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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




I


SOON THERE WOULD BE no sun in the planet Jethro’s sky and, taken, uprooted, ravaged, the planet would spin achingly through a man-made otherness towards an unwanted resurrection.


Colin Copping the first born of Jethro walked dreamily up from the lake in that pellucid dawn, walking consciously through the sunbeams from his sun Jezreel, knowing all argument finished and all pleading spent.


A month ago, at the end of spring, when the patiently transported and lovingly tended daffodils had been knotted over in Antheas’s garden patch, the Earthman had finished concreting out their chamber floating in molten magma at the planet’s core. Copping had experienced a traitorous excitement all during the placid winter as the Earthmen sent their borer down through the substance of Jethro. He had felt a closeness to all the scientific technology of the human galaxy then. He had been only sixteen Jethroan years old and that, as he had meticulously calculated with conscious belonging pride, made him seventeen and a quarter terrestrial years old; and the bitter humiliation of his elders had passed over him with a vague puzzlement. But now, on this last day, he felt all the trapped panic of a snared rabbit carried kitchenwards by twisted dangling legs.


Arnold Gunderson with his catch slung over one shoulder fell into step with Copping. They had known each other all their lives, had fought, quarreled, planned, sneaked off together. Their moccasins trod the trail silently.


“It’s today then.”


“Today.”


“Might not be so bad,”—Gunderson tried to inject a dead enthusiasm into his voice—“we get to ride in a spaceship—”


“I think if they could have done, they would have left us on the surface.” Copping spoke with slow deliberation.


“They couldn’t do that!” Gunderson puckered worried eyes at Copping. “We come back here … You think?”


“I don’t know what to think … All this … How can it ever be the same?” He had no need to gesture.


Beyond the Lapiz Lake, where they had just taken their last catch, the green and burgeoning slopes of the Mountains of Carmel Jones led upwards against the sky until they broke serenely in their cloud-clustering pinnacles of shining rock and shimmering snow. To the south, the land opened out, verdant and promising and empty. To the north, the country of Ebanemael, where the second colonist ship’s company had pitched their homes, stretched like the flank of a lazy well-fed cow humping comfortably against the mountains. Easy neighbors, the Ebanfolk, in their fat lands of corn and blue grass, friendly, laughing and quaffing hugely at the riotous fairs staged annually on the banks of the border river Yasmeen, that tumbled whitely to a grave slow-sliding placidity before merging into the estuary and the sea.


Copping knew this land and loved it, every winding thread of water interlacing the bending trees, the dim mysterious greenness of the forests, the errant flash of a startled faun with wide eyes blankly solemn, the smell of woodsmoke, the depth and intricacy of a sward of bluebells echoing the translucent blueness above.


This was the last day.


This was the day they moved the planet.


Through his moccasins he could feel the solid earth, the rounded bulge of the planet Jethro—his planet—and at the same time he imagined he could sense the purposeful, meaningless thrumming of the Terrans’ machinery at the heart of the world.


This afternoon they were taking his world away.


The unfairness of it all bewildered young Copping. His father and the other colonists had argued and pleaded and the siblings had looked on; but when they understood fully what was to happen, the blunt resigned anger of the small maltreated by the strong gave them pseudo-courage to carry on with their preparations for the renunciation of their birthrights.


The skein of rainbow trout slipped and the last fat juicy fish dragged in the dust of the trail. Copping hefted the fish higher, not caring that they pressed against his Lincoln green tunic and brown slacks. These fish were to be roasted and taken aboard the spaceship more as a symbol than as mere food. The Terrans being committed would take care of fellow humans, even though they were Earthpeople three times removed.


The trail broadened and the log houses of the town came into sight—a first view of home so familiar to Copping and Gunderson that they scarcely comprehended its uniqueness now; never again would they see their home just like this beneath the sun Jezreel.


“I hear the Ebanfolk tried to smash up the Terrans’ camp last night.” Gunderson spoke distantly, as though such antics were reserved for a crazed minority.


“Too late for that now.” Copping searched the people moving in the streets. He could feel a pain which the sight of their faces would bring. “It was always too late. Once the Terrans wanted this planet there was nothing we could do to prevent them taking it.”


Copping spoke with a quiet reserved viciousness that was all that was left of his hatred. “When they destroyed our radio, we thought that strange. What help could we ask for from the human galaxy? These men are the accredited agents of the Human government. They are obeying the law. The Ebanfolk, by fighting for what is theirs, are breaking the law.”


Gunderson’s thick fingers closed on his fish trident. “I would like—” he said, and stopped. He swallowed. “At last year’s fair I met an Ebanfolk and we talked. I thought him a braggart then. Now, I am not sure …”


They went down into their town, the town of Happy Landings, and saw the Terrans walking and talking to the people of Jethro as though they were not stealing their world from under their feet.


Gerban Arnouf watched them walk in, his hooded eyes heavy and impatient with the affairs of the galaxy; his thick body, clad in the impeccable green uniform of the Solterran Construction Service, ponderous with authority; his brain ever demanding functions of performance beyond the limits of a normally constituted human body. Gerban Arnouf was one of Caracci’s Young Men. Perhaps only Tung Chi Leslie could compete on equal terms with Arnouf, always providing, of course, that one excepted the brilliant phenomenon of Stephen Christopher Strang.


The sun Jezreel drew higher in the sky, casting blued-steel shadows onto the beaten square from crowding log houses, striking a brazen shaft from the town clock—the old ship’s chronometer they had set up as a permanent reminder of home. Before Jethro, home to them had been SGC Seven eight nine three Baker Four—or so Arnouf thought, vaguely, not caring. Whatever name the planet had borne interested him even less. These people had not driven their colonizing ships direct from Earth. That gave Gerban Arnouf all the power he needed.


He stood now watching the people make their last preparations for evacuation. His thick body and square fringe-bearded face seemed in their power to bear down with a physical force on the town of Happy Landings. Separated by a screen of local beobab trees the ships waited on the field. Terran ships. Ships of the SCS. Ships provided by Gerban Arnouf to take the people of Jethro into safety. He considered his own thoughtfulness and kindness and wondered if he was getting soft.


(Caracci said: “The welfare and interests of Solterra override every other interest in the galaxy.”)


Arnouf watched as Copping and Gunderson marched stiffly into their log house where the smoke of cooking fires indicated some barbarous rite before embarkation. Arnouf stroked his thick short black beard. He had provided standard space rations. The men and women of Jethro had proved a stiff-necked lot and he welcomed the day he would be quit of them.


But their planet was good.


Firm footfalls on the beaten earth brought Arnouf’s attention back; he knew this must be an Earthman walking arrogantly in his hard-heeled spaceboots and not a native Jethroan in soft silent moccasins. He turned to greet Commodore Pelling, graying, rough-faced, desperately trying to make rear-admiral and knowing in his heart he had failed. Arnouf had been Space Navy himself, before transferring to the SCS; but he allowed no hint of the knowledge that he, himself, would have made vice-admiral by now to cloud his dealings with this half-failure.


“All set and ready to go, sir, as soon as you give the word.” Pelling sweated a little, not so much from the Jezreel heat, Arnouf saw with malicious amusement, as from his own inner awareness of tension and lack of moral fiber to cope with problems not alphabetically listed in the Book.


“No trouble?”


Pelling shifted uncomfortably. “Camp three was attacked by the Ebanfolk last night—nothing serious,” he added quickly as he saw the thundercloud gather on Arnouf’s face. “More in the nature of a demonstration. We chivied them away—”


“Casualties?”


“Why—none.” Pelling appeared perplexed.


“These people need a lesson to drive home to them the seriousness of the situation. They have continually pestered me—me, Gerban Arnouf!—with their fatuous arguments. Well, we know how to deal with them.”


“Yes, sir.”


Arnouf braced his stomach muscles, shoving his thumbs down behind the wide synthileather belt supporting his twin Lee Johns. They were an affectation he sometimes despised himself for countenancing, and, yet, one he could not do without. The feel of the hard-ridged butts of the guns, their drag at his hips, reassured him. He spoke now reflectively.


“These humans have been on Jethro for nineteen years terran now, and they have accomplished virtually nothing! Despite their livestock, they appear to prefer a hunting culture. Decadent. Where are their universities, their transport networks, their drive into the future? They are regressing. It’s an old story. Too familiar to be painful any longer. As for their local customs—”


(Caracci said: “Respect a culture’s local traditions and customs and religions, but never, ever, allow them to interfere with the greater good of Solterra.”)


Pelling rubbed a hand down his clean-shaven jaw. He said carefully, “They’re pretty much like us, sir. Ordinary Earth-type human beings. They’re not even touched with a trace of Shurilala or Takkat blood, and that’s going about as far back in history as you can, without tangling with legends. They’re pure terrestrial—”


Commodore Pelling stopped speaking and swallowed. He had caught sight of Arnouf’s face and what he saw frightened him.


“I do not care, Commodore Pelling, if they are pure terrestrial or late-culture Utukku … We are here on Solterran government business. That is all that need concern you.”


“Yes, sir.”


“I am personally supervising the evacuation. As soon as you are off-planet I shall fly to the Shaft Camp and go down to the center. I shall give you the time you need to shift into FTL, and then I shall move planet. There must be no slipups.”


Pelling sweated, said, “There won’t be, sir. It’ll all go as smooth as the drill book.”


“Just see that it does, Commodore.”


A procession began to move from the shaded side of the square with a slow limp dignity that had no power to affect Gerban Arnouf. He watched, a tiny smile stirring his lips above the close beard. Commodore Pelling saluted and marched off, his boots cracking down louder than all the Jethroans’ silent moccasins together.


Arthur Copping, Colin’s father, walked in that procession; old silver-haired Rainscarfe; hatchet-faced Dirk Tiamat; Sven Gunderson, Arnold’s father; the elders and the citizens of property and repute, they walked in solemn silence towards Gerban Arnouf, the arbiter of their destiny.


Arnouf watched them come with cynical ease. This was just another chore he must finish out quickly and as smoothly as he might; even Caracci taught the benefits of polite diplomacy.


A crowd of women and children, young men, expectant girls, formed in the background of the scene, moving like undersea fronds at the whim of the moment; their clothes subdued in color, for they had laid away their bright garments on this day of sorrow.


No real fear of violence touched Arnouf; but his organizational instincts prompted him to call over his wrist-radio. “Captain Nogu, are your men in position?”


The voice in the speaker clipped behind his ear said firmly, “All in position, sir. We have both you and the demonstration in full view.”


Arnouf had no need to turn around to check the inconspicuous company of soldiers lounging at the far gate. They had screens and energy weapons set up there and they could drop a shield around Arnouf and crisp the Jethroans before the first native could unlimber his Carpenter. Native? Well—it was a natural thought; these people were little better than barbarians despite their terrestrial ancestry and their culture. His contempt for them grew as he waited for their approach.


Cracker-jawed, silver-haired Rainscarfe spoke for the men of Jethro. He had buried three sons in the earth of this planet and he was quite prepared to be buried beside them if needs be. Arnouf knew this. Therefore he acted with a little more discretion than perhaps otherwise he would have done.


“We ask you for the last time, Commissioner Arnouf. We traveled to this world from the world of our birth freely. We know Earth and love her as the progenitor of our people in the galaxy. We are pure terrestrial. There is no blood of Takkat or Shurilala or Pallas or Octo or any other of our allied once-alien friends in the galaxy running in our veins. We have lived here on Jethro beneath the sun Jezreel and made our homes here. All the future lies before us. Will you not reconsider? Think how you would feel if not hostile aliens but your own people, your own race, took away your most precious birthright! Have pity on us, Commissioner! Leave us our world and pick another from the uncounted billions afloat in the galaxy!”


“There is nothing left to say, old man. I’ve listened to you, as I need not have done. Now pack up your things and go aboard the spaceships.”


“But will you not—”


“No! I won’t! If you’re not aboard by noon then you will have to answer for the consequences.”


Arnouf turned heavily and marched off, erect and stiff, priding himself on handling the stupid natives with firmness and decision.


The delegation stared after him as though unmoved by this final clapping of the iron door on their hopes; for they had long since ceased to hope, and their final protest had been in the form of a ritual designed to placate their own conceptions of themselves as men.


In their turn they shuffled off over the beaten earth of the square. The women and children and young people watched them. Then, like a flock of birds turning in one master-commanded aerial evolution, they all swung away towards their houses to collect their possessions and file aboard the spaceships.


Anxious though he was to return to the shaft and descend again to the control chamber in the center of this planet, Gerban Arnouf felt compelled to stay to watch the departure of the colonists. Once rid of them, then, the whole lucidly organized power of the SCS could be used for its primary purpose. The incident of the colonists was an irritating sidetrack that might have ballooned into over-importance had he not handled the stupidity with firmness and decision.


Firmness and decision. Caracci would have liked that.


He had reached Captain Nogu and the gate and stopped for a moment to look with obvious inspection at the detail of soldiery. Nogu saluted. His thin tough face stared out from the steel embrasure of his helmet with all the blind arrogance of the perfect fighting machine. Nogu had once mentioned to Arnouf in conversation that he was married to a girl from the House of Longhi, with a ranch on that pleasant world of Solariadne, and Arnouf had been twice astonished; once that this soulless fighting machine could ever have loved and, once, again that he had had the impertinence to marry a daughter of one of the most powerful of terrestrial Houses.


The soldiers stood with awkward betraying tenseness, conscious of the eye of the Commissioner upon them. Their dark green and brown combat armor, their bulbous helmets, the lean sinewy strength of their weapons, all conspired to indicate very plainly what they were. Fighting Men. Dangerous. Handle With Care.


Arnouf said pleasantly, “Everything is going splendidly, Captain. Rather a holiday for your men, really.”


Nogu said, “Yes, sir.” He said it dutifully; but despite all his own innate knowledge of authority, his own powers here—and elsewhere—Arnouf felt the chill of blank fighting ferocity chained by obedience and Regulations chafe at him like rough-scrubbed bark. A breed apart—soldiers.


He walked on, out towards the space field. Commodore Pelling’s little fleet of little ships—Arnouf had not employed large freighters—waited shining bravely in the sunshine from Jezreel.


The speaker behind his ear buzzed and a cool voice said, “Attention. Attention. Bogey on screen orbiting planet-wards. Condition Orange.”


Arnouf lifted the wrist-radio and was about to call in when the speaker burped and said, “Bogey translated. SCS cruiser Archimedes. Captain Morley Christopher Landsdowne. Condition Green.”


Arnouf said, “Control—this is the Commissioner. Have you contacted Archimedes yet?”


“Not yet, sir. Ident signals coming in—yes, here we are. Hooking you direct through on audio. Stand by.”


A hiss and then the strong authoritative voice of a space captain. “This is Captain Landsdowne, SCS Archimedes. Clear for landing at Happy Landings?”


The Duty Officer aboard Pelling’s flagship, where the pick-up and ident had been made, cut in before Arnouf could speak. “Cleared for touchdown on Happy Landings’ field. You’ll have to make it snappy. Departure is scheduled for noon local. Two hours.”


Now what, wondered Arnouf, was a Solterran Construction Service cruiser doing here, now? He had enough ships. Too many for his own peace of mind. He decided to postpone flying to the shaft and instead see this Christopher Landsdowne. A man from the House of Christopher. H’mm. If he knew Stephen C. Strang at all there might be news of that personage. Arnouf didn’t care for Strang in any but one way: the object of complete competition.


The brisk walk out to the field tingled up his muscles and he felt an obscure disappointment when the Duty Officer, having spotted him on his ground screen, sent off a flier to pick him up. The flier pilot—flamboyantly bulky in his unnecessary fur-collared short coat—whipped the little craft up to the airlock nestled on the starboard flank of Pelling’s flagship, SCS Anaximenes.


“The next time, if there is a next time you fly me, pilot,” growled Arnouf, “handle your craft with more common sense and less nonsense. You are no longer an overgrown child playing with an expensive toy.”


The pilot’s neck grew red behind the thick collar.


He had the sense to say only, “Yes, sir.”


Arnouf stepped through the airlock, hoping he would not find anything too complicated for him to handle. He intended to shift Jethro and nothing was going to stop him; but the advent of this SCS cruiser was no chance. Something had brought her across the gulfs of a hundred and ninety light-years to Jezreel.


He had no idea what that reason could be as he stepped through to the flagship’s control room to wait for the visiting cruiser’s captain to flit across. As Commissioner of the SCS he had supreme power on this planet. He had no idea what Archimedes wanted and, truly, as he hunched impatiently before the lock, he did not care.


Even when the lock opened and Captain Landsdowne stepped through, Arnouf did not know; even when he saw Stephen Christopher Strang following the captain, Arnouf still did not know.




II


STEPHEN CHRISTOPHER STRANG, from the day he had first realized the fact, had always taken a huge and secret delight in the exact parallel of his initials with those of the Solterran Construction Service. He was a man like that. He found his pleasures inwardly, looking warmly to the secret little titillations that exposure to the real galaxy would have blasted and shredded away in ridiculousness. SCS. Yes, he liked that.


He had started life, like so many other first-rank men, in the Terran Survey Corps. But that distinguished and extremely ancient body had had its functions drastically altered over the past century with the fruition of Caracci’s ideas. Now the SCS garnered with scientific brush and pan the galactic crumbs dislodged by the TSC. The roles had been reversed.


Now, as he stepped aboard Captain Pelling’s flagship, SCS Anaximenes, he prepared to brave once more the rigors of full Space Navy procedures and traditions and stuffiness.


As he had said on the way across to Morley Landsdowne, “I suppose we’ll have to heel-click and salute and mumbo-jumbo nineteen to the dozen, Mori. Why the Service can’t train and maintain enough spaceship crews itself, I really don’t know. Thank goodness, I don’t have to put up with a space navy crew.”


Landsdowne’s swarthy reckless face had creased into a smile. “Think yourself lucky, Steve. Caracci likes you. He doesn’t necessarily like all his Young Men.”


His footfalls soft on the deck, Strang followed Landsdowne into Pelling’s control cabin. Pelling shuffled forward, smiling, holding out his hand.


“Captain Landsdowne! This is a pleasure. May I flick for refreshments?”


“Thank you, sir; but not right now.” Landsdowne saluted and expertly contrived to insert himself into the background as Strang moved forward. Pelling smiled uncertainly and then shook hands with Strang. Strang smiled bleakly and said, “Commodore Pelling. Thank you. Ah—Gerban. Nice to see you again after so long.”


Gerban Arnouf took the proffered hand. He had tensed up as soon as Strang had come aboard. Strang let the smile spread on the inside of his face; he kept just the hint of a polite official smile distending his lips.


(Caracci said: “Use your emotions as weapons; never, ever, let them interfere with the good of Solterra.”)


“Welcome aboard, Stephen. You’ve come from Earth?”


“Not directly. I called back at Solishtar before coming on here to see you.”


“To see me? That was very—nice.”


Strang decided to let Arnouf off lightly. He would gain no pleasure from tormenting the man.


“I saw Caracci. He asked me to convey his compliments to you.”


“Thank you—”


“I suppose you have not yet heard of my promotion. I made Chief Commissioner—”


Strang had to stop then and use a tissue to cover the embarrassment he felt at the enormous outpouring of feral hate and thwarted ambition bursting from Arnouf; the man’s face had drained of blood and a gray falcon head stared forth in place of the bearded bull. Strang disposed of the tissue and said, “I suppose one of us three would have to make Chief first, Gerban. You, me, or Tung Chi Leslie. And he’s out past the Vermilion Cluster at the moment, a clear eighty light-years further out than we are now.”


Strang knew quite clearly what Arnouf wanted to say. “Leslie Tung was parsecs off in space, I was also working in space, on the job; but you, Stephen Strang, were crawling around Caracci at Headquarters on Earth, licking up for your promotion.”


Oh, yes, that was what Arnouf wanted to say.


Arnouf said, “Congratulations, Stephen. I’m sure you deserve the honor.”


Which wasn’t bad, Strang decided tolerantly, as a backhander, considering.


“Everything’s going fine here, I’m confident, Gerban.”


Ease the situation out of sight and carry on with the business. He had told Arnouf face-to-face; and that was all he had come for. Arnouf, too, would realize that. He might even, in that ferret-like brain of his, allow Strang some gratitude for being told directly, man-to man, instead of being left to find out when Service orders were next promulgated.


“Yes. We’ve finalized the drive. The control chamber is more or less, within the prescribed degrees, at planet center. We can begin to move this afternoon. Deadline for planet clear is noon, local.”


“Sounds very competently done, Gerban. Not that I expected anything else. You have a large number of ships on the field. Surprising. No troubles?”


“None.”


“Yes, well, then …”


A pause.


Then, “You have—other—business in these parts?” Arnouf forced a smile; it hurt him.


Strang wished the man hadn’t asked that; it showed a lack of delicacy. Hadn’t he come all this way just to tell Arnouf that he had made Chief? Didn’t the man appreciate that?


“Nothing that can’t wait. I’d like to hold off in space a few diameters out and watch you move planet. That’s one sight a man can never tire of.”


“No.”


“I suppose as soon as this assignment is over you’ll call in for a few weeks on Solisis? Does a man good to go home now and then.”


“I expect I shall.” Arnouf’s frigidity was now growing to be an embarrassment to Strang. He had come in friendship; surely they weren’t going to have a scene now?


Strang moved gently towards the bank of screens showing surrounding space, the extent of this planet to its horizons, the links with central chamber and the shaft camp with the other temporary camps. All very efficient—as was natural with any of Caracci’s Young Men.


Strang tried to throw off the uneasy feeling of being an interloper. After all, he did out-rank everyone else on-planet. He had never cared much, or so he had imagined, for rank and title; and even the heady thrill of excitement he had experienced back on Earth, when Caracci had croaked at him that he was now a Chief Commissioner, had been rigidly suppressed.


But he had every right to do as he wished now. He could order and command and it would be done. Power he knew corrupted, or so they said. Perhaps it was as the man said that only immunity corrupted. Whatever it might be, so far, Strang had escaped that tarbrush and he had enough humility left to pray he would continue to escape.


He looked at the screens, a last idle glance before he took Morley Landsdowne back to Archimedes and they spaced out.


On the landing field small figures ran. They ran fleetly, with a lightness and grace new to him. Intrigued, he asked for the magnification to be stepped up. At once the leading figure snapped into close focus.


Strang stared with amazement.


Even as he stared the first explosion boomed up, outside, not coming through the speakers, an explosion outside the ship and shattering in with immediate stunning surprise.


A speaker buzzed and a voice said, “Captain Nogu. Two idiots have burst through onto the field. They’re harmless but they have explosives—”


Viciously, Arnouf cut across the words. “Crisp them!” he shouted savagely.


Strang had seen that magnified figure on the screen. He had taken in the green tunic, the fawn slacks, the soft moccasins. He had seen the long flame rifle that belonged in a museum. He had noticed the throwing arm, well-used, he surmised, to throwing rocks to stun rabbits, hurl a clumsily-bundled package of explosives against the lower fins of the ship. He had seen all that in the space of a single heartbeat.
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