom endured it stoically.


Having subjected the lad to a glare of which any self-respecting basilisk would have been proud, Goff gave a frisk to his luxuriant, black pseudo-moustache then picked up a strip of ticker tape from the desk before him and demanded: ‘Wossall-thisere then, Jones?’


‘What’s all what, Sar’nt Major?’


‘Donchew come annyer lip with me, young fellermelad. This ’ere’s all wot’s wot.’


Tom, having no other immediate option open to him, looked supremely blank.


‘Well?’ snarled Goff. ‘H’I’m waitin’.’


‘What does it say, Sar’nt Major?’


‘Tha’s nunneryer business, Jones.’


‘But you said …’


‘’Owever,’ continued the robot, realizing astutely that he had backed himself into something of a cul-de-sac, ‘hin the circumstances – Hi repeat – hin the circumstances, Jones, H’I’m prepared to hoverlook that. This ’ere’ – he waved the strip of tape before Tom’s nose – ‘his a Top Sec Directive from RH6. Yew, Jones, har tew report there hin person tew Commander Bonze hat one six four five hours.’


‘Me, Sar’nt Major?’


‘Yew har KN4 stroke two dash oh three four dash one seven stroke Jones T, Hi take it?’ demanded Goff with ponderous irony.


‘Yes, of course I am, but …’


‘But wot, Jones?’


‘But there must be some mistake, Sar’nt Major. I don’t know Commander Bonze. I don’t know any Commanders. And Where’s RH6? I wouldn’t know how to get there.’


‘Yerd yews yer loaf, sailor lad, that’s ’ow.’


‘I’d need a travel warrant, wouldn’t I?’


‘Very good, Jones! Ve-ree good!’


‘Where would I get it?’


‘From me, tha’s where.’ Goff dropped the strip of tickertape and picked up a rectangle of canary yellow plasticard. ‘’Ere we ’ave one travel warrant 4th Class, Jones T. fer the use of. Lose that, me lad, an’ the Sekkies’ll ’ave yer balls for bullets.’


Tom took the card and surveyed the profile and full face representations of himself which had, presumably, been culled from ‘Records’. Even with such corroborative evidence before him he was convinced that there must have been some ghastly error. He felt, deep in his adolescent bones, that no good could possibly come of this. Then he remembered Taper and his conviction suddenly became overwhelming. If the summons was genuinely meant for him then there was no way Taper would not have learnt of it. Yet Taper had said nothing.


‘Will that be all, Sar’nt Major?’


Goff picked up a pencil and began probing among the curly, black, imitation moss which sprouted within the cavity of his plastic left ear. ‘Oh frig orf back t’yer flippin’ fish, lad,’ he grunted with what was, for him, quite astonishing geniality.




two


The summons for Tom to report to Regional Headquarters Six was not a clerical error. It was, in fact, the wholly improbable outcome of a brilliant stroke of inspiration on the part of Admiral Lord Horatio Prood RN who has just learned that he was God. To be strictly accurate this was less a discovery than the happy confirmation of a state of affairs whose existence Prood had privately suspected for a considerable number of years. The moment of ultimate revelation had come to him while he was scouring the pages of his Thesaurus in search of a synonym to help him complete The Times crossword. No sooner had his eye alighted upon the catalogue of divine attributes and perfections and he had overheard himself intoning: ‘infinite power, wisdom, goodness, justice, truth, love, mercy; omnipotence, omniscience etc., etc.’ than he knew that what he had stumbled upon was nothing less than a flawless mirror from which his own sublime reflection beamed resplendent. The total absence of any possible reference to humility quite confirmed him in his belief. Nonetheless, just to make assurance doubly sure, he decided to consult his own personal version of the Delphic Oracle and put the question to Proteus the ship’s master computer. Having read out the list of divine attributes he asked in those quiet, neighing, upper-class accents of his just who, in Proteus’ opinion, most closely fulfilled the demands of the office.


‘I do,’ said Proteus promptly.


‘Sorry, old chap, but I’m afraid this is one you’ll just have to sit out,’ said Prood with the gentlest of smiles. The terms of reference are strictly non-mechanical.’


‘Oh, well,’ said Proteus, ‘in that case there’s only you left, Bunjie.’


‘Really?’ said Prood. ‘That’s very interesting. Very interesting indeed. I suppose you realize that this will mean automatic reclassification for you? Promotion too, in a manner of speaking.’


‘Of course,’ said Proteus. ‘If you’re God, I’m the Holy Ghost.’


‘How extremely percipient of you, HG.’


‘Don’t mention it, Omnipotence.’


‘Oh, rather good, Prot! I like that! It has just the right reverential ring. Do you think a Fleet Order’s called for?’


‘You wish for my frank opinion, Omnipotence?’


‘Of course.’


‘Are we thinking in supra-denominational terms?’


‘Eh?’


‘Which, er, frame of reference are we operating in, Bunjie?’


‘I don’t think there’s any real question there, Prot.’


‘C of E then?’


‘Naturally.’


‘Any Anglican overtones?’


‘No, no, Prot. Nothing spiky. A clean ship is a keen ship. We mustn’t let this thing get out of hand.’


‘Quite. I take it you’ve thought this one through, Bunjie?’


‘Well, er, not in specific detail as yet. The general outline seems pretty clear, though. Me: you …’


‘And?’


‘Ah,’ said Admiral Prood. ‘Good point that, Prot. “And …”’


‘I believe in God the Father and …’


‘Yes, yes,’ said Prood. ‘We’ve a problem here, all right, HG. You don’t think perhaps we could … well, make it a twosome?’


‘Not within the given frame of reference, Omnipotence.’


‘I take your point, HG. Very well, what do you suggest?’


‘How about changing the frame of reference? After all, you’re God.’


‘True. Would that do it, d’you think?’


‘It might.’


‘Lay it on the line, HG.’


‘Old Testament pattern? Jewish Jehovah of Wrath and Righteousness?’


‘Good heavens, Prot! You must be out of your mind! A kosher ship? Damn it all we’d be non-operational every Saturday !’


‘Well, how about Reformed Synagogue?’


‘Out of the question. And in pretty damn poor taste if you ask me. You can do better than that, HG.’


There was a momentary pause while the computer consulted its data banks. ‘You do realize we’re stuck with the Trinity?’


‘We are? Oh, very well then. We’ve been in worse scrapes, HG. And I’m damned well not going to be a deity who turns his back on unpleasant facts.’


‘No, Omnipotence.’


‘If that’s the way it has to be, that’s the way it will be.’


‘Spoken like a true God, if I may say so, Magnificence.’


‘Let’s see then. What have we got? Fill me in on the Messianic profile requirements, HG.’


‘We’ll need a male: age zero to thirty; conceived in mystery; able to work miracles; anti-establishment—’


‘How’s that again?’


‘In the short term only, Omnipotence. Fortunately he’s doomed.’


‘Yes, now I come to think of it, I suppose he is. Very well. Carry on.’


‘Otherwise more or less the same attributes as yourself, All-Hallowed.’


‘All what?’


‘Hallowed, Almighty.’


‘Better just stick to Omnipotence, HG. Less confusing in the long run. Well, have we got anyone who fits the bill?’


‘Twenty-eight thousand, seven hundred and fifty seven.’


‘Good Lord! Really? As many as that?’


‘Given the terms of reference.’


‘I’m not going to be fobbed off with any androids on this one, HG.’


‘That’s understood Omnipotence. They’re all bona fide male human beings.’


‘That’s all right then. So how do we set about winnowing him out?’


‘Well, we could run a cross-section breakdown from the Classical Art banks. That should give us an identikit portrait for starters. Then we could take it on from there.’


‘Excellent, HG. You’ll put that in hand straight away, will you? Oh, just one other thing. What did you get for twelve down: “Exceedingly or merely confused Manx cat”?’


‘“Supremely”, Omnipotence. It’s an anagram of “merely” and “pus” – which I presume to be “pussy” without its tail – hence Manx.’


‘Prot, you’re a genius.’


‘I just try that little bit harder, Bunjie.’


By lunch time Proteus had produced a serviceable identikit picture of the Messiah and the primary physical characteristics’ sift was set in motion. Within ten minutes the twenty-eight thousand, seven hundred and fifty-seven unwitting candidates for the post of Only Begotten Redeemer Mk II had been whittled down to a mere six hundred and four. Proteus reported back to Admiral Prood.


‘But dammit, we only want one, HG. And between you and me we don’t really want him either. Still, I suppose we’ve got to do things according to the Book. Let’s see now, the last one was a carpenter, wasn’t he?’


‘All our low-grade technicians are android, Omnipotence.’


‘That’s out then. And of course all our candidates were conceived in vitro?’


‘Every one of them.’


Admiral Prood tapped his teeth with a silver propelling pencil. ‘Difficult, Prot. Damned difficult.’


‘There’s always random selection, Bunjie.’


‘I don’t like it. Doesn’t fit the Divine Image I have in mind.’


‘You’re not forgetting you work in a mysterious way your wonders to perform?’


‘Not that mysterious, Prot. I’m not going to have blind chance sticking a finger into my cosmos if I can help it. How about the miracle working?’


‘Well, frankly, Bunjie, I think the anti-establishment line would prove more productive.’


‘Yes, I’m sure it would, but I don’t want to stress that side of the operation more than we have to. It could prove damned awkward. I’ve always thought the other outfit made a bit of a balls-up there on the first run. Lot of quite unnecessary political friction. If we have to we have to, but I’d rather explore the other avenues first.’


‘OK. It’s your trip, Bunjie.’


‘Ours, Prot. Ours. We’re in this thing together, remember. I’m counting on you one hundred per cent.’


‘Say no more, Bunjie. Miracles it is.’


‘I think I’m right on this one, Prot. By the way, just between ourselves, technically speaking what does constitute a miracle?’


‘An abnormal event or occurrence which cannot be explained by any known natural law of cause and effect and is therefore assigned to supernatural agency.’


‘Hm. I see your point. There can’t be very many of those around, can there?’


‘We could try sifting for conjurers, I suppose.’


‘And end up with some damned lower-deck card sharp? Tone, Prot. Tone.’


‘Just a minute, Bunjie. I’ve had an idea. Leave it to me.’


‘Well?’


‘I’ve got you one.’


‘You have? Splendid! Who is he?’


‘Mammal (Aquatic) Communicator Grade 3. Jones, T. Age 17 years, 2 months.’


‘He can work miracles?’


‘He can talk to dolphins.’


‘Is that supposed to be a joke? Of course he can talk to dolphins, you bollard! It’s his job.’


‘Terms of reference, Bunjie. You’re forgetting your terms of reference. Within our parameters I’ll lay you a thousand to one it’s a bona-fide miracle. They just haven’t caught up with it yet, that’s all.’


‘By Jove, HG, I’m beginning to see what you’re driving at!’


‘And there’s another thing.’


‘Yes?’


‘There’s absolutely no indication of any anti-establishment tendencies whatsoever.’


‘Better and better,’ crowed Admiral Prood. ‘Dammit, Prot, that almost qualifies as a miracle on its own account! Do you think he’ll prove amenable?’


‘I don’t see why not.’


‘Well done, Number One! I’ll have a word with Jo-Jo Bonze right away about getting the lad vetted. A chip off the old block, eh? My only begotten first born son!’


‘Allow me to be the first to congratulate you, Omnipotence.’





three



At sixteen hundred hours Tom laid down the brush with which he had been scrubbing Wilbur’s flukes, sighed heavily and said: ‘I may not be here when you and Judy get back, Wilbur. If I’m not, you’ll have to make your report to Arthur.’


‘I thought Arthur was supposed to be on transfer to Admin,’ replied the dolphin.


‘He is. At least that’s what Taper told me. I don’t know when, though.’


‘And where are you off to?’


‘RH6.’


‘Oh yes?’ said Wilbur. ‘I don’t know that I like the sound of that. What’s it all about?’


‘Sarge told me I’ve got to report to someone called Commander Bonze.’


‘Bonze?’ repeated Wilbur revolving his starboard flipper in a gesture which Tom instantly recognized as the dolphin equivalent to a human’s scratching of the head. ‘Doesn’t mean a thing to me, son.’


‘Nor me,’ said Tom. ‘I’m sure there’s been some mistake.’


Wilbur wriggled himself backwards down the scrubbing chute, plunged tail foremost into the tank and emitted a rapid fusillade of staccato clicks. The other dolphins immediately gathered round and for twenty seconds the tank sounded like the venue for a convocation of inebriated crickets. The noise stopped as suddenly as it had started. Wilbur surfaced. ‘He’s no part of liaison,’ he said, ‘or one of us would have heard of him for sure. Why don’t you try raising Taper?’


‘I don’t know how.’


‘JONES!!’


‘Yes, Sar’nt Major?’


‘Stop chewin’ the rag wi’ them bleedin’ fish an’ getcherself movin’ up t’ RH6. Attadouble!!’


‘Yes, Sar’nt Major.’


‘And, Jones …’


‘Sar’nt Major?’


‘Fer Gadwsake smarten yerself uppabit, lad. Try’n’ unnerstand yer goin’ uppiner world. So getincher number one fatigues an’ comb yer filthy ‘air.’


‘All right,’ said Tom.


‘All right WHAT, Jones?’


‘All right Marine Sar’nt Major (A) Goff, SIR!’


Goff’s plastic lips parted in a ferocious grin. His metal teeth bristled like a tank trap. Tom fled.


He fled to the mess deck which he shared with twenty-four other ratings. It was numbered ‘M7-29’ and was situated only two hundred paces from Tank Section No 4, but to reach it Tom had to walk and clamber for at least five hundred yards and to negotiate no fewer than six sealed bulkheads. He assumed (correctly) that there must be a reason for this, though it had never occurred to him to wonder what that reason might be. It was, in fact, a method of ensuring that his undernourished body got just sufficient physical exercise for him to carry out his specified duties with passable efficiency. Unbeknown to him his weight was recorded at least twice each day, as was the time it took him first to card decode and then open and close each of the six watertight bulkheads. Unfortunately the correlation between these figures and the amount of low grade protein he received daily lay ultimately at the mercy of the capillary outlets of the arterial nutrient-servo-system and these had the regrettable tendency to go on the blink from time to time. In the long run things tended to even themselves out and, anyway, Tom was in the privileged position of being able to supplement his meagre rations by gnawing surreptitiously at the odd sprat or mackerel before he passed it on to the dolphins. On the whole – and probably rightly – he considered himself fortunate. The dolphins for their part bore him no ill-will.


Its number apart ‘M7-29’ was no different from the hundred or so other residential quarters on ‘M’ deck. It consisted of twelve two-tier bunks ranged down either side of a flat-bottomed metal tube. Between each pair of bunks was a narrow metal locker. Inside each locker were two identical metal shelves and two metal drawers. Each drawer was 10 cm deep and 20 by 30 cm in surface area. Each section of the cupboard below and above the shelf measured 30 by 30 cm. The lockers were all painted grey. Ever since he had first been drafted into ‘M7-29’ four years before Tom had occupied bunk No 14. Below him was bunk No 13 which for the past six months had been occupied by dolphin-handler and undercover agent provocateur Arthur Crow.


When Tom entered the mess shortly after four o’clock he found it deserted except for Arthur, an unprepossessing, sallow faced character who was lying stark naked (apart from an evil pair of socks) on the lower bunk, licking his lips over a grubby packet of stereo porn stills and abusing himself lethargically. He looked up as Tom came in, changed hands and said: ‘Hey, I thought you weren’t off till 1800, kid.’
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