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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.
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SLOWLY AND CAREFULLY—as befitted her years, which were many—the star tramp Caliban dropped down to Port Forlorn. Calver, her Second Mate, looked out and down from the control room viewports to the uninviting scene below, to the vista of barren hills and mountains scarred by mine workings, to the great slag heaps that were almost mountains themselves, to the ugly little towns, each one of which was dominated by the tall, smoke-belching chimneys of factories and refineries, to the rivers that, even from this altitude, looked like sluggish streams of sewage.


So this, he thought, is Lorn, industrial hub of the Rim Worlds. This is the end of the penny section. This is where I get off. There’s no further to go …


Captain Bowers, satisfied that the ship was riding down easily and safely under automatic control, turned to his Second Officer. “Are you sure that you want to pay off here, Mr. Calver?” he asked. “Are you quite sure? You’re a good officer and we’d like to keep you. The Shakespearian Line mightn’t be up to Commission standards, but it’s not a bad outfit …”


“Thank you, sir,” replied Calver, raising his voice slightly to make himself heard over the subdued thunder of the rockets, “but I’m sure. I signed on in Elsinore with the understanding that I was to be paid off on the Rim. The Third’s quite capable of taking over.”


“You want your head read,” grunted Harris, the Mate.


“Perhaps,” said Calver.


And perhaps I do, he thought. How much of this is sheer masochism, this flight from the warm worlds of the Center to these desolate Rim planets? Could it have been the names that appealed to me? Thule, Ultimo, Faraway and Lorn …


“The usual cross wind, blast it!” swore Bowers, hastily turning his attention to the controls. The old ship shuddered and complained as the corrective blasts were fired and, momentarily, the noise in the control room rose to an intolerable level.


When things had quieted down again Harris said, “It’s always windy on Lorn, and the wind is always cold and dusty and stinking with the fumes of burning sulphur …”


“I’ll not be staying on Lorn,” said Calver. “I’ve been too long in Space to go hunting for a shore job, especially when there’s no inducement.”


“Going to try Rim Runners?” asked Captain Bowers.


“Yes. I hear they’re short of officers.”


“They always are,” said Harris.


“Why not stay with us?” queried the Captain.


“Thanks again, sir, but …”


“Rim Runners!” snorted the Mate. “You’ll find an odd bunch there, Calver. Refugees from the Interstellar Transport Commission, from the Survey Service, the Waverley Royal Mail, Trans-Galactic Clippers …”


“I’m a refugee from the Commission myself,” said Calver wryly.


Port Forlorn was close now, too close for further conversation, the dirty, scarred, concrete apron rushing up to meet them. The Caliban dropped through a cloud of scintillating particles, the dust raised by her back-blast and fired to brief incandescence. She touched, sagged tiredly, her structure creaking like old bones. The sudden silence, as the rockets died, seemed unnatural.


Harris broke it. “And their ships,” he said. “Their ships … All ancient crocks, mostly worn-out Epsilon Class tubs thrown out by the Commission just before they were due to collapse from senile decay … I’m told that they even have one or two of the old Ehrenhaft Drive jobs …”


“Wasn’t Caliban once Epsilon Sextants?” asked Calver mildly.


“Yes. But she’s different,” said Harris affectionately.


Yes, thought Calver, remembering the conversation, standing at the foot of the ramp to the airlock, Caliban was different. A worn-out Epsilon Class wagon she may have been—but she still had pride, just as her Master and officers still had pride in her. This Lorn Lady was a ship of the same class, probably no older than Caliban, but she looked a wreck.


Calver looked down at his shoes, which had been highly polished when he left his hotel, and saw that they were already covered with a thick film of dust. A sidewise glance at his epaulettes—the new ones, with their Rim Runners Second Officer’s braid, on the old jacket—told him that they, also, were dusty. He disliked to board a ship, any ship, untidily dressed. He brushed his shoulders with his hand, used a handkerchief, which he then threw away, to restore the shine to his shoes. He climbed the shaky ramp.


There was no airlock watch—but Calver had learned that the outward standards of efficiency diminished, almost according to the Law of Inverse Squares, with increasing distance from the Galactic Center. He shrugged, found the telephone.


After studying the selector board he pressed the button labelled Chief Officer. There was no reply. He tried Control Room, Purser and then Captain, then replaced the useless instrument in its clip, and opened the inner airlock door. He was agreeably surprised to find that the manual controls worked easily and smoothly. He picked up his bags and went into the ship. He was familiar enough with the layout of this type of vessel and went straight to the axial shaft. The newer Epsilon Class vessels boasted a light elevator for use in port. Calver was not amazed to discover that Lorn Lady did not run to such a luxury.


There was somebody clattering down the spiral stairway in the axial shaft, the stairway that led up to the officers’ accommodation. Calver stood there and waited. The owner of the noisy feet dropped into view. He was a man of Calver’s age, no longer young. His uniform was tight on his stocky frame; he wore Rim Runners epaulettes—the three gold bars of a Chief Officer with, above them, the winged wheel—but his cap badge was an elaborate affair of stars and rockets surmounted by an ornate crown.


He looked up at Calver when he reached the deck, making the tall man suddenly conscious of his gangling height. He said, “You’ll be the new Second. I’m the Mate. Maclean’s the name. Welcome aboard the Forlorn Bitch.” He grinned. “Well, she looks it, doesn’t she?”


They shook hands.


“I’ll take my bags up to my cabin,” said Calver. “I’ve seen enough of Port Forlorn to last me a long time so, if you like, I’ll do the night aboard.”


“Night aboard? There’s no shipkeeping here,” laughed Maclean. “And there’s no cargo working tonight, either. The night watchman will be on duty in an hour or so, and he’s fairly reliable.”


Calver looked as shocked as he felt.


“I know how you feel,” said the Mate, “but you’ll get over it. I used to feel the same myself when I first came out to the Rim—after the Royal Mail it seemed very slovenly.”


“I’m afraid it does.”


“You’re out of the Commission’s ships, aren’t you?”


“Yes.”


“I thought as much. You’re a typical Commission officer—middle-aged before your time, stiff and starchy and a stickler for regulations. It’ll wear off. Anyhow, up you go and park your bags. I’ll wait for you here. Then we’ll go and have a couple or three drinks to wash this damned dust out of our throats.”


Calver climbed the spiral staircase and found his cabin without any trouble. It was, to his relief, reasonably clean. He left his bags under the bunk, went down to the airlock to rejoin Maclean. The two men walked down the ramp together.


“You’ll not find Commission standards here,” said the Mate, taking up the conversation where he had dropped it. “Or, come to that, Royal Mail standards. We keep the ships safe and reasonably clean—and reasonably efficient—but there’s neither money nor labor to spare for spit and polish.”


“So I’ve noticed.”


“So I noticed, too, when I first came out to the Rim. And if I hadn’t told Commodore Sir Archibald Sinclair to his face that he was a blithering old idiot I’d still be in the Royal Mail, still keeping my night aboard in port and making sure that a proper airlock watch was being maintained, and all the rest of it …” He paused. “There’s a not bad little pub just outside the spaceport gates. Feel like trying it?”


“As you please,” said Calver.


The two men walked slowly across the dusty apron, past cranes and under gantries, through the gates and into a street that seemed lined with factories and warehouses. The swinging sign, the big bottle with vanes and ports added to make it look like a rocketship, was, even though sadly tarnished and faded, a note of incongruous gaiety.


The pub was better inside than out, almost achieving cosiness. It was, at this early hour of the evening, practically deserted. Calver and Maclean sat down at one of the tables, waiting only a few seconds for attention. The slatternly girl who served them did not ask for their order but brought them a bottle of whisky with graduations up its side, two glasses and a jug of water.


“They know me here,” said Maclean unnecessarily. He filled and raised his glass. “Here’s to crime.”


Calver sipped his drink. The whisky was not bad. He read the label on the bottle, saw that the liquor had been distilled on Nova Caledon. It wasn’t Scotch—but here, out on the Rim, the price of the genuine article would have been prohibitive.


He said, “Would you mind putting me into the picture, Maclean? They were very vague in the office when I joined the Company.”


“They always are,” the Mate told him. “They’re never quite sure which way is up. Besides—you hadn’t yet signed the Articles; you had yet to bind yourself, body and soul, to Rim Runners. I suppose you noticed the Secrecy Clause, by the way?”


“I did.”


“I suppose you thought it a rather odd clause to find in a merchant ship’s Articles of Agreement. But it’s there for a reason. Your predecessor signed it—and ignored it. That’s why he’s doing his spell in the mines, under guard …”


“What! Surely they wouldn’t …”


“They would, Calver—and in his case they did. Bear in mind that Rim Runners is just about a government shipping line and that all of us are, automatically, officers of the Rim Naval Reserve …


“Anyhow …” He glanced around him, made sure that there was nobody within earshot. “Anyhow, this is the way of it. Until very recently Rim Runners owned only a handful of ships and served only four planetary systems—those of Thule, Ultimo, Faraway and Lorn. Just puddle-jumping by our standards, Calver—our old standards, that is. Even so, they had to keep on recruiting officers from the rest of the Galaxy. They don’t like Deep Space, these Rim Worlders; they’re scared of it. I suppose that it’s because for all their lives they’ve been hanging over the edge of the Ultimate Pit by their eyebrows.


“But the Rim Government wants to expand, wants to become sufficiently powerful to be able to thumb its nose at Earth and the Federation. As you know, the Survey Service has always neglected the Rim. So Rim Runners put their own survey ships into operation. They made a sweep to the Galactic West—and found the anti-matter suns and planets. There was no room for expansion there. They ran to the East and found normal matter and quite a few stars with inhabited worlds. There’s Mellise, which is practically all water and inhabited by a race of intelligent amphibians. There’s Tharn, which has yet to build an industrial civilization but whose people are as near human as makes no difference. There’s Grollor, where the natives can just be classed as humanoid and have the first beginnings of space travel. There’s Stree, with its philosophical lizards …”


“I can see,” said Calver, “that I’ll have to do some heavy boning up on the Pilot Books …”


Maclean laughed. “There aren’t any Pilot Books, Calver. Not yet. When there are, it’ll be the likes of us who’ve written them.” He splashed more whisky into the glasses. “Anyhow, we’re loading zinc and tin and cadmium tomorrow for Port Faraway on Faraway. We load at Faraway for the Eastern Circuit. How does that suit you?”


“The Eastern Circuit? The new worlds?”


“Aye.”


“Sounds interesting. But you still haven’t made this secrecy business clear.”


“The Rim Government,” said Maclean patiently, “wants to form its own Federation, out here on the Rim, wants to have the whole thing sewn up tight with pacts and treaties and trade agreements before any Survey Service ship comes nosing out this way. All known Federation agents have been rounded up and are being kept in protective custody. Pickering, your predecessor, was an ex-Lieutenant Commander out of the Survey Service and had the odd idea that he still owed them loyalty—in spite of the Court Martial that was the cause of his leaving them …”


“And are you loyal to the Rim?” asked Calver. “I know that there’s no likelihood that the Kingdom of Waverley will ever cast covetous eyes on this sector of the Galaxy—but suppose they did?”


“I’m a Rim Worlder,” said Maclean at last. “I wasn’t born out here, but the Rim has always had its appeal for me. It’s a last frontier, I suppose, and will be until some genius comes up with an intergalactic drive … And out here one can be a spaceman, a real spaceman, without all the time being tangled up in red tape … And now there are the new worlds, and there’ll be more of them …” He looked around. “The dump’s filling up. No more shop talk.”


As he said, the place was filling up. There were roughly-dressed men from dockside, mines and factories, a few overly-neat men from offices. There were women—some of them drably and dowdily respectable, others whose skimpy dress, too red lips and overly made-up faces were like a uniform. There was a slim girl who began to wring a plaintive melody from a piano accordion. She flashed a smile at the two spacemen as she played.


Maclean sang softly in time to the music:




“Exiled from home


By woman’s whim,


We’ll ever roam


And run the Rim …”





“This,” said a female voice, huskily attractive, “is where he usually starts to cry into his whisky …”


“That’s a lie, Arlen,” said Maclean, “and you know it.”


Calver turned in his chair. He saw the Purser, whom he had already met, and, beside him, a tall woman with the silver bars of a Catering Officer on her epaulettes. She was a little too slim for conventional prettiness and her features were too strong and bore the ineradicable marks of past strain. There was a startling silver streak in her burnished, dark hair.


She said, “You’ll be Calver. The new Second.”


“I am,” said Calver.


“I’m Arlen. Chief cook and bottle washer.”


She extended a slim, strong hand. Calver took it. Her eyes, he noticed, were a blue so deep as to be almost black. Her smile was a little crooked, which made it no less attractive.


Pender, the little Purser, bustled up with two extra chairs, set them in place noisily. The sullen waitress brought more glasses.


Arlen sat down gracefully. She said, “Try to imagine that you’re back in the Royal Mail, Maclean. Be a gentleman and pour me a drink.”


The Mate poured drinks.


“We’re all lushes on the Rim, Calver,” said Arlen. (She had, he decided, already taken more than a few on board.) “We’re all lushes, even though we’ve learned the hard way that drinking solves nothing. But we don’t like happy drunks. The last Second Mate but one, Wallis, he was a happy drunk. He was so happy that he could never be trusted with the loading. It was all one to him if the center of gravity was up in the control room or somewhere under the main venturi. But Maclean’s not like that. Maclean will cry into his whisky, and pour a little of it over that absurd Royal Mail cap badge that he insists on wearing, and will stagger back on board tonight full of the woes of all the Universe as well as his own—and God help the stevedore if he stows one slab of zinc a millimeter out of place tomorrow!”


“Stow it, Arlen,” said Maclean.


“Are you a happy drunk, Calver?” she demanded.


“No,” he said.


“Then you’re one of us. You’ll make a real Rim Runner, skimming the edge of Eternity in a superannuated rustbucket held together with old string and chewing gum, and taking a masochistic pleasure in it. You’ve run away from yourself until you can’t run any further, and there’s a sort of desperate joy in that, too. You don’t drink to forget. You don’t drink to get into a state of maudlin, mindless happiness; you drink to intensify your feelings, you …”


“Stow it, Arlen!” snapped Maclean.


She got to her feet. “If that’s the way you feel,” she said coldly, “I’d better leave.”


“Can’t a man have a drink in peace without all this amateur psychiatry?” complained the Mate. “I drink because I like drinking. Period.”


“Goodnight,” she said.


“I’ll see you back aboard,” said Calver.


“No thanks,” she told him. “I’m a big girl now. I’m not afraid of the dark. Would I be with Rim Runners if I were?”


Calver saw that the woman with the accordion was drifting towards the table, was smiling at Maclean, that Pender was already exchanging glances with one of the bold-eyed girls. He knew how the evening would develop and he wanted no part of it. He stood up, put his hand under Arlen’s elbow and began to steer her towards the door.


“Goodnight, Maclean,” he said. “Goodnight, Pender.”


“What’s the hurry, Calver?” asked the Mate. “The night’s a pup.”


“I’m rather tired,” said Calver.


“All right. See you in the ayem.”


The musician and the other woman slid into the vacated seats as Calver and Arlen reached the door. The waitress was bringing another bottle of whisky.


Calver glanced back to the table. “It looks like being a dog of a night …”


“What night isn’t?” countered Arlen bitterly.
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IT WAS COLD outside, and the gusty wind filled their eyes with dust. It was not the sort of night on which one finds pleasure in stargazing—yet Calver looked to the sky. The great, gleaming lens of the Galaxy was almost set, only one last glimmering parabola of cold fire visible low in the west. Overhead the sky was dark, the blackness intensified by the sparse and dim nebulosities that were the unreachable island universes.


Calver shivered.


“It’s … It’s frightening,” whispered Arlen. “It’s worse, somehow, seen from a planetary surface. Yet it has something …”


“Something?” he asked. “Or … nothing?”


“There are easier and faster ways of finding nothing,” she said.


Calver felt a flare of anger and began to appreciate how, at times, her shipmates found this woman hard to live with. He asked brutally, “Then why didn’t you take one?”


“Why didn’t you?” she countered. “I’ll tell you. Because you’re like the rest of us. I don’t know your story, any more than you know mine, but something happened to smash the career that you were carving out for yourself in the Commission’s service—something that was your fault, and nobody else’s. You hit rock bottom—but you refused to admit it. You decided, quite probably on a subconscious level, that the only salvation lay in a voyage—real and symbolical—to the very edge of the night …”


Calver laughed harshly. “And does this fancy theory of yours apply to all the Rim Runners?”


“To most of us. Not to the Old Man—he was born out here, on Thule. The only thing that he’s running away from is the Grim Reaper; he’s two hundred years old if he’s a day. Pender’s a Rim Worlder, too. So’s Levine, our Psionic Radio Officer.


“But there’s Bendix, the Interstellar Drive Engineer—he’s out of Trans-Galactic Clippers. There’s Renault, the Rocket King—he was Reaction Chief of a Beta Class liner …”


“I’ve heard of him,” said Calver. “I’ve never sailed with him.”


“Brentano, Electronic Radio, used to be in a respectable little outfit called Cluster Lines. Old Doc Malone had a flourishing practice in Port Austral, in the Centaurian System. Maclean, as you know, was with the Waverley Royal Mail …”


“And you?” he asked.


“Another refugee from the Commission,” she said. “But I was ashore, on Earth, for a few years before I came out here …”


Calver realized with a start that they had walked the distance from the tavern to the spaceport gate. The guard on duty—alert in spite of his slovenly appearance—looked at them, at their uniforms.


He said, “Good evening, Mrs. Arlen. Back early tonight.”


“Somebody has to be up in the morning to cook breakfast for these space-hounds,” she said.


“And this gentleman?”


“Our new Second Officer.”


The guard looked from the photograph that he had produced from his pocket to Calver’s face, nodded curtly. He pressed the button that opened the gate. Arlen and Calver passed through. Ahead of them was the ship, black against the dark sky, only a dim glimmer of yellow light shining from the airlock.


“The Forlorn Lady,” said Arlen. “The poor old Forlorn Bitch. When I hear people talking about her I always wonder if they’re referring to the ship, or to me … But I have every right to be forlorn. Do you know what they used to call me? Calamity Jane Lawler. But that was before I was married. It’s Calamity Jane Arlen now …”

OEBPS/images/9781473211292.jpg





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





