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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.


      




I





There are machines to move, that do move, half a million people a day from world to world as expeditiously as postal packages, and with them a million tons of freight like entries in a ledger, balancing.


And I am Jorgen Thorkild walking. On two legs in the ancient manner. Down a corridor that never feels the tread of human feet. Who can say how long since anybody came this way? There is of course no dust; that is seen to by efficient quiet machines, as and when necessary. The designer of the Bridge Centre worked in an age when our creations were not so totally reliable as now; he thought in terms of emergency exits, fire escapes, and the like.


Am I here because of an emergency? I guess I must be. But I wish sometimes I could find an emergency exit from my life. Saxena did.


But he must not think about Saxena. Determinedly he concentrated on the doors he was passing, hearing at the edge of audibility occasional voices and other noises. The building was in irregular interlocking layers. Some of it was underground, some had a view over the surrounding city, according to the taste of the occupants. This layer was above ground. Not that one could have deduced the fact from this featureless grey corridor where sunlight had never shone since the day the roof was laid over it.


Signs said RIGER’S WORLD, and listed the names of that planet’s Earthside representatives. What was he doing here? There was no need for him to come in person. He could have sent for any of them; simpler yet, he could have commanded a facsimile of himself to appear in their rooms, spoken as though they stood face to face without having moved. But here he was, and this door was named after Koriot Angoss.


Thorkild paused with his hand almost touching its lockplate. He was Director of the Bridge System. This, like any door in Bridge Centre, would open if he merely set his hand to it. Delaying, he listened.


Fined down to a sharp thin edge by insulation that took out all the bass frequencies: a man, singing. The dialect of Riger’s World was not too far off Standard Earthside usage. The song was bawdy; it told of a drunken libertine whose liquor-lively tongue could seduce any woman, yet who failed to live up to her expectations when she yielded. After the first verse, someone with an instrument—it seemed acoustic rather than electronic—chorded in an accompaniment, feeling for the structure of the simple melody.


Thorkild closed the last gap between his hand and the door, and it swung wide.


Like every office in the building, this one was a replica of what might be found on its occupants’ home planet; its modern equipment was disguised behind rough wooden panels, there were cured animal-skins on the floor, vases held locally-cultured flowers of curious green and golden shades. Even the smell of the air was—to the best of Thorkild’s recollection—tolerably authentic. But the Bridge City loomed beyond the vast glass wall on its far side. It was as though one might look, and not merely travel, from this tired old Earth to its younger and more vigorous daughter-worlds.


Angoss was sitting on a padded, hand-crafted stool with a revolving top. He was an untidy man with wild hair and a grin that showed a gold incisor, gold being common where he came from. It was typical of him that he had retained the prosthetic rather than asking for a regenerated tooth, which on Earth could have been his free of charge. So too was his garb of coarse brown linen shirt and pants and red leather sandals. In one hand he held a mug of pale brown liquid, a kind of beer. On a long padded bench under the window sat his confidential human secretary, Maida Wenge, who was not so contemptuous of Earthside luxuries and wore a silky synthetic garment as smooth and elegant as Thorkild’s own robe. On her lap reposed the instrument he had heard through the door; it was an air-bellows device, an accordion of sorts.


The song ended in surprise—more, Thorkild realised, at the interruption than because he had come through the door that was never used. Of course, on Riger’s doors were still commonplace as a means of entry, and privacy not so highly valued.


Angoss walked himself around on the stool by making crabwise movements with his feet.


“Good day, Director!” he exclaimed, changing back from the dialect in which he had been singing to Standard Earthside. His accent showed slightly, but he had spent most of the past decade on Earth and worn it thin. Besides, the communication made possible by the Bridge System was once again pulling human speech back towards a common standard. He added, “Will you take a jar with us? The brewer is my cousin, and he sent me a barrel of his best as a year-day gift. I recommend!”


Thorkild shook his head, letting the door swing shut. He stood looking down at Angoss. It wasn’t right. Was it? The way he acted could not possibly be fitting for a man in a post of such responsibility.


But he was unable to speak of right and wrong, fitting and unfitting, because he was unsure whether he was thinking of Angoss—or of himself.


Instead, he said, “You’re sending us a problem, I understand.”


Angoss got to his feet and helped himself to more beer from the barrel. It reposed on his desk, where one might rather have expected to see pictures and documents and tapes concerning work in hand. Did this man ever do anything that could properly be called work?


Blowing away an excess of foam, he said, “We don’t have problems on Riger’s. Do we?”


“One at least that you seem anxious to export.” Thorkild spoke evenly, but that cost him effort. “The preacher—what’s his name?”


“Oh, you must mean Rungley,” Maida said, and Angoss gave a derisory snort as he resumed his stool.


“Oh, him! His sect is the Coppersnakes, isn’t it? You can ignore them!” He drank with a slurping noise. “Are you sure you won’t join us? This is first-rate!”


“I haven’t time,” Thorkild said. “And I came here for an answer, a proper answer.”


Angoss parodied a look of hurt pride. “Don’t you trust my evaluation? Aren’t I supposed to be an expert?”


“It’s all very well to say I can ignore him! But I don’t like the sound of what he is, or what he does!”


“Director,” Angoss said with a sigh, “how many crazy preachers have you known arrive by Bridge with the much publicised intention of converting Earth?”


“Scores! Hundreds, maybe! And a few have given trouble.”


“Rungley won’t be one of the few. Look: the Coppersnakes are an offshoot of a sect which once flourished in Continental North America, result of a bastard crossing between Christianity and an African fertility cult. They handle snakes as proof of faith. They have a built-in check-and-balance mechanism—every so often someone gets bitten and falls sick or dies, and half the congregation changes its collective mind. You slip a few king-cobras, kraits and mambas to Rungley, and inside a week he’ll be in the hospital. Remember he’s used to handling the domesticated snakes the sect took to Riger’s. What you’ve got here on Earth must be a very different matter. Soon as he’s made a fool of himself in public, he’ll more than likely head for home.”


It sounded like a sensible solution. Only… how to explain the haunting terror, the fear that this kind of mad foolhardiness was precisely the sort of thing that the population of weary old Earth might be looking for? In the far past there had been wars; even now there were fatal accidents; and as those grew fewer, there seemed to be more and ever more people in search of the stimulus that only gambling with death could give them—as though death alone could lend any sort of meaning to existence.


Moreover: sensible solutions from a man found in working hours (not long hours, not overly demanding work) boozing with his secretary and singing bawdy folksongs?


Thorkild found words at last. “What’s their strength on Riger’s?”


“They meet in a hand-carpentered wooden hut.” Angoss took another pull at his beer. “Since Rungley announced he was coming to Earth, they’ve built an annexe to the church. They get maybe sixty to a meeting.”


“Why the hell can’t you keep your archaic survivals to yourself?” Thorkild snapped. He didn’t mean to be so brusque, but he was raw-nerved, and not only from the Rungley problem. Reproachfully Maida looked at him with sombre, dark-pool eyes. She was beautiful by her own world’s standards, but for Earthside tastes too broad in the hips; it had been centuries since giving easy birth was a desirable quality on the mother world… which was, if one thought about it, somewhat ironical.


“You spliced us into the Bridge System,” Angoss said coolly. “You laid down the conditions, take it or leave it. And we took it Didn’t we?”


Almost, Thorkild demanded what the point of that remark was. Then he saw what answer he would get. Abruptly he spun on his heel and departed by the way he had come. Even before the door had closed he heard Angoss say, “Loveling, again—highing the key for my bassest notes have stretched my voice.”


Riger’s World, Platt’s World, Kayowa… the layers above were busier, for Platt’s and Kayowa were currently inviting settlers rather than just visitors. He saw the activity there with his inward eye as he climbed stairs towards his own floor, topmost in the building, where he ruled. The way he punished his limbs by hurrying up the soft steps which gave back no noise at his tread was intended to be a tribute to his youth, designed to bring him gasping to the highest level. He was young for his fantastically responsible post: when he succeeded Saxena, barely forty. All possible candidates had been evaluated, and he had been…


Face it, he told himself. He had been the least unsuitable. But it was always like that nowadays on Earth. There was never anyone perfectly adapted to any job any more. The jobs had evolved faster than the species that invented them.


At least it was unlikely the strain would undermine him physically. The body he occupied was vastly impressive: nearly two metres tall, hair blond shading to red, eyes piercing blue, build muscular but lean. And this was what people thought of when they thought of Jorgen Thorkild. How could they guess at the weariness which assailed him after barely a year? Psychological strain showed only by hints and clues. Angoss, after their meeting today, would probably be more aware of his true condition than those who worked for him day in, day out, in the same office.


And of those there were a horde.


If you were an Earthside representative for a whole buzzing lively world, you rated a human secretary, as Angoss rated Maida.


If you were the Director, you rated as many as you cared to ask for, and disappointed applicants still had to be turned away.


If you were an Earthside representative, you had a staff of agents here and at home, capable of comprehending your intention from a curt memorandum, authorised to act in your name on the strength of it.


If you were the Director, your staff was numbered in the thousands, and some were lightyears distant.


And you still had to do the work.


A dozen men and women were busy in the anteroom he had to traverse to regain his own sanctum; there was something old-fashioned about their being physically present. But the way the Bridge System was run had been dictated by master psychologists, and so far their judgment had been proven right. Thorkild himself was grateful for this practice; to lay a hand on someone’s shoulder now and then…


But right now he could not bring himself to acknowledge their greetings with anything more than a smile and nod. Not until he was safely ensconced behind his desk did he speak again, and then it was to the air, activating the circuits with a coded order, and continuing.


“Anything since I’ve been out?”


“Responsible van Heemskirk called, and will call back in a few minutes,” said a sweetly-inflected artificial voice. It always reminded him of his mother’s, but he had never dared mention the fact to anyone, since he suspected it must be policy on the part of the machines which actually ran the Bridge City, struggling to puzzle out the whims and preferences of the unpredictable humans to whom they were notionally subservient. Arguing with computers was a special talent, and one which Thorkild feared he might not possess.


“Also Alida Marquis called and wants you to call her. I have a contact series for her. And Inwards Traffic wants to know whether Preacher Rungley will require Earthside surveillance. The request is flagged immediate.” Alida…


Every time he thought of her, he thought of Saxena, unavoidably, and right now as ever wished he hadn’t. A portrait of him hung on the wall, as of all previous holders of this exalted post. It did not show the face of a worried man. Having been taken on the day of his appointment, it rather suggested dedication, enthusiasm, and excitement. So what the hell went wrong?


His own portrait would doubtless imply the same when it was added to the range following his retirement… or death.


So what the hell went wrong?


The machine said again, with a feigned anxiety, “The request is flagged immediate!”


“Oh, yes… Let Rungley go on his way but make sure people bring him the most poisonous snakes to be found in all our zoos. Keep a watch on him and let me know as soon as he’s hospitalised, then ensure that the media make a splash about it.” And that, though it sounded like his own decision, was in fact one made by an untidy, ill-dressed man drinking beer and singing a dirty song. Never mind. It was still his. Whether he fathered it or adopted it.


He wished very much that he could be a father. And that made him think again about Alida. And, in due time, made him wish he hadn’t.


The artificial voice was still speaking. “Noted and implemented, Director. May I apply to Wild Conservation if the zoos can’t furnish sufficient snakes?”


Oh, these machines were getting too damned smart for comfort! Affecting a bored tone, he said, “Reserve status but authorised.”


“Acknowledged. Target zone?”


“Embarrassed enough to head back to Riger’s within thirty days.”


“Acknowledged. Thank you. Shall I return Alida’s call?”


Thorkild felt a stab of foolish anger. Even as he uttered his reply he knew it would prejudice his chances, perhaps beyond hope. He spoke nonetheless.


“No, let her call me back.”


“Very good, Director. And—Oh, Responsible van Heemskirk is calling again. Do you wish communication?”


“Ohhh…! Yes, all right”


Responsible van Heemskirk appeared in the office, as though he were sitting in an armchair facing Thorkild’s desk. In fact he was suspended in mid-air; the solido equipment in the Bridge Centre was the finest in existence, but it could not always arrange to have the right piece of furniture in place at the receiving end, so there was half a metre of vacancy beneath his rump. But one was used to that “Day, Jorgen,” he said in a cordial tone. “Day, Moses.” Fat as butter and twice as greasy—if any butter were to be found of his dusky South African coloration. No, that was unfair. He was a career politician, and no worse than others of his stamp. He might even really be as affable as he pretended. Only with politicians, how to tell?


“We have these two aspirant worlds,” van Heemskirk went on. “Ipewell and Azrael. You haven’t forgotten that their delegates are due at the Bridge Centre this afternoon?”


As though he could! Much though he would have liked to…


“Moses, you know that if there’s one thing I hate—” “It’s showing around parties of giggling outworlders. I know!” The voice from the solido image was soothing. A ripple indicating a sigh moved under the politician’s yellow satin robe. “However, this is very different from the ordinary. These are delegates from worlds not yet spliced into the Bridge System, not your run-of-the-mill ambassadors and diplomats. They must know what the Bridges represent already, since that’s how they came here, but they haven’t signed contracts—” “They will! Everybody always has!” “True, I grant you”—inclining his head. “But among the crucial factors which have ensured our thus-far unbroken record of success I would cite the privilege of being shown over the Bridge Centre by its most important personage. Admittedly these delegates are important on their own worlds, but the further out we explore the more backward the societies prove to be—inevitably. And the parties in question strike me as being somewhat overwhelmed by Earth. Your usual warm welcome, your no-non-sense, equal-terms approach, could go a long way towards setting their minds at rest.”


“Are you implying that they’re suspicious of our motives?”


“You could say that twice and I wouldn’t accuse you of exaggeration,” van Heemskirk replied in a judicious tone. His manner was disarming; against his will, Thorkild found a smile on his face.


“Very well. I’ll do my best You’ll be here at fifteen hundred, isn’t that right?”


“As punctually as possible. And don’t let the problem get you down. It could be years before we find another outworld. Let alone two within a month of one another!”


True enough. But as van Heemskirk made to cut the circuit, Thorkild checked him, reaching out as though he could take a grip on the intangible image.


“Moses, just a moment!”


“Yes?”


“How many times have you travelled by Bridge?”


“Goodness, I’ve no idea. But no more often than I could help, except on duty or for occasional vacations. Why?”


“I just wondered.”


The politician raised one eyebrow. “I suppose you use the Bridges every day?”


“No.” Thorkild couldn’t help sounding puzzled. “Like you, when I absolutely have to. And sometimes I wonder why. Until fifteen!”


He watched the image dissolve, then went on staring at the place where it had been.


Half a million people a day, he thought. And I would rather walk. Who am I? What am I? What are we?


Saxena’s portrait drew his gaze again, and as he looked at it he found he was thinking about Alida.




II





When the local sun shone on this, the greatest city of the planet Azrael, its harsh radiance seemed incongruous. This morning’s early mists, the occasional lift of wind and sift of drizzling rain, were more appropriate.


Jacob Chen drew close the native cloak which concealed his Earthside clothing, tightened the hood about his head to hide his foreign features, and walked circumspect along a narrow alley. The buildings were mostly of dark stone, glinting where the sheen of wet upon their walls caught and somehow reluctantly gave back the glimmer of the occasional street-lights.


There were lights in a few windows, too. Not many. It still lacked half an hour of dawn.


One should not have to think of people as being formed by their climate, not in this age when climate could be controlled. It had been done on more than thirty planets. Here, had the inhabitants neglected to do so because they could not afford to, or because they were ignorant of the means? Hardly. Long before their ancestors departed Earth, the techniques were commonplace and tolerably cheap. No, the decision must have been made as a matter of principle.


But what principle? He did not know; he was baffled by a wall of incomprehension between himself and them. And he was monstrously ashamed. He felt he had failed in his duty by not understanding. Worse still, he had failed by the standards he had set himself, and doubt of his own capability was the fearfullest horror he could imagine.


In the beginning he had fancied that he would find the key in his own ancestors’ traditional fatalism; he had rashly assumed that he if anyone could analyse this culture. A local year had ebbed away, and it was autumn again in this hemisphere, as it had been when he arrived aboard the scoutship Hunting Dog. Since they preferred to keep the natural seasons, why did these people have no ceremonies to mark the cycle of them? Why was there no public celebration of the spring, or harvest-tide? Why was there no defiance of mid-winter, with lighting of symbolic fires? Such actions were known to stabilise the human psyche, to locate the individual amid the random fluctuation of an adopted world…


Yet they did have rituals and ceremonies, and were perfectly prepared to let them be witnessed, and to explain with infinite patience their supposed significance. Only to Jacob Chen, and all those who had come with him from the mother world, they made no sense!


Of late this fact had been costing Chen his sleep, climaxing in this night which he had spent walking at random through the city, seeking with all his senses for some hidden clue.


And found nothing.


He sniffed the air. Bitter smoke. Someone lighting a stove. Grey against grey was spiralling up from the chimney of a house across the way. A window opened. Fearful of being observed, he hurried onward, and emerged from the alley into a junction of streets he had not passed before, forming a circus with a blank obelisk in the centre. Seeing it automatically crowded his mind with anthropological data: fertility symbols, upstanding to the sky.


No, it wasn’t one. It was merely itself, merely an object. It had not been shaped or polished or submitted to a mason’s skills. It had been found exactly in its present form, and erected for no better reason than that it had happened.


Beyond it, one whole side of the circus was occupied by a large drab building, featureless but for a flight of steps and an entrance. He approached it, listening for what he knew would be audible. Sure enough, he detected chanting. Sometimes there was a hiss-and-slap and a groan or cry. Why should the location of a building so important to this culture be signalled by a creation of pure chance? Was he never going to understand these people?
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