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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 ONE


It was after one o’clock when Commodore Tancredi Dalton left his room. The lobby of the Ranking Officers’ Billet was crowded with military and civilian personnel: officers in uniform and mufti, high-level officials of the Department, newsmen, diplomats, a few wives and some less formal female companions. The air, Dalton thought, was somewhat like that of a cruise ship just before departure rather than of a military headquarters on the eve of action—although the impending “action” was, of course, to be merely fleet maneuvers in force, showing the flag in the vicinity of Piranha, to let the Hukk know that their activities in the area had not gone unnoticed.


CPO Bagarin, the Desk Officer, plump and obsequious, handed him a note as he signed out. It was written in an elegant feminine hand on faintly scented lilac paper:




If you’re not here by twelve thirty—then I suppose I’ll have to wait. Hurry, darling.


Arianne





“May I call a car for you, Commodore?” Bagarin inquired, reaching for a button.


“No thanks,” Dalton said. “I need the exercise.”


“Conditions in town today are a bit, ah, unruly, Commodore,” Bagarin said; his small eyes almost disappeared in the folds around them, though he was not a really fat man. His hand hovered over the button. “I’d better get a car round for you after all.”


“That’s thoughtful of you, Chief,” Dalton said. “But it won’t be necessary.” He turned away.


“But, sir—I’ve …” Bagarin’s petulant voice was lost in the hubbub of conversation as Dalton crossed to the twenty-foot-wide glass entry. He stepped through into the cool, slightly pepper-and-sawdust-smelling air of the world known as Aldo Cerise. The Deck Police guards on duty came to attention as he went down the broad steps. A large black groundcar with a CDT crest and a cased rank flag was parked in the street a few yards distant; Dalton saw the driver straighten, reach for the ignition switch. He continued on his way without pausing.


He heard the car’s turbines whirl up to speed. On impulse, he stepped into the shelter of a deep doorway and paused, miming the lighting of a cigarette. The big car rolled past, the driver scanning the crowd with an anxious expression. Dalton waited until the car turned left into Concordiat Way before emerging.


It was a bright, cool day. Aldo’s big, gentle, amber sun hung almost at zenith, shedding a soft technicolor light over the narrow street. The shops, manned by descendants of the settlers of two hundred years earlier, were open and doing a thriving business among the off-duty Naval personnel, hawking souvenirs, garish local handicrafts, quaint gift items, foods and shore clothes. The Terrans were conspicuous among the Aldans. The latter, while completely human, had evolved a distinct somatype: short-statured, dark-haired, with skin of an almost greenish tan. They had large mouths which seemed always to be open, displaying fine sets of large, square, brownish teeth. Some of the more enterprising of them plucked at Dalton’s arm as he passed, walking briskly up the slightly sloping street.


His route quickly took him out of the overcrowded quarter surrounding the ROB. He climbed a flight of wide, steep stone steps cut into what had once been a cliff under which the first settlers had established their town, emerged on a wide quiet avenue shaded by imported Terran linden trees. In their amber shade, he strolled past the demure facades of elegant shops and exclusive restaurants which catered to the diplomatic set whose grand residences occupied the crest above, glimpsed occasionally through the trees clothing the slope.


The Terran Embassy was a haughty glass front rising featureless among the more graceful structures that flanked it. A short black-surfaced drive swung in between stainless steel pillars, sweeping past the high, blank slab of the polished heowood door. On the portico, a Marine, gorgeous in the traditional blues, stood at rigid parade rest, white-gloved left hand behind him, right hand gripping the chrome-plated, ebony-stocked power rifle grounded beside his polished right toe. He snapped to and executed a rifle salute with the precision of a machine. Dalton nodded and went in.


There was no crowd here; a sleek young woman with a hushed voice directed Dalton to the lounge. In the dimness of the long, low room rank badges and jewels glittered; soft music provided an unobtrusive background to a murmur of well-bred conversation. The cool air smelled of mint and tobacco and expensive brandy.


Arianne was at a table at the far side of the room, surrounded by a group of well-fed men of middle age and beyond. Dalton recognized Arianne’s father, Senator Kelvin, large and bland; Rear Admiral Coign, small and spare; Vice Admiral Hayle, square and bluff; and a number of lesser Naval lights. There was also a pinch-faced civilian with shiny black hair who looked up sharply as Dalton came up. Kelvin greeted Dalton by name.


“So you didn’t really stand me up after all, darling,” Arianne said in her breathy contralto. She was a slender brunette with wide eyes and a soft mouth. In her colorful gauzy frock she looked very young and high-bred, like a fresh-blossomed prize crocus among cacti, Dalton thought.


“Let up on him, girl, he’s a busy man,” Kelvin said in the hearty manner he always employed among inferiors. His sharp black eyes were on Dalton’s. “I’m sure you gentlemen know the commodore by sight as well as by reputation,” he said to the others. He introduced the civilian as Assistant Undersecretary of Defense Lair.


“I take it you feel everything’s under control in your command, Dalton,” the rear admiral said shortly. His tone indicated he doubted it.


“I assure you I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t, sir,” Dalton said almost offhandedly as he took a seat beside the girl. She gave him a look which he thought was probably intended to be meaningful. And it wasn’t hard to guess the meaning:


Now, behave yourself—at least as long as Father’s beady eye is on you….


In return he gave her a deliberately ambiguous smile, and said, “Sorry to be late; last-minute details, you know.”


“Why do they always have to come up at the last minute, Tan?”


“They wouldn’t be last-minute details if they didn’t. By the way, Senator—did you send a car over to the billet for me, sir?”


“Why, no, I assumed—”


“I wasn’t complaining, Senator; just curious.”


“You’re commanding a flotilla, aren’t you, Commodore?” a youngish captain spoke up. “You don’t happen to have a slot open for a fire-eating gunnery officer, do you?”


“Ask the admiral,” Dalton said. “I just work here.”


“I’m still not at all sure,” Coign said testily, “just why it is that a flotilla was given to a man of your rank, Dalton.” He glanced at the civilian. “Don’t we have enough senior flag officers available to command our fleets, Mr. Undersecretary?”


“As to that”—the civilian started hesitantly—


“They gave Dalton his command because they’re smart enough back in the Department to know a good combat officer when they see one,” Admiral Hayle spoke up. “They don’t like him much, you understand, Fred; he makes too many waves; that’s why he didn’t get the stars to go with the job.” He winked at Arianne and finished his brandy at a gulp.


“The admiral’s just having his little joke, Mr. Lair,” the senator put in heartily. “He understands that the problems of the Joint Chiefs—”


“Never mind, Senator,” Hayle said genially, “I’m too old to fire, and I’ve got too many medals. They’d have to take ’em all back first, and that would be embarrassing all around, eh, Mr. Lair?”


“I don’t pretend to have the grasp of military matters that you professional officers do,” Lair snapped with surprising heat, “but I can assure you that department policy—whether it regards personnel or administration or operations—is not arrived at impulsively.”


“On that note,” Arianne said, “Tan and I will take our departure. Come on, Tan; I was ready for lunch half an hour ago.”


“You’ll find the prime ribs exceptional,” the senator said, rising as Arianne and Dalton got to their feet.


“I don’t want to eat in the stuffy old embassy dining room again, Tan,” the girl said. “Let’s go into the city somewhere. I want to see some of the real Aldo while I’m here.”


“I wouldn’t recommend that,” the senator said heavily. “The town’s swarming with sailors, and the kind who prey off them. No place for a young woman.”


“Tan will be with me,” Arianne said, almost reprimandingly. “I feel perfectly safe under his protection—even if he is a sailor.”


“Oh, for heaven’s sake, I didn’t mean—”


“I know what you mean, Senator,” Coign said sharply, “and I agree completely. Some of the men we’ve had to accept aboard our ships—draftees, reservists …”


“That’s the trouble with a war, isn’t it, Admiral?” Arianne said sweetly. “You have to have men to fight it.” The emphasis on “men” was slight but unmistakable.


“Now who’s baiting tigers?” Dalton asked as they made their way among the tables.


“Those old fuddies ought to be retired to a home for elderly spinsters,” she said, then laughed. “The look on Goldy Coign’s face was a prize; too bad I couldn’t frame it to hang over the mantel.”
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They paused in the foyer long enough for Dalton to make a call, then summoned down one of the spinners that hovered nearby, on call. Below them, the city was a sprawl of toy blocks spilled down the mountainside to the sea. The port was visible twenty miles away as a vast sugar-white rectangle, where here and there an intolerably brilliant spark glittered and winked.


“I suppose the fleet’s all ready to go,” Arianne said without enthusiasm. “What a terrible waste—all those men, all that superb equipment—sent out to risk being battered and smashed in a senseless war.”


“We have to face the Hukk now,” Dalton said, “or later, at a less favorable time.”


Arianne eyed him obliquely. “I never thought I’d hear you spouting the Hardline.”


“Not exactly the Hardline,” Dalton said, smiling. “The Dalton line.”


“It’s not the Navy line, either.”


“Agreed.”


“Tan, you’re going to destroy yourself yet with your stubborn insistence on having your own way. You’re a career man, not a … a Belt prospector! You have all the advantages of your position; why can’t you accept the limitations of it?”


“Maybe I have a different view of the advantages, so-called, and the limitations too,” Dalton said, not quite so genially.


“I’m sure you do, Tan,” Arianne said quickly. “I didn’t mean to imply irresponsibility. You’re the most responsible man I know. That’s just the point—you’re not responsible for Navy policy. Your function is to carry out orders.” She shook her head. “And I didn’t mean that the way it sounded, either, Tan. Navy policy isn’t evolved in a vacuum. Lots of good men—including the Council—have studied these things, probably far more exhaustively than you’ve had any opportunity to do—and they’ve evolved a course of action. It’s up to you to use your abilities—and the office they’ve entrusted to you—to carry out their policies. Anything else is—anarchy.”


“It’s not quite that simple,” Dalton said. “We like to simplify things, to try to scale complex matters down to a level we can understand. It’s helpful sometimes. I suppose if we weren’t able to do it, we’d never accomplish anything. But all the while we should remember: It’s simplification.”


The spinner deposited them on the roof of the Terran Club. They descended into the air-conditioned, scented, sound-proofed dining room and took a table on the glassed-in terrace overlooking the marketplace. The dinner was superb: Terran pheasant, mutant artichokes from Flamme, local greens and native kimnuts—one of the few indigenous products assimilable by the Terran metabolism.


“It was lovely, Tan,” Arianne said after coffee and brandy. “But it wasn’t really Aldo. I want to actually see the city; feel it, smell it, touch it.”


“It’s essentially a Terran town,” Dalton said. “The first settlers picked an uninhabited spot to plant their colony. It’s no more alien than a town in Morocco, say, or Laos. Maybe less.”


“What are the real native towns like?”


“They’re not what we’d call towns, really. Prairie dog villages, maybe; tunnels, burrows, grouped around water holes. They’re not very intelligent, you know; smarter than a porpoise or a chimp but low-grade moron by human standards.”


“We shouldn’t apply human standards to them,” Arianne said with feeling. “They’re not human—that’s what makes them so unique, so … valuable.”


“Emotionally, I agree with you. From a practical standpoint, we have to face the fact that they can only function at a certain level in the context of our technology—”


“Why should they have to function in the context of our technology? Why can’t we just … leave them alone? Let them develop in their own way?”


“The human race has reached a point where it has to expand into space. Planet-bound, we’ll choke in our own waste products, if not in this century, then in the next—or the one after. We have to live, and living means growth, and that implies expansion. A single planet can’t hold us, Arianne. We have to go out, or die.”


“Then maybe we want to die.”


“You don’t mean that,” Dalton said casually.


Arianne opened her mouth as if to retort, but hesitated, then shook her head.


“No—of course I don’t. But why are we here on Aldo? Why couldn’t we limit ourselves to totally uninhabited worlds? Why does our advantage have to mean some other race’s disadvantage?”


“You know as well as I do that worlds where we can live without artificial environment are rare, and every such world has evolved its own life—is the product of life.”


“Of course. I just wish somehow it were different.”


“So do I—in a way. And in another way, I accept the laws of nature. The fox is a beautiful animal. Without rabbits to live on, it would soon die out. That’s nature. Who are we to decide unilaterally that the order of nature is wrong?”


“So we just go on, perpetuating a dog-eat-dog—or a fox-eat-bunny—existence?”


“No—but we have to remember to make the distinction between what’s true and what we wish were true.”


Arianne shook her head dismissingly. “That’s enough deep conversation, Tan. I understand you—I think. I just hope the Navy brass does. Now—let’s go somewhere and have fun.”


Dalton signaled to a waiter, a “native” Aldan, who hurried over, showing his teeth in a smile. “I take it that by fun, you mean something unwise?” Dalton said after he had signed the chit.


“Naturally. Who wants to be wise all the time?”


“The old primate trait: climbing down out of a nice safe tree to see what it’s like out on the grassland among the lions.”


“Don’t talk about me as if I were an anthropological specimen,” Arianne said.


“But you are, my dear,” Dalton said. “And so am I. That’s what we have to keep in mind every time we’re tempted to play God.”


They left the club, took a native put-shaw down to the Old Town, a cluttered, cramped, colorful conglomerate of two-century-old prefabs and later-era stone and wood buildings. The crooked streets, lined with narrow shops redolent of Aldan cookery and inadequate drainage, were barely wide enough for two of the local power carts to pass, with much cursing of drivers. Arianne insisted on shopping the stalls on foot, gaily buying up local silks, carved bunstones and green wickerwork. The sun sank low in the sky; the thick, early dusk fell, submerging the street in umber shadows. Quite suddenly, the noise and the heat were gone; the shops put up their shutters; a cool breeze swept grit along the purplish cobbles.


“I’m tired,” Arianne said. “And hungry.” She clung to Dalton’s arm, and he felt her shiver. “Suddenly it seems so alien, so far from home. How could they ever have done it—the first settlers? To come out here, so far away—with the primitive technology of two hundred years ago—to leave it all behind and try to start over in a strange world—and not even this sad little town, then, to give them shelter.”


“They were brave, and tough—and desperate.”


“And now it’s all threatened by the Hukk. For the first time I’m beginning to see what the Hardline’s all about, Tan.”


“They did what they had to do. Now the Hukk are doing what they have to do. Our blunder was in not stopping them sooner—in using people like these as pawns.”


“I don’t understand you, Tan,” Arianne said, pulling away from him. She looked searchingly into his face. “Just when I think I do—I don’t.”


“Never mind; let’s do something about your appetite. Back to the Embassy—?”


“No … there.” She pointed to a gaudy illuminated sign hanging crookedly over the street, illustrating a man—obviously an Aldan—at cards with a horned and hoofed devil done in glowing red.


“The Pot’s Right is the most notorious dive in Old Town,” Dalton said. “I might have known you’d find it.”


“Don’t patronize me, Tan; you brought me here.” She tugged at his hand. “Let’s go.”
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The patron met them at the door, bowing in the curious lopsided Aldan way, ushering them through a beaded hanging into the noise and body warmth and spice odors of a room packed with humanity. The crowd here differed vastly from those at the ROB and the Embassy; enlisted Naval personnel, civilian labor contractees, a few tourists out for thrills, a scattering of Aldan settlers aping Terran ways. Tables—too many for the available space—crowded close around the undersized dance floor where couples jittered and bounced out of time with the orchestra, which played with visible but inaudible energy, drowned out in the din of voices, the clash of crockery, the scrape of feet.


Dalton passed a bill to the maître d’hôtel, who palmed it and led the way through the press to a surprisingly good table under a balcony, close to the dance floor. He bestowed large green-and-gilt menus with the motif of the card players, bowed, and was swallowed up by the press.


“It’s almost frightening,” Arianne said, leaning across to speak to Dalton—a move which emphasized the nice contour of her breasts, modestly covered in the demure dress she wore. “If I’d known—”


“You’d have been twice as eager to come. The food’s good, though. And the drinks are honest.”


Conversation was impossible. Dalton ordered, and the service was quick. The food was plentiful, delicately seasoned, flavorful: a potpourri of rice, vegetables, and the snow-white meat of a native marine creature. They ate and watched the crowd. The sailors were boisterous but good-humored; the local bouncers were swift and efficient. Dalton and Arianne finished eating, and he ordered a local liqueur.


A spotlight dazzled down from above; a PA-amplified voice announced the floor show. The head-waiter appeared, bustling along with a party of six in his wake: three large, well-dressed men with gray hair, enough alike to be brothers, and three women, one lean, two plump, all extravagantly gowned and jeweled. A table was produced and set up at the edge of the floor, decked in a twinkling with linen, china, silver, glasses. The newcomers were seated, with flourishes, completely blocking the view of the floor from an adjacent table occupied by four sailors and their dates.


“That was a dirty trick,” Arianne said, “putting those VIPs right in front of the boys.”


A blocky Naval rating at the occluded table pushed back his chair, caught the headwaiter’s sleeve as he passed.


“I paid you for a ringside table, Jack,” he said. “All we can see is backs.”


“Get your hands off me, sailor, unless you want me to have you and your whole party chucked out in the street,” the headwaiter snarled.


The six new arrivals pointedly gazed in the opposite direction, ignoring the byplay.


“It’s not that easy, Jack,” the stocky man said tightly. “I’ve got plenty of friends here—”


The headwaiter had made an unobtrusive highsign; suddenly there were half a dozen large waiters encircling the sailor. Dalton saw the glint of metal in the hand of one who was easing up beside the headwaiter. He rose quickly and caught the headwaiter’s wrist.


“Just a minute,” Dalton said in a voice that cut through the chatter. “You wouldn’t have been about to physically assault a member of the armed forces, would you, fellow?” He shook the man’s wrist; a small spraysule dropped to the floor and was instantly kicked away by another waiter.


“Tan,” Arianne said sharply, and subsided.


“What business—” the headwaiter started, rounding. He checked as he saw Dalton’s face. “Sir, I protest. This man was creating a disturbance; naturally I had to—”


“How much did you pay him for your table, Chief?” Dalton asked.


“Twenty bucks, sir.” The stocky man was eyeing him uncertainly, recognizing brass, not quite sure in what light his actions would appear.


“Better find room in the front row for his party,” Dalton said to the headwaiter.


“I’ll give him his money back. I never promised—”


“He doesn’t want his money back; he wants his table.” Dalton spoke quietly, smiling the while; the head-waiter glanced at him and away.


“You’ve got no right,” he said. “I don’t know who you are—”


“That can easily be rectified—if that’s the way you want it.”


The headwaiter glowered, turned angrily to his men, barked orders. They fanned out, leaning over diners’ shoulders to murmur smooth explanations, then sliding tables sideways, making room for the sailors. The latter grinned and made carefree saluting gestures toward Dalton and Arianne.


“They’re fine now,” Arianne said, “but we can’t see a thing.” She craned her neck.


“Sir …” The stocky man was beside Dalton again. “If you’n’ the lady would like to join us over at our table, you could see fine—thanks to you, sir.”


“Thank you, Chief,” Arianne spoke up. “We’d like to.”


The floor show was fast-moving, loud, colorful. The clientele loved it. There were cheers and whistles as the tiny, elfin stripteuse doffed her final wisp and pirouetted; oiled, shaved, totally nude in a pool of blue light. One of the large men at the adjacent table, applauding enthusiastically, jostled the sailor seated inches from him.


“Watch it, Clyde,” the latter called. The civilian gave him a lift of the eyebrow and turned away. A waiter, arriving with drinks for the party of six, pushed past the sailor, thrusting his rump hard against his chair as he leaned to serve the civilians. The sailor casually hooked a finger under the waistband of the waiter’s trousers and upended a drink in the gap thus created. The waiter howled and leaped. One of the plump women yelped, batting ineffectually at a drink which had been precipitated into her décolletage. Two of the men jumped up, throwing down napkins, both shouting at once:
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