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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.


      




BOOK ONE




chapter one


THE SWING DOORS OPENED AND TWO MEN AND A WOMAN came into the foyer. At the far end of a long passage Raigmore moved away from the list of theater shows which he had been scanning and went slowly toward the elevators, not looking up. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the two men sit down by the swing doors and the woman come toward the elevator, toward him.


He looked up at her when it was natural to look at her, and stared frankly because that was natural too. Anything else would have been unnatural. She was twenty-three and obviously somebody. The mere fact that she wore no badge, coming straight off the street, would have been sufficient reason for him to stare at her. Her beauty was another, and the probability that he had recognized her as Alison Hever was a third.


So as they came together, Raigmore ambling casually and Alison walking briskly, she had no reason to notice him specially, despite his obvious interest in her, until it became clear that he was also going up in the elevator. She checked her stride slightly so that she could take the elevator he didn’t, for no reason except that White Stars generally avoided even the most fleeting personal contact with strangers who might know or guess that they were White Stars. There was no obstinacy about it; when Raigmore also checked himself and bowed her into the elevator in front of him she smiled pleasantly and stepped inside without hesitation.


Raigmore raised his eyebrows inquiringly as the doors slid shut: “Fourteenth,” she said. She had noticed his black badge now. Even in her, the sight of the badge produced caution and a certain distrust. Who could trust a Black?


The caution was understandable. Who could trust a Black? Nobody. Not even another Black.


As the elevator moved smoothly upward, Raigmore said abruptly: “I’m Eldin Raigmore. I suggest you remember the name, Alison, because one day you’ll marry me.”


It was the kind of thing that was only to be expected of a Black. Alison wasn’t surprised. She smiled faintly but did nothing and said nothing. Only when she stepped out on the fourteenth floor did she acknowledge Raigmore’s existence again.


“I liked the way you said that and nothing more,” she admitted. Her manner was easy and pleasant, with only a hint of ironic amusement. “It suggested an understanding of tactics that’s lost in a Black. Why not take the Tests, Raigmore?” Her voice, inevitably, became more ironic as she went on: “If you should turn out to be a White Star—why, then, what you said is probably correct.”


She walked along the corridor, but at the corner she paused for a moment and looked back at him over her shoulder, curiously. There was something about the way she did it that showed that curiosity was one of her main characteristics. She was curious about everything, interested in everything. Even Eldin Raigmore.


He knew what she was doing in the hotel. She was going to visit Gloria Clarke, a friend of hers—and, as any friend of a White Star was likely to be, high in the Test ranks. Gloria was a Yellow Star, three grades below Alison—but still in the top one per cent of one per cent of one per cent.


Raigmore went down in the elevator again. That was all he intended to do for the moment. Eldin Raigmore now existed. After all, one didn’t have to prove existence. A White Star knew Eldin Raigmore existed, and that, for the moment, was good enough.


Later it would seem strange that no record of Eldin Raigmore existed before two days ago—May 23. That was something which still had to be dealt with, a problem to which a solution had to be found.


He met Fred Salter in the foyer. Like Alison, Salter didn’t know him from Adam. In his two days of reconnoitering Raigmore had made sure that no one who mattered or might matter, like Alison or Salter, had had a chance to notice him. Now he was ready. It was time for them to notice him.


He made sure he got in Salter’s way so that they had to be conventionally polite, apologizing and stepping aside, and Salter had to look at him.


“Sorry,” said Salter. “My fault for not looking where you were going.”


Raigmore knew that was meant to be humor, but he wasn’t sure enough of what humor actually was to attempt to answer in the same vein. He grinned instead, knowing that was a natural reaction when anyone made a joke, and stepped past Salter.


Salter had seen someone outwardly not unlike himself—a tall man of about twenty-five, dark-haired, blue-eyed. The likeness was not startling and quite fortuitous; still, Salter would remember him.


Salter, presumably, was also going up to see Gloria Clarke, who was either a girl friend or a relative of his. Raigmore didn’t know which. If Salter hadn’t met Alison Hever before, he would meet her now. Possibly Alison would mention her encounter with Raigmore and they would discuss him. All the better.


Raigmore looked curiously at the two men who waited by the doors. He did it so that they became interested enough to examine him.


They were not exactly a bodyguard, these two. Senseless crime was rare these days. Theft, no—it wasn’t senseless to steal when you thought you could get away with it. Shoplifting, safebreaking, car stealing—these things were still done, though they weren’t the flourishing professions they had once been, and had to be done much more carefully. But murder was another thing. To have anything to gain from murder you had to have a lot to lose. And these days you were practically certain to lose it.


So these men weren’t around to guard Alison against assassins. Except in a police state, assassination is always very easy for a competent killer. They were there because a White Star, and particularly Alison Hever, the only living White Star under forty, often needed protection from her admirers.


Having stared at the men and made them notice him, Raigmore went through the swing doors into the street. His task proper was begun.


When he was well clear of the building, on his way back to the modest hotel at which he was staying, a girl who had been waiting detached herself from a wall and fell into step beside him. Raigmore paid no attention. He had never seen her before.


“No, you don’t know me,” the girl agreed with his unspoken thought. “I’m supposed to contact you. And take orders from you.”


She was a tiny blonde, as beautiful as Alison in a mass-produced sort of way, but without a suggestion of the qualities that made Alison a White Star. She wore the Purple Cross. That was her rating for life. Being a Purple Cross, she could be absolutely free in her manner, her dress, her talk, her attitude to life. She wore a plastic dress over a lopsided slip that was all modesty on the right and immodest to the current limit on the left.


As a Purple Cross she was above the Browns and Blacks and Grays and Purple Circles—above most of the population of the world, in fact—and yet not so high in the Test hierarchy that she had to be careful about what she did, or care much what people thought about her. She was high enough to be proud and free, but not high enough to be fettered again by the natural responsibility of all leaders of men and women.


Raigmore remained silent.


“May 23,” said the girl. “Four miles from Millo. A wood. I was there, watching, but I’d been told not to identify myself to you at once. Only to follow you around, get in touch with you when you seemed ready, and do anything you say.”


“You did it well,” Raigmore remarked. “While I was watching others I never suspected that I was being watched myself.”


“You had to find things out. I didn’t. I only had to see where you went.”


Raigmore decided to accept her on her own valuation. He had known there would be others but that he was the leader. Acceptance didn’t mean much. There was no need to tell her anything.


“You will do anything I say,” he observed. “With what limitations?”


“None,” she replied emotionlessly. “And with no questions.”


“Murder?” he asked casually.


“Of course.”


“Do you know of any others?”


“Yes. A woman and a man. But they will introduce themselves to you. They don’t concern me. I take orders from you, unless you tell me I am to take them from someone else.”


It was all very cold and businesslike. And therefore, somehow wrong. Dimly, hazily, Raigmore recognized the missing factor.


“We have been talking,” he said evenly, “as if we didn’t belong to this planet. Or to this race.”


She hesitated, then nodded. “So we have.”


“What’s your name?”


“Peach Railton.”


“Well, Peach, the part you seem to have chosen looks right. From now on, play it. All the time. Even when you’re alone with me. Understand?”


She understood. She obeyed. There was a subtle, immediate change in the way she held her body, in the glints in her eyes. She had become what she looked, with the consummate precision of the trained spy of any race—first observing, then imitating.


There was still something missing, but Raigmore couldn’t tell her about that. He didn’t know about it. It was missing in him too.


He knew a lot, and he was rapidly learning more from books, novels, newspapers and his own observation. He knew all about all the emotions—anything about them that could be written down.


But he had never experienced emotion. So he didn’t see, as Alison or Salter might have seen, that while Peach acted her part flawlessly there wasn’t a shadow of feeling behind it.




chapter two


THE TESTS WERE TRUSTED. THEY WERE NEARLY PERFECT—most people thought they were perfect. But perfection is incapable of improvement, and the Tests were still changing and being improved, if but slightly. Any test of human capacities can be trustworthy only to a little less than the current limit of human capacity, and it was not until many Whites had passed through the Tests, and each produced his thesis on the system, that the top limits of the Test territory began to approach the lower regions in completeness and efficiency.


Fred Salter was still In Test, for he had come to Earth from Mars only fairly recently, and Mars so far had no Test facilities. Raigmore went to the same Tests Depot as Salter, without any concrete plan for making use of the circumstance. He might meet Salter again, but that would be left to chance.


A girl attendant was reading a magazine as he entered. She laid it down and stood up. On the desk in front of her was a little stand with her name on a card—Sally Morris. She didn’t ask what he wanted. There was only one thing he could want. She was going to ask “What stage?” but then Raigmore turned so that she could see his black badge.


She looked faintly surprised. She was an intelligent-looking girl. All Test operators had to be intelligent, but most of them were unambitious and patient. She wore a plain white coat, like a doctor. It bore no badge. She had to tell people who were In Test what to do. It might be a little awkward if she was wearing, say, a purple star and ordering about Orange Circles.


“How much do you want to do today?” she asked.


“Just the first Test.”


“Very well.” She led him to a small booth with a thick, soundproof door. It contained nothing but a chair and a keyboard with a blank screen behind it.


“Your name is …?”


Raigmore gave it. She didn’t ask for his address. Later more details would be wanted, but the first Test didn’t call for them.


It was supposed to be impossible to fool the Tests. He could have come in wearing any badge he liked, plus the green, and said he wanted to start at the appropriate stage; but the results would show the fraud.


The girl held out her hand. It took him a second or two to realize what she wanted. Then he reached to his lapel and removed the black badge. He was no longer a Black—no longer Untested. He would never wear the black again.


“When the screen lights up,” the girl told him, “you will press any of these buttons, as you wish, one at a time. Your score will show in the screen. Watching it, you will attempt to increase it by operating the buttons. At the end of ten minutes you’ll hear a buzzer and the screen will register your final score. That’s all.”


She gave him a card containing in detail what she had said. Then she turned to the door.


“You have five minutes now to think about this Test,” she said. “Then the screen will light up.”


She went out quietly and closed the door.


Raigmore had a certain theoretical knowledge of the Tests, that was all. It was confined to what one could read about them in an encyclopedia. There was a lot in the encyclopedia, but nothing that would help anyone to do the Tests better than he would in ignorance.


He considered the first Test. It must be principally an estimate of intelligence. He thought it was likely that he could pass the entire series with high distinction, and he had already decided he must be full out from the beginning. It might surprise the operator that a man who had no previous Test record and was obviously at least twenty-five should make an astonishingly high score in this preliminary Test, but that couldn’t be helped. Knowing as little as he did about the Tests, he could not afford to try to double-cross them, doing well but not too well.


Sooner or later as he proceeded with the Tests the authorities would want to know about his past record, as he climbed higher and higher. He would have to do something very soon to build up some sort of history behind him. The fact that his life had begun on May 23 was inadmissible.


Presumably Peach Railton had also had a short history, though not quite as short as his. But it didn’t matter much that the previous history of a Purple Cross was shrouded in mystery. A Purple Cross didn’t have such talent that her past must be outstanding or even very interesting.


Raigmore’s trump card was the way the Tests were trusted. On that his whole strategy rested. If it were a question of believing the Tests or almost anything else, the Tests were to be believed.


But the screen had lit up, and now all that concerned him was how to perform his Test.


Before him was a block of buttons arranged in a square, fifteen to a side—225 of them. He pressed the button at the bottom right-hand corner, knowing a system must emerge. The screen showed the figure 10. He touched the button immediately above, and the figure changed to 9. The button above that dropped the score to 8.


Pressing buttons at random would obviously result in a low score. The purpose was to find a system. Any system was better than none, despite the screen’s warnings. He touched the fourth button in the row. The screen showed 11.


Rapidly he repeated the series from that point. The score dropped twice and then jumped three, as before. He could plod on with the same system, and no doubt many people did.


But the challenge of the Tests was that they were no easier the second time. That must mean that each Test was unique, and that instruction by someone who had taken the Test would not help. The pauses must be measured, and there must be something measuring mental effort, so that if anyone tried to perform the Test by rote it would immediately be obvious. The light seemed normal, but perhaps encephalographic patterns were being computed as he sat there.


He tried various series. He discovered rapidly that the more complicated a series the higher it scored. At the same time, a simple series continued to afford results, but the more subtle ones refused to register after two or three repetitions.


He tried two buttons at once to check a theory that breaking the simple rules would count against him. On the contrary, his score mounted. He tried again, with the same result. Thereafter he went back to one button at a time. Obviously on the third or fourth breach of the rule, or possibly just at the end, his score would drop. It was legitimate to test every possibility, but not to follow it out in defiance of the rules. If that were legitimate, the Test itself would be a fraud.


He was wholly concentrated on the struggle with the machine when the buzzer sounded. The score was 3964—his final, irrevocable score, if the Test was to be trusted. Certainly if he took the Test again, at some other center and under a different name, he could operate the buttons more effectively. But then, apparently, the machine would discover by his encephalographic pattern that he had taken the Test before or had been instructed by someone who had. It was an interesting problem.


The girl came in almost immediately and surveyed the score. Raigmore watched her intently. It was perfectly possible that he had achieved a score hitherto regarded as purely theoretical. On the other hand, it was possible that he had done very badly. But if that was the case, he had been set to do an impossible task, lacking the necessary mental equipment.


Sally Morris seemed a little surprised, but by no means startled.


“Well, how did I do?” Raigmore asked, grinning a little anxiously, as he knew people did under these circumstances.


She didn’t stall. “Quite well. It will come out in future Tests.”


“Have I got this right—I have to take the Tests until you tell me to stop?”


“I or some other operator. Those who drop out at each stage are told the positions open to them, and may take them or not as they wish. But there is nothing open, through the Tests, to anyone whose record is not complete. You may continue any time you wish, here or elsewhere, but to find your position you must continue. In any case, this is a preliminary Test and everyone takes further Tests.”


He rose from the chair in the booth. “I may be here tomorrow. Is that all right?”


The girl shrugged. “It’s entirely up to you. Today, tomorrow, next year. You obtained your present employment outside the Tests system?”


“I have no present employment.”


“Oh, I see. If you have some secret …” She paused and fixed him with her eyes, eyes that had a certain power he hadn’t noticed before. “It is only fair to warn you that sooner or later the Tests will discover it.”


She gave him a green badge. It was an interim badge, to show that he was In Test, no more. Raigmore fixed it in his lapel.


“I wonder,” he said.


He had a little of the feeling of curiosity and a tiny flash, a mere impression, of fear. He didn’t examine them. He thought that for an instant there had been something wrong with one of the functions of his body. It didn’t occur to him then that that had been a moment of supreme significance.




chapter three


CONSIDERING HOW LITTLE RAIGMORE KNEW, IT WAS DANGEROUS to have anything to do with the Hevers. Raigmore knew that perfectly swell. It was no autocracy, in which a man like Alexander Hever could be surrounded by men who could kill and get away with it. No, that wasn’t the danger.


Alexander Hever and his daughter were both White Stars. It had never happened before like that; Hever’s child was likely to be a White or at least a Yellow, but no family previously had contained two White Stars in such close relationship.


To take an important secret into the presence of White Stars was like carrying petrol through fire. A White Star had the kind of mind that could work out a whole history from a single clue. Where a Brown would correlate two facts and educe a theory, a White Star would link thousands of facts, accept and discard hundreds of theories, go out for and find precisely the facts he now needed, and come up with a whole which was stronger than any of its parts.


Nevertheless, it was essential to Raigmore’s plans that he should bring his existence forcibly to the notice of Alison Hever and keep it there. She hadn’t forgotten him, he could be sure of that. As far as she was concerned he was, however, merely a Black with typical Black delusions. It was now necessary to demonstrate to her that he could plan and execute a plan, and to tell her he was In Test. Thereafter she would keep herself informed about him. How he accomplished this was unimportant, so long as it was successful.


He watched the Hever house for the rest of the day. It wasn’t ostentatious. Just a house. The guard system, Raigmore noticed again, was only operated to ensure reasonable privacy.


Getting into the house was easy enough for anyone who had the pattern. Anyone, at any rate, with Raigmore’s abilities. He had seen three people in the garden. Each of them, during the afternoon, had taken the same route—a curious route which could only mean that there was a selenium-cell network in operation. When it began to get dark Raigmore followed the same route, quickly and confidently, made the same gesture that everyone else had made before the door he had chosen, and went inside. There could have been something he had missed; there wasn’t. The essence of really good planning was that the execution was easy and unspectacular to the point of anticlimax.


He spent the evening in Alison’s bedroom, waiting patiently. He might have been discovered then—if so, he would merely have identified himself casually as Eldin Raigmore, waiting for Alison, with no explanation as to how he got there, and played the rest as it came.


But no one came near the bedroom. Alison was out at some party—he had seen her go before he walked into the house. She would be late. So much the better.


He read a book until it became too dark. He couldn’t put on the light—someone might see it. In the gloom he prowled about, picking up things and peering at them. Anything he could learn about Alison might be useful.


There was very little to learn, however. On one side of the bedroom was a dressing room, on the other a bathroom. Everything was spotless, well designed and comfortable, but there was no evidence of luxury. The homes of Reds, Raigmore knew, were generally full of labor-saving devices. Apparently Whites didn’t mind having to rummage in drawers for things instead of having them delivered by chute, or reaching out for light switches instead of controlling them by word commands, or having to soap and dry themselves instead of being washed and dried automatically, without effort, at the touch of a button.


The clothes in the dressing room told him nothing. There were plenty of them, but not enough to indicate vanity or extravagance. No peculiarity of taste emerged. There was a preponderance of informal clothes and sports outfits, but after all Alison was athletic and only twenty-three, so that was to be expected. Even in colors she seemed to have no particular preference. Alison’s wardrobe was that of a beautiful girl who was entirely sane about clothes.


Such books as there were about were merely reference books—dictionaries, directories, yearbooks, check lists. There were no odds and ends. The only thing that seemed a little out of place in a bedroom was a coffee percolator. But it was exactly what it seemed to be—Raigmore examined it to make sure.


When at last he heard Alison, Raigmore went into the shower closet off the bathroom and waited there.


After a while she came into the bathroom. He saw her vaguely through the frosted glass and heard her brushing her teeth.


He stepped out silently. “Hello, Alison,” he said.


She turned slowly. She was wearing a pale green negligee. Unhurriedly she rinsed her mouth. For all the surprise she showed, she might have known all the time that he was there.


“I’ve seen you before,” she said coolly. “I wonder where?”


But she was merely playing for time. She knew where.


“Ah,” she said, admitting it. “The Black—Raigmore. But you’re not a Black any more. You’re In Test. I suppose you realize that means I can find you afterward?”


He nodded. “Will you want to?”


“Certainly, if only to demonstrate to you that you can’t walk into people’s houses and hide in their bathrooms like this.” She spoke reprovingly, an adult talking to a small, impudent boy. But there was a hint of interest and amusement in her voice. None of fear or anxiety.


“That would need proof,” Raigmore observed. “It’ll only be your word against mine that I was here. That should count, I know. But in the eyes of the outmoded legal system the word of a White Star is still only the word of an individual.”


“You won’t even get away.”


“I don’t agree with you. If I ensure your silence I think I can get away quite easily. But I’d better reassure you. I’m here only to talk. Admittedly, if you screamed I should have to knock you unconscious. But I’m sure you’d scream only as a last resort.”


She nodded. “True enough. Screaming ill-treats the vocal cords. Well, while you tell me what you want, let’s have some coffee.”


“And leave evidence that I was here?”


Alison grinned. “It was worth trying. You don’t mind if I have some, do you?”


Raigmore decided she just liked drinking coffee. “Not in the least,” he said.


“That’s very kind of you. Now what was it you wanted?”


“I want you to take a good look at me. I also want to remind you that one day you’ll marry me.”


“Oh, Lord,” said the girl resignedly.


“You aren’t expected to be impressed. You’re only supposed to remember.”


“You should continue taking the Tests,” Alison told him, looking up from the coffee machine. “Then do as the operator recommends.”


“That,” said Raigmore, “is exactly my intention. Whether psychiatric treatment will be recommended is another matter.”


She glanced round at him shrewdly. “You mean there is a purpose behind this apparent insanity?”


“I’ve given you all the information I intended to give you. Except this. I got in here undetected to speak to you, which is a matter of some difficulty. I am also going to get away without trouble, and you won’t be able to prove I was ever here. That’s a small demonstration that I’m not just an ordinary Black.”


“I had a vague suspicion of that even at the time,” she admitted. “You interested me, for some reason. Something different about you. You realize I’ll take this as a challenge? If I can find some way of getting you arrested I will.”


“Naturally. Don’t rely on a lie detector at any trial you can arrange, though. There are ways of getting around a lie detector. You know that.”


“Yes, but I find it surprising that you know. Or that you think you can do it.”


“It’s not the only thing about me that will surprise you. Now I must tie you up and gag you.”


Alison laughed aloud. “In such a way that it will look as if I tied myself up?”


“No. With myreline cord, soluble in air.”


Myreline was stable for only a short time in air. Oxygen in any mixture, air included, turned it in a short time into a harmless, brittle oxide which fell to dust at a touch. It would leave evidence, but only of myreline—not that Alison had ever been tied by another person.


Raigmore moved swiftly, and Alison opened her mouth to scream. But she was far too late. Raigmore was holding her mouth so that only strangled sounds came out. Most rooms were soundproof anyway.


He had to use all his strength to gag her and bind her without leaving marks which would corroborate her story. He left her on the bed, tied so that she couldn’t throw herself to the floor.


“That will hold you just long enough,” he said, “for your coffee to get ready.”


He was startled when he saw she was trying to laugh. But there was nothing peculiar about the percolator. Apparently he had said something funny by mistake. He would have to study humor more closely.


He got out of the house as easily as he had entered it. It was rather a silly game he had played out. But his whole plan was a game, a game that had to be played under several sets of rules at once, and under certain disadvantages that he had to keep to himself.




chapter four


THE NEXT DAY HE TOOK THE SECOND TEST. IT WAS AGAIN WITH the buttons; this time it was a memory test. Two hundred and twenty-four of the buttons had to be matched, and the last used to open the door. Sally Morris told him that some people took hours to get out of the booth. If he wished to give up the Test at any time, he was to press a button on the door.


Each button now showed a number on the screen—quite independent of the numbers of the day before. Only one number appeared at a time, and when random or systematic pressing of numbers brought up a number previously noted, both were pressed together and both were eliminated from the test. The object was to eliminate the 112 pairs as quickly as possible, marks coming off when any button was touched more than twice. It was a simple game, but it was designed to reveal a lot.
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