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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.







THE GRANDFATHERS’ WAR




I.


“… No man can be fully efficient if he expects praise or appreciation for what he does. The uncertainty of this reward, as experienced, leads to modification of one’s actions to increase its probability … If a man permits himself the purpose of securing admiration, he tends to make that purpose primary and the doing of his proper work secondary. This costs human lives …”


Manual, Interstellar Medical Service. Pp. 17-18.


The little Med Ship seemed absolutely motionless when the hour-off warning whirred. Then it continued to seem motionless. The background-noise tapes went on, making the small, unrelated sounds that exist unnoticed in all the places where human beings dwell, but which have to be provided in a ship in overdrive so a man doesn’t go ship-happy from the dead stillness. The hour-off warning was notice of a change in the shape of things.


Calhoun put aside his book—the manual of the Med Service—and yawned. He got up from his bunk to tidy ship. Murgatroyd, the tormal, opened his eyes and regarded him drowsily, without uncoiling his furry tail from about his nose.


“I wish,” said Calhoun critically, “that I could act with your realistic appraisal of facts, Murgatroyd! This is a case of no importance whatever, and you treat it as such, while I fume whenever I think of its futility. We are a token mission, Murgatroyd—a politeness of the Med Service, which has to respond to hysterical summonses as well as sensible ones. Our time is thrown away!”


Murgatroyd blinked somnolently. Calhoun grinned wryly at him. The Med ship was a fifty-ton space-vessel—very small indeed, in these days—with a crew consisting exclusively of Calhoun and Murgatroyd the tormal. It was one of those little ships the Med Service tries to have call at every colonized planet at least once in four or five years. The idea is to make sure that all new developments in public health and individual medicine will spread as widely and as fast as can be managed. There were larger Med craft to handle dangerous situations and emergencies of novel form. But all Med Ships were expected to handle everything possible, if only because space travel consumed such quantities of time.


This particular journey, for example: An emergency message had come to Sector Headquarters from the planetary government of Phaedra II. Carried on a commercial vessel in overdrive at many times the speed of light, it had taken three months to reach Headquarters. And the emergency in which it asked aid was absurd. There was, said the message, a state of war between Phaedra II and Canis III. Military action against Canis III would begin very shortly. Med Service aid for injured and ill would be needed. It was therefore requested at once.


The bare idea of war, naturally, was ridiculous. There could not be war between planets. Worlds communicated with each other by spaceships, to be sure, but the Lawlor interplanetary drive would not work save in unstressed space, and of course overdrive was equally inoperable in a planet’s gravitational field. So a ship setting out for the stars had to be lifted not less than five planetary diameters from the ground before it could turn on any drive of its own. Similarly, it had to be lowered an equal distance to a landing after its drive became unusable. Space travel was practical only because there were landing grids—those huge structures of steel which used the power of a planet’s ionosphere to generate the force-fields for the docking and launching of ships of space. Hence landing grids were necessary for landings. And no world would land a hostile ship upon its surface. But a landing grid could launch bombs or missiles as well as ships, and hence could defend its planet, absolutely. So there could be no attacks and there could be defense, so wars could not be fought.


“The whole thing’s nonsense,” said Calhoun. “We’ll get there, and we’ve been three months on the way and the situation is six months old and either it’s all been compromised or it’s long forgotten and nobody will like being reminded of it. And we’ve wasted our time and talents on a thankless job that doesn’t exist, and couldn’t! The universe has fallen on evil days, Murgatroyd! And we are the victims!”


Murgatroyd leisurely uncurled his tail from about his nose. When Calhoun talked at such length, it meant sociability. Murgatroyd got up, and stretched, and said, “Chee!” He waited. If Calhoun really meant to go in for conversation, Murgatroyd would join in. He adored pretending that he was a human. He and his kind imitated human actions as parrots imitated human speech. Murgatroyd! frisked a little, to show his readiness for talk.


“Chee-chee-chee!” he said conversationally.


“I notice that we agree,” said Calhoun. “Let’s clean up.”


He began those small items of housekeeping which one neglects when nothing can happen for a long time ahead. Books back in place. Files restored to order. The special-data reels Calhoun had been required to study. Calhoun made all neat and orderly against landing and possible visitors.


Presently the breakout clock indicated twenty-five minutes more in overdrive. Calhoun yawned again. As an interstellar service organization, the Med Service sometimes had to do rather foolish things. Governments run by politicians required them. Yet Med Service representatives always had to be well-informed on problems which appeared. During this journey Calhoun had been ordered to read up on the ancient insanity once called the art of war. He didn’t like what he’d learned about the doings of his ancestors. He reflected that it was lucky that such things couldn’t happen anymore. He yawned again.


He was strapped in the control-chair a good ten minutes before the ship was due to return to a normal state of things. He allowed himself the luxury of still another yawn. He waited.


The warning tape whirred a second time. A voice said, “When the gong sounds, breakout will be five seconds off.” There was a heavy, rhythmic tick-tocking. It went on and on. Then the gong and a voice said: “Five—four—three—t—”


It did not complete the count. There was a tearing, rending noise and the spitting of an arc. There was the smell of ozone. The Med Ship bucked like a plunging horse. It came out of overdrive two seconds ahead of time. The automatic, emergency-rockets roared and it plunged this way and changed course violently and plunged that, and seemed to fight desperately against something that frustrated every maneuver it tried. Calhoun’s hair stood on end until he realized that the external-field indicator showed a terrific artificial force-field gripping the ship. He cut off the rockets as their jerkings tried to tear him out of his chair.


There was stillness. Calhoun rasped into the spacephone:


“What’s going on? This is Med Ship Esclipus Twenty! This is a neutral vessel!” The term “neutral vessel” was new in Calhoun’s vocabulary. He’d learned it while studying the manners and customs of war in overdrive. “Cut off those force-fields!”


Murgatroyd shrilled indignantly. Some erratic movement of the ship had flung him into Calhoun’s bunk, where he’d held fast to a blanket with all four paws. Then another wild jerking threw him and the blanket together into a comer, where he fought to get clear, chattering bitterly the while.


“We’re noncombatants!” snapped Calhoun—another new term.


A voice growled out of the spacephone speaker.


“Set up for light-beam communication,” it said heavily. “In the meantime keep silence.”


Calhoun snorted. But a Med Ship was not an armed vessel. There were no armed vessels nowadays. Not in the normal course of events. But vessels of some sort had been on the watch for a ship coming to this particular place.


He thought of the word “blockade”—another part of his education in the outmoded art of war. Canis III was blockaded.


He searched for the ship that had him fast. Nothing. He stepped up the magnification of his visionscreens. Again nothing. The sun Canis flamed ahead, and below, and there were suspiciously bright stars which by their coloring were probably planets. But the Med Ship was still well beyond the habitable part of a sol-class sun’s solar system.


Calhoun pulled a photocell out of its socket and waited. A new and very bright light winked into being. It wavered. He stuck the photocell to the screen, covering the brightness. He plugged in its cord to an audio amplifier. A dull humming sounded. Not quite as clearly as a spacephone voice, but clear enough, a voice said:


“If you are Med Ship Esclipus Twenty, answer by light beam, quoting your orders.”


Calhoun was already stabbing another button, and somewhere a signal-lamp was extruding itself from its recess in the hull. He said irritably:


“I’ll show my orders, but I do not put on performances of dramatic readings! This is the devil of a business! I came here on request, to be a ministering angel or a lady with a lamp, or something equally improbable. I did not come to be snatched out of overdrive, even if you have a war on. This is a Med Ship!”


The slightly blurred voice said as heavily as before:


“This is a war, yes. We expected you. We wish you to take our final warning to Canis III. Follow us to our base and you will be briefed.”


Calhoun said tartly:


“Suppose you tow me! When you dragged me out of overdrive you played the devil with my power!”


Murgatroyd said, “Cheep” and tried to stand on his hind legs to look at the screen. Calhoun brushed him away. When acknowledgment came from the unseen other ship, and the curious cushiony drag of the towing began to be felt, he cut off the microphone to the light-beam. Then he said severely to Murgatroyd:


“What I said was not quite true, Murgatroyd. But there is a war on. To be a neutral I have to appear impressively helpless. That is what neutrality means.”


But he was far from easy in his mind. Wars between worlds were flatly impossible. The facts of space travel made them unthinkable.


Yet there seemed to be a war. Something was happening, anyhow, which was contrary to all the facts of life in modern times. And Calhoun was involved in it. It demanded that he immediately change all his opinions and all his ideas of what he might have to do. The Med Service could not take sides in a war, of course. It had no right to help one side or the other. Its unalterable function was to prevent the needless death of human beings. So it could not help one combatant to victory. On the other hand it could not merely stand by, tending the wounded, and by alleviating individual catastrophes allow their number to mount.


“This,” said Calhoun, “is the devil!”


“Cheep,” said Murgatroyd.


The Med Ship was being towed. Calhoun had asked for it and it was being done. There should have been no way to tow him short of a physical linkage between ships. There were force-fields which could perform that function—landing grids used them constantly—but ships did not mount them—not ordinary ships, anyhow. That fact bothered Calhoun.


“Somebody’s gone to a lot of trouble,” he said, scowling, “as if wars were going back into fashion and somebody was getting set to fight them. Who’s got us, anyhow?”


The request for Med Service aid had come from Phaedra II. But the military action—if any—had been stated to be due on Canis III. The flaming nearby sun and its family of planets was the Canis solar system. The odds were, therefore, that he’d been snatched out of overdrive by the Phaedrian fleet. He’d been expected. They’d ordered him not to use the spacephone. The local forces wouldn’t care if the planet overheard. The invaders might. Unless there were two space fleets in emptiness, jockeying for position for a battle in the void. But that was preposterous. There could be no battles in unstressed space where any ship could flick into overdrive flight in the fraction of a second!


“Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun querulously, “this is all wrong! I can’t make head or tail or anything! And I’ve got a feeling that there is something considerably more wrong than I can figure out! At a guess, it’s probably a Phaedrian vessel that’s hooked on to us. They didn’t seem surprised when I said who I was. But—”


He checked his instrument board. He examined the screens. There were planets of the yellow sun, which now was nearly dead ahead. Calhoun saw an almost infinitely thin crescent, and knew that it was the sunward world toward which he was being towed. Actually, he didn’t need a tow. He’d asked for it for no particular reason except to put whoever had stopped him in the wrong. To injure a Med Ship would be improper even in war—especially in war.


His eyes went back to the external-field dial. There was a force-field gripping the ship. It was of the type used by landing grids—a type impractical for use on shipboard. A grid to generate such a force-field had to have one foot of diameter for roughly every ten miles of range. A ship to have the range of his captor would have to be as big as a planetary landing grid. And no planetary landing grid could handle it.


Then Calhoun’s eyes popped open and his jaw dropped.


“Murgatroyd!” he said, appalled. “Confound them, it’s true! They’ve found a way to fight!”


Wars had not been fought for many hundreds of years, and there was no need for them now. Calhoun had only lately been studying the records of warfare in all its aspects and consequences, and as a medical man he felt outraged. Organized slaughter did not seem a sane process for arriving at political conclusions. The whole galactic culture was based upon the happy conviction that wars could never happen again. If it was possible, they probably would. Calhoun knew humanity well enough to be sure of that.


“Cheep,” said Murgatroyd inquiringly.


“You’re lucky to be a tormal!” Calhoun told him. “You never have to feel ashamed of your kind.”


The background information he had about warfare in general made him feel skeptical in advance about the information he would presently be given. It would be what used to be called propaganda, given him under the name of briefing. It would agree with him that wars in general were horrible, but it would most plausibly point out—with deep regret—that this particular war, fought by this particular side, was both admirable and justified.


“Which,” said Calhoun darkly, “I wouldn’t believe even if it were true!”




II.


“Information secured from others is invariably inaccurate in some fashion. A complete and reasoned statement of a series of events is almost necessarily trimmed and distorted and edited, or it would not appear reasonable and complete. Truly factual accounts of any series of happenings will, if honest, contain inconsistent or irrational elements. Reality is far too complex to be reduced to simple statements without much suppression of fact …”


Manual, Interstellar Medical Service. P. 25.


He was able to verify his guess about the means by which interstellar war became practical, when the Med Ship was landed. Normally, a landing grid was a gigantic, squat structure of steel girders, half a mile high and a full mile in diameter. It rested upon bedrock, was cemented into unbreakable union with the substance of its planet, and tapped the ionosphere for power. When the Med Ship reached the abysmal darkness of the nearest planet’s shadow, there were long, long pauses in which it hung apparently motionless in space. There were occasional vast swingings, as if something reached out and made sure where it was. And Calhoun made use of his nearest-object indicator and observed that something very huge fumbled about and presently became stationary in emptiness, and then moved swiftly and assuredly down into the blackness which was the planet’s night-side. When it and the planetary surface were one, the Med Ship began its swift descent in the grip of landing grid-type force-fields.


It landed in the center of a grid—but not a typical grid. This was more monstrous in size than any spaceport boasted. It was not squat, either, but as tall as it was wide. As the ship descended, he saw lights in a control-system cell, midway to the ground. It was amazing but obvious. The Med Ship’s captors had built a landing grid which was itself a spaceship. It was a grid which could cross the void between stars. It could wage offensive war.


“It’s infernally simple,” Calhoun told Murgatroyd, distastefully. “The regular landing grid hooks onto something in space and pulls it to the ground. This thing hooks onto something on the ground and pushes itself out into space. It’ll travel by Lawlor or overdrive, and when it gets somewhere it can lock onto any part of another world and pull itself down to that and stay anchored to it. Then it can land the fleet that traveled with it. It’s partly a floating dry dock and partly a landing craft, and actually it’s both. It’s a ready-made spaceport anywhere it chooses to land. Which means that it’s the deadliest weapon in the past thousand years!”


Murgatroyd climbed on his lap and blinked wisely at the screens. They showed the surroundings of the now-grounded Med Ship, standing on its tail. There were innumerable stars overhead. All about, there was the whiteness of snow. But there were lights. Ships at rest lay upon the icy ground.


“I suspect,” growled Calhoun, “that I could make a dash on emergency rockets and get behind the horizon before they could catch me. But this is just a regular military base!”


He considered his recent studies of historic wars, of battles and massacres and looting and rapine. Even modern, civilized men would revert very swiftly to savagery once they had fought a battle. Enormities unthinkable at other times would occur promptly if men went back to barbarity. Such things might already be present in the minds of the crews of these spaceships.


“You and I, Murgatroyd,” said Calhoun, “may be the only wholly rational men on this planet. And you aren’t a man.”


“Cheer!” shrilled Murgatroyd. He seemed glad of it.


“But we have to survey the situation before we attempt anything noble and useless,” Calhoun observed. “But still—what’s that?”


He stared at a screen which showed lights on the ground moving toward the Med Ship. They were carried by men on foot, walking on the snow. As they grew nearer it appeared that there were also weapons in the group. They were curious, ugly instruments—like sporting rifles save that their bores were impossibly large. They would be— Calhoun searched his new store of information. They would be launchers of miniature rockets, capable of firing small missiles with shaped charges which could wreck the Med Ship easily.


Thirty yards off, they separated to surround the ship. A single man advanced.


“I’m going to let him in, Murgatroyd,” observed Calhoun. “In war time, a man is expected to be polite to anybody with a weapon capable of blowing him up. It’s one of the laws of war.”


He opened both the inner and outer lock doors. The glow from inside the ship shone out on white, untrodden snow. Calhoun stood in the opening, observing that as his breath went out of the outer opening it turned to white mist.


“My name is Calhoun,” he said curtly to the single dark figure still approaching. “Interstellar Medical Service. A neutral, a noncombatant, and at the moment very much annoyed by what has happened!”


A gray-bearded man with grim eyes advanced into the light from the opened port. He nodded.


“My name is Walker,” he said, as curtly. “I suppose I’m the leader of this military expedition. At least, my son is the leader of the … ah … the enemy, which makes me the logical man to direct the attack upon them.”


Calhoun did not quite believe his ears, but he pricked them up. A father and son on opposite sides would hardly have been trusted by either faction, as warfare used to be conducted. And certainly their relationship would hardly be a special qualification for leadership at any time.


He made a gesture of invitation, and the gray-bearded man climbed the ladder to the port. Somehow he did not lose the least trace of dignity in climbing. He stepped solidly into the air lock and on into the cabin of the ship.


“If I may, I’ll close the lock-doors,” said Calhoun, “if your men won’t misinterpret the action. It’s cold outside.”


The sturdy, bearded man shrugged his cape-clad shoulders.


“They’ll blast your ship if you try to take off,” he said. “They’re in the mood to blast something!”


With the same air of massive confidence, he moved to a seat. Murgatroyd regarded him suspiciously. He ignored the little animal.


“Well?” he said impatiently.


“I’m Med Service,” said Calhoun. “I can prove it. I should be neutral in whatever is happening. But I was asked for by the planetary government of Phaedra. I think it likely that your ships come from Phaedra. Your grid ship, in particular, wouldn’t be needed by the local citizens. How does the war go?”


The stocky man’s eyes burned.


“Are you laughing at me?” he demanded.


“I’ve been three months in overdrive,” Calhoun reminded him. “I haven’t heard anything to laugh at in longer than that. No.”


“The … our enemy,” said Walker bitterly, “consider that they have won the war! But you may be able to make them realize that they have not, and they cannot. We have been foolishly patient, but we can’t risk forbearance any longer. We mean to carry through to victory even if we arrive at cutting our own throats for a victory celebration! And that is not unlikely!”


Calhoun raised his eyebrows. But he nodded. His studies had told him that a war psychology was a highly emotional one.


“Our home planet Phaedra has to be evacuated,” said Walker, very grimly indeed. “There are signs of instability in our sun. Five years since, we sent our older children to Canis III to build a world for all of us to move to. Our sun could burst at any time. It is certain to flare up some time—and soon! We sent our children because the place of danger was at home. We urged them to work feverishly. We sent the young women as well as the men at the beginning, so that if our planet did crisp and melt when our sun went off there would still be children of our children to live on. When we dared—when they could feel and shelter them—we sent younger boys and girls to safety, overburdening the new colony with mouths to feed, but at the least staying ourselves where the danger was! Later we sent even the small children, as the signs of an imminent cataclysm became more threatening.”


Calhoun nodded again. There were not many novas in the galaxy in any one year, even among the millions of billions of stars it held. But there had been at least one colony which had had to be shifted because of evidence of solar instability. The job in that case was not complete when the flareup came. The evacuation of a world, though, would never be an easy task. The population had to be moved light-years of distance. Space-travel takes time, even at thirty times the speed of light Where the time of disaster—the deadline for removal—could not be known exactly, the course adopted by Phaedra was logical. Young men and women were best sent off first. They could make new homes for themselves and for others to follow them. They could work harder and longer for the purpose than any other age-group—and they would best assure the permanent survival of somebody! The new colony would have to be a place of frantic, unresting labor, of feverish round-the-clock endeavor, because the time-scale for working was necessarily unknown but was extremely unlikely to be enough. When they could be burdened further, younger boys and girls would be shipped—old enough to help but not to pioneer. They could be sent to safety in a partly-built colony. Later smaller children could be sent, needing care from their older contemporaries. Only at long last would the adults leave their world for the new. They would stay where the danger was until all younger ones were secure.


“But now,” said Walker thickly, “our children have made their world and now they refuse to receive their parents and grandparents! They have a world of young people only, under no authority but their own. They say that we lied to them about the coming flare of Phaedra’s sun: that we enslaved them and made them use their youth to build a new world we now demand to take over! They are willing for Phaedra’s sun to burst and kill the rest of us, so they can live as they please without a care for us!”


Calhoun said nothing. It is a part of medical training to recognize that information obtained from others is never wholly accurate. Conceding the facts, he would still be getting from Walker only one interpretation of them. There is an instinct in the young to become independent of adults, and an instinct in adults to be protective past all reason. There is, in one sense, always a war between the generations on all planets, not only Phaedra and Canis III. It is a conflict between instincts which themselves are necessary—and perhaps the conflict as such is necessary for some purpose of the race.


“They grew tired of the effort building the colony required,” said Walker, his eyes burning as before. “So they decided to doubt its need! They sent some of their number back to Phaedra to verify our observations of the sun’s behavior. Our observations! It happened that they came at a time when the disturbances in the sun were temporarily quiet. So our children decided that we were overtimid; that there was no danger to us; that we demanded too much! They refused to build more shelters and to clear and plant more land. They even refused to land more ships from Phaedra, lest we burden them with more mouths to feed! They declared for rest; for ease! They declared themselves independent of us! They disowned us! Sharper than a serpent’s tooth …”


“… Is an ungrateful child,” said Calhoun. “So I’ve heard. So you declared war.”


“We did!” raged Walker. “We are men! Haven’t we wives to protect? We’ll fight even our children for the safety of their mothers! And we have grandchildren—on Canis III! What’s happened and is happening there … what they’re doing—” He seemed to strangle on his fury. “Our children are lost to us. They’ve disowned us. They’d destroy us and our wives, and they destroy themselves, and they will destroy our grandchildren—We fight!”


Murgatroyd climbed into Calhoun’s lap and cuddled close against him. Tormals are peaceful little animals. The fury and the bitterness in Walker’s tone upset Murgatroyd. He took refuge from anger in closeness to Calhoun.


“So the war’s between you and your children and grandchildren,” observed Calhoun. “As a Med Ship man—what’s happened to date? How has the fighting gone? What’s the state of things right now?”


“We’ve accomplished nothing,” rasped Walker. “We’ve been too softhearted! We don’t want to kill them—not even after what they’ve done! But they are willing to kill us! Only a week ago we sent a cruiser in to broadcast propaganda. We considered that there must be some decency left even in our children! No ship can use any drive close to a planet, of course. We sent the cruiser in on a course to form a parabolic semiorbit, riding momentum down close to atmosphere above Canopolis, where it would broadcast on standard communication frequencies and go on out to clear space again. But they used the landing grid to strew its path with rocks and boulders. It smashed into them. Its hull was punctured in fifty places! Every man died!”


Calhoun did not change expression. This was an interview to learn the facts of a situation in which the Med Service had been asked to act. It was not an occasion in which to be horrified. He said:


“What did you expect of the Med Service when you asked for its help?”


“We thought,” said Walker, very bitterly indeed, “that we would have prisoners. We prepared hospital ships to tend our children who might be hurt. We wanted every possible aid in that. No matter what our children have done—”


“Yet you have no prisoners?” asked Calhoun.


He didn’t grasp this affair yet. It was too far out of the ordinary for quick judgment. Any war, in modern times, would have seemed strange enough. But a full-scale war between parents and children on a planetary scale was a little too much to grasp in all its implications in a hurry.


“We’ve one prisoner,” said Walker scornfully. “We caught him because we hoped to do something with him. We failed. You’ll take him back. We don’t want him! Before you go, you will be told our plans for fighting; for the destruction, if we must, of our own children! But it is better for us to destroy them than to let them destroy our grandchildren as they are doing!”
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