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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CHAPTER I


Rendezvous


THERE IS A PLANET beyond the edge of the known, and its name is Rendezvous.


Few worlds are more lovely to the eyes of men. As the weary ships come in from space and loneliness, they see a yellow star against the great cold constellations; and nearing, they see its crowded glory swell to incandescence. The planet grows as the ships strain closer; it becomes a sapphire shield banded with clouds, blurred with rain and wind and mountain mists. The ships sweep around the planet, mooring themselves to an orbit between the moons, and it is not long before the boats spring from them and rush down out of the sky to land. And then, for a little while, the planet comes alive with noise and movement as human life spills free.


This might have been Earth, in some forgotten age before the glaciers went south. Here, there is the broad green swell of land, reaching out to a remote horizon. Far away, mountains begin; on the other side is the sea. The sky is big here, lifting above the world to blue immensity.


But the difference is what haunts you. There are trees, but they are not the oak and pine and elm—or palm, baobab, sequoia—of Earth, and the wind blows through their leaves with an alien sound. The fruits of the trees are sweet, pungent, luscious to eat, but always there is the hint of a taste men never knew before. The birds are not yours; the animals of plain and forest have six legs and a greenish shimmer to their fur. At night, the constellations bear the look of strangers, and there may be four moons in the sky.


No, it is not Earth, and the knowledge becomes a hunger in you and will not let you stay. But you have never seen Earth; and by now, the hunger has become so much a part of you that you could not find a home there, either. For you are a Nomad.


And only you have learned where to find this quiet place. To all others, Rendezvous lies beyond the edge of the known.




CHAPTER II


Secret War?


THERE WAS nobody else on the boat. They had all swarmed off to pitch their booths and mingle with the rest, to frolic and fight and transact hard-headed business. Peregrine Joachim Henry’s footsteps echoed hollow between the bare metal walls as he entered the airlock. The boat was a forty-meter column of steely comfortlessness, standing among its fellows at the end of Nomad Valley. The temporary village had mushroomed a good two kilometers from the boats.


Ordinarily, Joachim would have been down there, relaxed and genial; but he was a captain, and the Captains Council was meeting. And this was no assembly to miss, he thought. Not with the news he had to give them.


He took the gravity shaft, floating along the upward beam to the top bunkroom where he had his box. Emerging, he crossed the floor, opened the chest. Joachim decided that a shave was in order, and ran the depilator quickly over his face.


He didn’t usually bother with regalia—like all Nomads, he wore any outfit he cared to, or went nude, on a voyage. Visits to planetary surfaces didn’t ordinarily require him to dress formally; but the uniform was expected of him.


“We’re a hidebound bunch, really,” he reflected aloud as he glanced in the mirror. It showed him a stocky man of medium height, dark-skinned, with grizzled hair and squinted gray eyes in a mesh of crow’s-feet. The face was blunt and battered, crossed with deep lines, but it wasn’t old. He was in early middle age—sixty-five years—but there was vitality in him.


The kilt, with its red-black-and-green Peregrine tartan, was tight around his waist. Had the damn thing shrunk? No, he was afraid he had expanded. Not much, but Jere would have kidded him about it, and then let out the garment for him.


Jere. It was fifteen years now since she had made the Long Trip. And the children were grown and married. Well-He went on dressing. Over his light shirt he slipped an elaborately embroidered vest, with the Joachim coat of arms woven into the pattern. His sleeve bore the insignia of rank—captain—and service—astrogation. Buskins went on the legs; pouch and holstered gun at the waist, and plumed bonnet on the close-cropped head. Because it was hereditary and expected of him, he wore the massive gold necklace and its diamond-crusted pendant. A purple and scarlet cloak flapped over his shoulders, gauntlets on his hands.


Joachim crossed the bunkroom and went down the shaft, out the airlock, and down the retractible gangway ladder again. A dim path wound up from the valley and he took it, moving with a slightly rolling, bearlike gait. The sky was utterly blue overhead; sunlight spilled on the wide green sweep of land; wind brought him the faint crystal laughter of a bellbird. No doubt of it, man wasn’t built to sit in a metal shell and hurry from star to star. It wasn’t strange that so many had dropped out of Nomad life. Who had that girl been—Sean’s girl, from Nerthus—?


“Salute, Hal.” said a voice behind him.


He turned. “Oh, Laurie. Haven’t seen you for long.”


Vagabond MacTeague Laurie, a walking rainbow in his uniform, fell into step beside Joachim. “Just got in yesterday,” he explained. “We’re the last, I suppose, and we carried word from the Wayfarer and the Pilgrim that they couldn’t make it this year. So this one reckons all the ships are accounted for by now—anyway, Traveler Thorkild said he was calling the meeting for today.”


“Must be. We spoke to the Vagrant out near Canopus, and they weren’t coming. Had some kind of deal on; I suppose a new planet with trading possibilities, and they want to get there before anybody else does.”


MacTeague whistled. “They’re really going far afield. What were you doing out that way?”


“Just looking around,” said Joachim innocently. “Nothing wrong in that. Canopus is still free territory; no ship has a claim on it yet.”


“Why go on a Jump when you’ve got all the trade you could want right in your own territory?”


“I suppose your crew agrees with you?”


“Well, most of them. We’ve got some, of course, that keep hollering for ‘new horizons,’ but so far they’ve been voted down. But—him.” MacTeague’s eyes narrowed. “If you’ve been prowling around Canopus, Hal, then there’s money out there.”


The Captains’ Hall stood near the edge of a bluff. More than two centuries ago, when the Nomads found Rendezvous and chose it for their meeting place, they had raised the Hall. Two hundred years of rain, wind, and sunlight had fled; and still the Hall was there. It might be standing when all the Nomads were gone into darkness.


Man was a small and hurried thing; his spaceships spanned the light-years, and his feverish death-driven energy made the skies of a thousand worlds clangorous with his works—but the old immortal dark reached farther than he could imagine.


The other captains were also arriving, a swirl of color and a rumble of voices. There were only about thirty this rendezvous—four ships had reported they wouldn’t be coming, and then there were the missing ones. The captains were all past their youth, some of them quite old.


Each Nomad ship was actually a clan—an exogamous group claiming a common descent. There were, on the average, some fifteen hundred people of all ages belonging to each vessel, with women marrying into their husbands’ ships. The captaincy was hereditary, each successor being elected from the men in that family, if any were qualified.


But names cut across ships. There had only been sixteen families in the Traveler I, which had started the whole Nomad culture, and adoption had not added a great many more. Periodically, when the vessels grew overcrowded, the younger people would get together and found a new one, with all the Nomads helping to build them a ship. That was the way the fleet had expanded. But the presidency of the Council was hereditary with the Captain of the Traveler-third of that name in the three hundred years since the undying voyage began—and he was always a Thorkild.


Wanderer, Gypsy, Hobo, Voyageur, Bedouin, Swagman, Trekker, Explorer, Troubadour, Adventurer, Sundowner, Migrant—Joachim watched the captains go in, and wondered at the back of his mind what the next ship would do for a name. There was a tradition which forbade using a name not taken from some human language.


When everyone else had entered, Joachim mounted the porch himself and walked into the Hall. It was a big and goodly place, its pillars and paneling carved with intricate care, hung with tapestries and polished metal reliefs. Whatever you could say against the Nomads, you had to admit they were good at handicrafts.


Joachim sank into his chair at the table, crossed his legs, and fumbled for his pipe. By the time he had lit up and was emitting cheerful blue clouds, Traveler Thorkild Helmuth was calling the meeting to order. Thorkild was a tall, gaunt, and stern-faced man, white of hair and beard, stiffly erect in his carved darkwood seat.


“In the name of Cosmos, rendezvous,” he began formally. Joachim didn’t pay much attention to the ritual that followed.


“All ships except five are now present or accounted for,” concluded Thorkild, “and therefore I call this meeting to discuss facts, determine policy, and make proposals to lay before the voters. Has anyone a matter to present?”


There was, as usual, quite a bit, none of it very important. The Romany wanted a territory extending fifty light-years about Thossa to be recognized as her own—no other Nomad ship to trade, exploit, build, organize, or otherwise make use of said region without permission of the assignee. This was on grounds of the Romany’s having done most of the exploration thereabouts. After some discussion, that was granted.


The Adventurer wished to report that the Shan of Barjaz-Kaui on Davenigo, otherwise known as Ettalume IV, had laid a new tax on traders. The planet being known to the Coordination Service, it wasn’t possible for Nomads to overthrow the Shar by violence, but with some help it might be possible to subvert his government and get a friendlier prince. Was anyone interested? Well, the Bedouin might be; they could talk it over later.


The Stroller had had more direct difficulties with the Cordys. It seemed the ship had been selling guns to a race who weren’t supposed to be ready for such technology, and Coordination Service had found out about it. All Nomads had better watch their step for a while.


The Fiddlefoot was going to Spica, where she intended to barter for Solarian products, and wanted to know if anyone cared to buy a share in her enterprise. Goods hauled clear from Sol were expensive.


It went on—proposal, debate, argument, report, ultimate decision. Joachim yawned and scratched himself. His chance came finally, and he flicked a finger upward. “Captain Peregrine Joachim,” acknowledged Thorkild. “Do you speak for your ship?”


“For myself and a few others,” said Joachim, “but my ship will follow me in this. I’ve got a report to make.”


“Proceed.”


Then eyes turned on him, down the length of the Council table.


Joachim began recharging his pipe. “This one has been sort of curious for the last few years,” he said, “and he’s been keeping his eyes open. You might think I was a Cordy, the way I’ve been reconstructing the crime. And I think it is a crime, or maybe a war. A quiet but very thorough war.” He paused calculatingly to light his tobacco. “In the past ten years or so, we’ve lost five ships. They never reported back to anyone. What does that mean? It could happen once or twice by sheer accident, but you know how careful we are in dealing with the unknown. Five ships is just too many to lose. Especially when we lose them all in the same region.”


“Now hold on, Captain Peregrine,” said Thorkild. “That isn’t so. Those ships disappeared in the direction of Sagittari—but that includes a hell of a lot of space. Their courses wouldn’t have come within many parsecs of each other.”


“No-o-o. Maybe not. Still, the Union covers even more territory than this volume of space where our people vanished.”


“Are you implying—No, that’s ridiculous. Many other ships have been through that region without coming to harm, and they report that it’s completely uncivilized. Such planets as we touched at have been thoroughly backward. Not a mechanical culture on even one of them.”


“Uh-huh.” Joachim nodded. “Isn’t that an odd fact? In so big a chunk of space, there should be some race which has at least gotten as far as steam engines.”


“Well, we’ve touched on—him.” Thorkild stroked his beard.


Romany Ortega Pedro, who had a photographic memory, spoke up. “The volume within which those ships disappeared is, let us say, twenty or thirty million cubic light-years. It contains perhaps four million suns, of which virtually all are bound to have planets. It’s an unpromising region precisely because it is so backward, and few ships have gone there. To my knowledge, Nomads have stopped at less than a thousand stars in that volume. Now really, Joachim, do you consider that a fair sample?”


“No. I just mention it as a little—indication, shall we say? I repeat, this one denies that five ships in ten years could have been lost because of unknown diseases, treacherous natives, trepidation vortices, or the like. Their captains weren’t that stupid.


“I’ve talked with Nomads who’ve been there, and also with outsiders—explorers, traders, scouts looking for colony sites, anyone. Or any thing, since I also got hold of some otherlings”—he meant nonhuman spacemen—“who had passed through or stopped by. I even talked my way into the Cordy office on Nerthus, and got a look at their Galactic Survey records.


“Space is too big. Even this little splinter of the Galaxy that man has traversed is larger than we can think—and we’ve spent our lives in the void. It’s thirty thousand light-years to Galactic center. There are some hundred billion suns in the Galaxy! Man will never be able to think concretely in such terms. It just can’t be done.


“So a lot of information lies around in the shape of isolated facts, and nobody coordinates it and sees what the facts mean. Even the Service can’t do it—they have troubles enough running the Union without worrying about the frontiers and the beyond-frontiers. When I started investigating, I found I was the first being who’d even thought of this.”


“And what,” asked Thorkild quietly, “have you found out?”


“Not too much, but it’s damned indicative. There have been otherling ships which vanished in that region, too. But Coordination and Survey never had any trouble. If something had happened to one of their vessels, they’d have spy-boats out there so fast they’d meet themselves coming back. You see what it means? Somebody knows a lot about our civilization—enough to know who it’s safe to molest.


“Then there are any number of E-planets—which is what you’d expect—and not too many of them seem to have natives—which is what you wouldn’t expect. They—well, there are at least a dozen which remind you of Rendezvous, beautiful green worlds with not a building or a road in sight.”


“Maybe they’re shy, like the ones on this planet,” said Vagabond MacTeague. “We’d been here for fifty years before we knew there were natives. And a similar case happened on Nerthus, you remember.”


“The Nerthusians have an unusual sort of culture,” said Romany Ortega thoughtfully. “No, most likely those worlds you speak of are really uninhabited.”


“All right,” said Joachim. “There’s more to tell. In a few cases, there were E-planets with what we’d considered a normal culture: houses, farming, and so on. Contact was made rather easily in all those instances, and in general the natives seemed not unfamiliar with the sight of spaceships. But when I checked the reports against each other, I found that none of those planets had been visited before by anyone from our civilization.”


“Now hold on,” began Thorkild. “You aren’t suggesting—”


“There’s more yet.” Joachim interrupted. “Unfortunately, few scientifically minded expeditions have been in the—the X region, so I couldn’t get an accurate description of flora and fauna. However, a couple of those I talked to had been struck by what seemed remarkably similar plants and trees on some of these supposedly uninhabited E-planets. Galactic Survey had some helpful information there. They had noted more than similarity—they had found identity of a good dozen plant species on six uninhabited worlds. Explain that away!”


“How did Survey explain it?” asked Fiddlefoot Kogama.


“They didn’t. Too much else to do. Their robotfile had integrated a reasonable probability that the similarity was due to transplantation, maybe accidental, by a Tiunran expedition.”


“Tiunra? I don’t think I’ve heard—”


“Probably you wouldn’t have. They’re the natives of an M-planet on the other side of Vega. Strange culture—they had space travel a good five hundred years before man left Sol, but they never were interested in colonization. Even today, I understand they don’t have much to do with the Union. They’re just uninterested.


“Anyway, I took the trouble to write to Tiunra. Sent the letter off on Nerthus a good two years ago. I asked whoever was in charge of their survey records about the X region. What had they found out? What had been done by them, or to them, out here?


“I got my answer six months ago, when we stopped back at Nerthus. Very polite; they’d even written in human Basic. Yes, their ships had gone through the X region about four centuries ago. But they hadn’t noticed the things I mentioned, and were sure they hadn’t done any transplanting, accidentally or otherwise. And they had lost four ships.


“All right.” Joachim leaned back, sprawling his legs under the table, and blew a series of smoke rings. “There you have it, lads. Make what you will of it.”


Silence, then. The wind blowing in through the open door stirred the tapestries. A light metal plaque rang like a tiny gong.


Finally Ortega spoke, as if with an effort: “What about the Tiunrans? Didn’t they do anything about their missing ships?”


“No, except leave this part of space alone,” said Joachim.


“And they haven’t informed Coordination?”


“Not as far as I know. But then, Coordination never asked them.”


Thorkild looked bleak. “This is a serious matter.”


“Now there’s an understatement,” drawled Joachim.


“You haven’t absolutely proved your case.”


“Maybe not. But it sure ought to be looked into.”


“Very well, then. Let s accept your guess. The X region, perhaps the entire Great Cross, is under the rule of a secretive and hostile civilization technologically equal to ours—or superior, for all we know. I still can’t imagine how you’d conceal the land of technology involved. Just consider the neutrino emission of a large atomic power plant, for instance. You can find your way across many light-years to a planet where they’re using atomic energy, just by the help of a neutrino detector. Well, maybe they have some kind of screen.” Thorkild tapped the table with a lean forefinger. “So., they don’t like us and they’ve spied us out a bit. What does that imply?”


“Conquest—they figure to invade the Union?” asked MacTeague.


Trekker Petroff said, “They may just want to be left alone.”


“What could they hope to gain by war?” protested Ortega.


Tm not guessing about motives,” said Joachim. “Those creatures aren’t human. I say we’d better assume they’re hostile.”


“All right,” said Thorkild. “You’ve given most thought to this business. What follows?”


“Why, look at the map,” said Joachim mildly. “The Union, both as a cultural and a semipolitical unit, is expanding inward toward Galactic center, Sagittari. The X empire lies squarely across the Unions path. X, however peaceful, may feel that countermeasures are called for.


“And where are we? On the Sagittari-ward frontier of the Union, and spreading into the unmapped regions beyond. Right smack between the Union and X. The Coordination Service of the Union doesn’t like Nomads, and X has already shown what he thinks of us. We’re the barbarians—right between the upper and nether millstonesl”


Another pause. Death they could face, but extinction of their entire tribe was a numbing concept; and the whole Nomad history had been one long flight from cultural absorption.


Thirty-odd ships, with some fifty thousand humans—what can be done?


Joachim answered the unspoken cry with a few slow words:


“I’ve been thinking about this for some little while, friends, and have some sort of an answer. The first requirement of any operation is intelligence, and we don’t even know if X is a menace.


“Here’s what this one proposes. Let’s just keep the matter quiet for the time being. Naturally, no ship will enter the Great Cross, but otherwise we can go on as usual. But I’ll make a scout of the Peregrine, and we’ll spy out the unknowns.”


‘W” Thorkild blinked at him.


“Sure. I’ll tell most of my crew, at first, that it’s an exploratory venture. We’ll snoop around as we ordinarily do, and I’ll direct the snooping the way I think’ll be most useful. We can fight if we must, and once we go into hyperdrive we can’t be followed or shot at.”


“Well, that sounds—very good,” said Thorkild.


“Of course,” smiled the Peregrine, “we can’t be hampered in our work. I’ll want a formal action-in-council authorizing me or my crew to break, bend, or even obey any law of the Nomads, the Union, or anybody else that may seem convenient.”


“Hmmm-I think I see where this could lead,” said MacTeague.


“Also,” said Joachim blandly, “the Peregrine will be in a primitive region—and hostile where it’s not primitive—and won’t have the normal chance to turn an honest credit. Well want a—say a twenty percent share in all profits made between now and next rendezvous.”


“Twenty percent!” choked Ortega.


“Sure. We’re risking our whole ship, aren’t we?”




CHAPTER III


Ilaloa


PEREGRINE THORKILD SEAN could not forget the girl who had stayed behind on Nerthus. She had gone alone into the city, Stellamont, and had not come back. After a while, he had taken a flier and gone the twelve hundred kilometers to her father’s home. There was no hope—she couldn’t endure the Nomad life.
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