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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.







PART ONE


THE MEETING was a final briefing. All nine present were in uniform, and there was a certain informality seen only at final briefings, where everyone except the senior officer who was not going on the operation knew he might not return.


It was like many other final briefings except that the eight who faced General Print’s desk were in a sense only two.


The four men were identical to the tenth decimal place. Even in their casualness they were identical—all four had released the top two hooks of their tunics and all had thrown the left leg over the right knee. Tall and lean, they had close-cropped, prematurely greying hair. They were an amalgam of many races, white, brown, red, yellow and black, the result being, as often happened when races mingled, that they were both striking and singularly handsome.


The four girls were also identical, but not to infinity. Even their uniforms were not quite uniform. One wore her tunic, two were in their underblouses, and the fourth wore a red sweater which looked like a gesture of defiance, worn with her green trousers.


General Print said: “This of course is a unique project. There has never been one like it and there will never be another, unless you yourselves take part in another, or perhaps your descendants—”


“If any,” one of the girls murmured, not loudly but quite audibly. The four men, as one, turned their heads to stare repressively at her.


“We certainly hope there will be descendants,” said the General. “We are hoping that on your return the four women will be …”


He coughed awkwardly. Like many old soldiers General Print could talk baldly and coldly of death, but was embarrassed by the processes of birth. He forced himself to go on: “That the four women should, on return to Eden, be pregnant. What is your reaction?”


The girl who had spoken before said: “You’re asking quite a lot, General. At this moment, we are all pure and unsullied.”


The General would have replied seriously, but all four girls chuckled.


He said stiffly: “Am I to take it—”


One of the other girls said: “Nevertheless, the proposition does interest us. I mean, imagine being ordered to be a bad girl for the good of one’s race.”


General Print said coldly: “I won’t make it an order. What must be agreed, however, is the matter of command.”


One of the men said: “Wil. It must be. He is the girls’ father.”


A girl said: “We’ve no objection to Wil being in charge of his side of the operation, but we have to make the big decisions.”


The General nodded. “No argument about that. Wil and the other Directors can advise, but it is you girls who must take every major decision. The next thing to be decided is which of you four girls will be the senior—”


There was a chorus of protest. One of the girls said: “No. It doesn’t work that way. There can’t be one of us placed over the others.”


General Print said doubtfully: “If you agree on that, I suppose I must accept it. Now, more generally: total success would be withdrawal with the information we want, and particularly with the … with the other item we want, and no casualties on either side. I can’t make that an order. One of you, perhaps all of you, may have to kill. But this is an order: kill only in absolute necessity.”


After a long pause, he said again: “Absolute necessity. We are not at war. We don’t want to be at war.”


Wil said: “General, my understanding is that it has always been our intention to—”


“On our own terms, in a chosen location, in our own time. Please be very clear on this. To have war forced on us as a result of this operation would be failure. It might be disaster.”


The General then felt it was obligatory to make a final speech. “I don’t suppose I’ll be alive when you come back,” he said. “I’ll never know if this is Eden’s greatest triumph or greatest disaster. Perhaps none of you will either, because although disaster can be achieved in a very short time, triumph could take centuries.


“One more thing I must tell you. There is information, information about Eden and yourselves, which has been denied you. Something has been removed from your memories, because it is essential that the people you are going to meet should never learn it.”


The four men and the four girls were regarding him with new interest. Several started to speak.


He held up his hand. “You must realise,” he said in gentle reproof, “that this has not been done merely for me to tell you in plain words what you do not know. However, the circumstances you may encounter are unimaginable. It may become necessary for you to know this very thing which has been deliberately kept from you. It has therefore been placed in the mind of Pariss …”


There was a rustle among the girls, three of whom turned to look at the fourth, as if they could read the secret in her face. Pariss herself merely looked surprised.


“If necessary,” said the General, his voice sinking and becoming husky, for he was very tired, “the rest of you together, or any one of you, or Pariss herself, will be able to break the seal. You can guess how. But it must be necessary.”


He stood up and forced a smile. “That’s all. And if I may borrow a phrase from the people you will be moving among … good luck.”


Fort Plato had never been attacked, and the Terran Defence Commission, which had set it in space, armed and manned it, did not regard it as very likely that it ever would be. One of ten mammoth fortresses which orbited placidly billions of miles beyond Pluto (the similarity in name had caused confusion many times, and would continue to do so), it was not so much a guardian of the Solar System as a warning. The Adamites were not fools. They would not attack Plato, or Aristotle, or Socrates, or any of the other mighty forts. They might try to sneak past them, they might even succeed, but there again the Ten Forts existed as a warning. If Adamite ships got in, they would never get out. A single small ship might; a large ship, or a fleet of large ships, certainly would not.


The Terran Defence Commission relied quite cheerfully and confidently on one facet of Adamite philosophy and psychology. Comparatively little was known about them, but this much was known: to the Adamites, defeat was death, although death was not necessarily defeat. Any Adamite attack had to be an Adamite victory, or part of an Adamite victory, or it would not be undertaken. Make an Adamite victory impossible, and you prevented any Adamite attack.


Adamites and Terrans were not precisely enemies. But they were not precisely friends either.


Both claimed to be the original, the only genuine article, the “real people.” It was tacitly assumed that the human race could not evolve and had not evolved independently from scratch at opposite ends of the galaxy. Therefore, said the Terran group of colonized worlds, far back in history we must have had an interstellar civilization which colonized Eden. Therefore, said the Adamites, in a time before our written history, we must have colonized Earth.


Being emotional, or at the very least political, these claims ignored anthropology or twisted it to their own ends. Eden had a head start in that their main planet was actually called Eden. Didn’t the Terrans themselves have legends of a Garden of Eden?


So far, Terrans and Adamites had never fought. They knew too little of each other and each had too much secret respect for the other to start something they might never be able to finish. Each wanted to learn more about the other, but neither wanted the other to learn too much about himself.


On the whole Earth was rather glad that the Adamites, though possessing apparently superior technology, had scuttled for cover at the first contact some fifty years ago. Everybody was tired of war and only the wildest militarists wanted a war between Earth and Eden.


Yet even the anti-militarists had a feeling that sooner or later there must be what was euphemistically called a confrontation … if only because Earth was colonizing like mad, and Eden, at the other end of the galaxy, was doing the same.


One day a neighbour of a great man in Earth’s history, Abraham Lincoln, was called to his door by the noise of children weeping. Lincoln was walking with his two small sons, who were both crying their eyes out.


“What’s the matter with the boys, Mr. Lincoln?” the neighbour asked.


“Just what’s the matter with the whole world,” replied Lincoln sadly. “I’ve got three walnuts and each wants two.”


That was not merely the trouble with the whole world. It was the trouble, centuries later, with Earth and Eden.


The galaxy was the three walnuts. And Earth and Eden each wanted two.


The Fort Plato night Checker saw the girl the moment she emerged on to the Green, his eye drawn to one of the few scanner frames that showed movement by the contrast of her vivid purple dress against the lush green of the grass. Since the windows of the Fort Plato Checkpoint overlooked the Green, and since there was no other prospect of anything remotely interesting happening, he left the scanners and went to the windows.


She was half running, half dancing, and in the one-seventh Earth gravity her long, full skirt swirled ecstatically about her. The Checker, who was young, caught his breath, for she was beautiful.


Just below the window was a duplicate set of alarm buttons, and the Checker’s finger sought one, found it, and hovered over it.


It was not an alarm. The girl in the purple dress, who now kicked off her shoes, spun round twice and sank gracefully on the grass, her long skirt settling slowly in a perfect circle about her, was breaking no regulation and represented no danger whatever, save to the Checker’s peace of mind. But it was the Checker’s job to report and query anything out of the ordinary.


In two minutes the fort security agents, usually referred to as redcaps for some unknown historical reason, certainly not because they wore red caps, would start a comprehensive checking operation which would eventually establish the girl’s name, job, quarters, and by inference at least, what she was doing sitting in the middle of the Green in the middle of the night.


But the redcaps, traditionally, were hard men. They were not polite. They were not understanding. They would not thank the Checker for alerting them. They would establish that the girl was a night-worker of some kind and had merely sought the Green for relaxation during a short break. They would then be most sarcastic at the Checker’s expense, and Alan Stewart was sensitive as well as young.


He took his finger away from the button.


Ten days ago, after the sensor reported a ship passing within five million kilometres, and a visual check showed that the ship was a war cruiser, he had given the alarm—not a red alarm, merely a blue. Nevertheless, even a blue alarm was a matter for General Morrison himself, and the General came, silent and watchful until it turned out that the cruiser, a TDC vessel, had duly reported herself to the Checker on the previous shift. Then the general erupted.


He was only a little unfair. Checker Alan Stewart, not having been told about the cruiser, had acted perfectly correctly. But Checker Alan Stewart should have been told about the cruiser, and if that wasn’t the fault of Checker Alan Stewart it was the fault of some other bloody Checker. What was the use of having a bloody Checker if he didn’t check, but simply panicked and stabbed every alarm button in sight the moment he saw any bloody thing?


And Checker Alan Stewart was sensitive.


There was, however, something a little strange about the girl, something he could not put his finger on. He went back to the scanners to take a closer look.


If he wanted to, he could spy on any of the five thousand men, women and children in Fort Plato, in any of the fifty thousand rooms, offices, halls, cellars, bathrooms, corridors, stairways, store-rooms, armouries or turrets. But no one of a Peeping Tom inclination was ever made even a deputy relief assistant emergency Checker, naturally.


The Checker was not a sentry. His function was rather that of a night-watchman, Fort Plato, like most space stations, being run on a 12-hour rather than a 24-hour basis.


Unwritten law prevented the Checker from being a Peeping Tom. But a girl openly sunning herself on the Green, under the direct view of the Checkpoint windows, was as public as a noticeboard.


On one of the scanners he brought her up to life-size, half a meter from his face.


She was even more beautiful close up than from a distance. And there was something exotic about her beauty. He suspected that everyone who saw her would feel this as strongly as he did. To a European she would look subtly Asian, to an Asiatic she might seem Latin, to a Latin Nordic, to a Scandinavian Indian. Or they might all decide she wasn’t Terran at all but a native of one of the colonies where the races mingled more freely than they did even now on Earth. She was not pretty, not possessing the simple, conventional regularity of feature and softness of contours typical of a face on a chocolate box. Her cheeks were lean and her eyes were grey and alert. Her eyebrows were thick and black, and her dark hair, though neat, was short and not glamorous.


The sunlight which bathed her had taken nine hours, twenty-five minutes and thirty-one seconds to reach her. It then had to be collected and focused on the Green in order that she, far beyond the orbit of cold Pluto, could enjoy conditions similar to those on a sunny lawn on Earth.


Above the Green was the blue dome, scarcely distinguishable from a cloudless sky on Earth. In the centre was what looked like the sun.


It was time for a routine check. Sweeping the girl from the screen, Checker Alan Stewart played a silent concerto on his buttons. All was exactly as he expected it to be. In particular, the sensor purred and clicked somnolently. Outside Fort Plato, there were no human beings within its range, which extended nearly back to Pluto.


He strolled back to the window. The girl was standing up, putting her hand to the side fastenings of her dress. She was going to take it off. The Checker’s temperature rose. She took it off.


As she lay back on the Green, closing her eyes, he once again sensed the strangeness of her.


His vague feelings never got as far as uneasiness or suspicion. Although he did not recognise her, there had been a change of personnel when the supply ship called three weeks earlier, and he took it for granted she arrived then. Her sunmini was anything but exotic. Indeed, in its precise minuteness it was thoroughly conventional. His imagination was running away with him. He reached out to sweep her from the screens.


Then he stopped.


The girl had a scar on her abdomen. It was a tiny scar, and it would have been imperceptible but for the fact that she had turned half on her side, and the light struck her obliquely.


It was an appendectomy scar. There was no doubt of it. He had formerly been a hospital orderly, and had seen such scars on the bodies of old people.


But this operation was now obsolete. Surgery, at any rate surgery in the sense of cutting the body open and blundering about inside it, was no longer necessary in the treatment of appendicitis, and nobody under the age of forty had ever had an appendectomy.


This girl was obviously under the age of forty.


In a flash of insight, belated but comprehensive, he put a score of things together, and his finger stabbed at Key 1, and the sirens, flashing lights, buzzers and bells of a red alarm were heard for the first time in Fort Plato.


Less than five seconds later, the cacophony was shockingly augmented by the shrill whistle that meant the alarm was too late, because the fort had already fallen.


The Checker knew the girl was a decoy who had played a part in making possible the incredible fall of Fort Plato.


And he was the criminal who had let a pretty girl divert him from his duty.


It was blowing a full gale, and a gale on the planet Outward made a gale on Earth seem like a mere climatic fit of temper. On Earth gales did not suddenly cease in a moment or go into an insane, murderous rage; winds gusted, but conditions retained some semblance of consistency, and could therefore be predicted up to a point.


Gales on Outward were consistent only in being worse than expectation. Fred Manvin, therefore, was about to close the gate of Camp Eleven and seek the comfort of his cellar gratefully, since there was no longer any possibility of traffic on the road from the west. Any mole which had missed the warnings would have turned off the road and dug in to wait the gale out.


Then he stared. Clinging together desperately, two figures in white galesuits were coming along the road on foot. Their danger was considerable, although they were only some fifty metres from the gate. A gust might at any moment lift them and dash them to their deaths.


Manvin hesitated. At best a slow thinker, he ponderously rejected in turn all the things he might do. Go out and help the strangers into Camp Eleven? The danger to himself did not worry him, but he could not run the risk of leaving the gate open and untended if something happened to him. There were too many dangerous enemies on this most unfriendly of worlds, apart altogether from the savage climate. Go out in a mole? The nearest was parked a hundred meters away. Fire a flare for help? Long before help arrived, the two out there would either have reached the gate or be dead.


As he peered through the flying dirt and dust, the wind somehow got a finger into one of the strangers’ tunics and tore it away in a split second. It flew high in the air and disappeared. Galesuits were supposed to be proof against that, but of course nothing was proof against an Outward gale.


Perhaps because of the fusillade of tiny fragments flaying his naked back, perhaps because of the chill of the howling gale, the man lost his balance and was dashed to the ground, saved from being bowled along it only by the desperate clutch of his companion.


The two were only fifteen meters from the gate. The half-naked man tried to get up but could not. A leg and an arm seemed to be damaged. Vocally consigning the regulations to hell, Fred Manvin went out to them and dragged them inside like two sacks of potatoes. One of them, he established in the course of his ungentle handling, was a girl.


He tripped the gate switch and hauled them into the gate-house, and then down to the cellar. The man was bleeding from scores of small cuts caused by the flying dust and tiny fragments. His left arm was broken and his ankle was broken or at least sprained.


The cellar was warm and starkly comfortable, though small. It was so well insulated that not a sound of the gale raging outside could be heard.


Fred looked the man over first. He was forty or so, with dark hair greying at the temples. Naked to the waist, he was a fine figure of a man, powerful though slight. Blood streamed down his hairless body to his tight pants, but the many cuts were superficial and the arm fracture was a simple one which Fred, a general handyman, would have no difficulty in setting. The ankle was worse; there was a bone broken in the foot somewhere. Perhaps worse still, the man’s head had been smashed against the road, and although he was conscious when he reached the cellar, he slumped senseless whenever Fred lowered him in a chair.


“Flare,” Fred said. “You do it.”


The girl took off her goggles. “What’s that?”


“Fire a flare,” said Fred, bending over the injured man.


“Certainly, if you’ll tell me how.”


“Go up the stairs again and … never mind. Sit down and don’t bother me.”


Verne checked herself. It would be stupid to ask if there was a phone or a radio installation. If there were, this huge, blue-chinned man would scarcely have told her to fire a flare. He evidently expected her, a stranger, to know how to do this. Already she had been found wanting.


She said coolly: “You fire the flare. I’ll look after my father.”


“Your father?”


She thought it best to say nothing at all. Perhaps she had not shown enough concern, but she did not think she would be convincing as a daughter distracted with worry. Sal Slent was not, in fact, her father but her uncle, and the four daughters of Wil Slent tended to be slightly cool towards their three uncles, resenting their father’s quadruplicity although they didn’t mind their own.


“You okay?” Fred asked.


“I think so. Bruises, perhaps.” She took off her helmet and tunic, and Fred noticed she was beautiful but was not interested. Fred’s wife was as massive as himself, and skinny creatures like this girl seemed to him to belong to another race.


He could not guess how right he was about this.


“I’m Verne,” she said. “My father’s Sal Slent. I can look after him. I know what to do.”


“I guess I’ll do this myself,” said Fred. “Water over there. Wash all the dust off. You know what’ll happen if you don’t.


Verne, probably the most self-reliant of the four girls, was annoyed to be dismissed as useless in this fashion. However, it might be dangerous to say anything; she might reveal ignorance of things she ought to know.


She ran cold water from a tank into a plastic basin, found a bar of hard yellow soap and washed her face and hands, wondering at first what the gatekeeper had meant when he said “you know what’ll happen if you don’t.” As the chill wore out of her, she found out.


The flying sand and dust had penetrated everywhere, into her hair, inside her galesuit and even her boots, and as she noticed this she began to itch. She now began to understand references in the radio messages their ship had picked up to “the itch.” The very soil of the planet was as inimical to humans as most of the other things about this hostile world.


Fred was stripping Sal and cleansing his skin with tissues from a box. He’d be all right after ten days in bed, Fred said, though he’d hobble for a while longer. Finished at last, he put another chair under Sal’s feet and propped him against the table.


“Sleeping now,” he said. “We’ll leave him in peace. Now I’ll try a flare, though it probably won’t do any good.”


Verne wanted to ask why there wasn’t an underground passage, a phone, a radio, at least a flashing alarm beam on the roof. Obligingly, unasked, Fred gave her part of the answer. “We extended the boundary last week. Needed more space. Of course you have to build the fence first, and then develop the ground inside. Now tell me—for Christ’s sake what were you doing out there?”


“We weren’t out there for fun, if that’s what you think,” she said coldly. “Our mole toppled into a bog. We were lucky to get out.”


“Oh … the marsh four hundred meters back. I know it. But hell, it’s fifty meters off the road. You were plumb crazy to drive fifty meters off the road.”
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