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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


THIS is the story of one member of the Terran Survey Corps. His name is Loftus Tait. There are many men of his stamp in the Corps; men who possess a deep and unshakable conviction that what they are doing has a meaning in face of the great unknowns, men who, recognising the transience and minuteness of humankind, yet believe that Man has a destiny among the stars.


Tait would never admit these things. However close he may draw to another person—and whilst recognising his own reserve and shy diffidence he is still a warm and sympathetic human being—he could never bring himself to a declaration of the values that guide his life. Inarticulate in the hidden realms of human relationships he has the power to arouse and hold instinctive affection, and the unmistakable aura of comradeship and leadership is plainly visible to all who meet and serve him.


But no man-made service is perfect and in the most stringently supervised organisation the small, odd but terrifyingly potent spanner drops all too often among the smoothly oiled machinery. Strange and alien planets can warp a man’s mind and debauch him of his manhood even after years of loyal and psycho-cleared service among the stars. Carelessness can smash a ship down on a rocky world as easily as any Cerberus-like monstrosity spawned of children’s fiction. Baulked ambition, thwarted love, fanatical belief in too narrow a field of vision—all these can bedevil and destroy a survey scout picking her way through the dust of the Galaxy among alien stars and alien planets.


To the men like Tait quietly being briefed in Central Planning aboard base ship Saumarez, all these possible tragic emergencies form a sort of background noise effect to their immediate and pressing thoughts; they are aware of their responsibilities, have assessed them, filed them, and now give all their brains over to the next assignment.


They have the sustaining strength of tradition. The Terran Survey Corps has worked among the stars for generations. Men like Tait have served the Corps faithfully for years. Tait’s great grandfather voyaged in a small ship directly from Earth seeking new planets. Not for him or his crew was there the refinement and luxury of a base ship equipped like a small world; these six men took their frail craft across the parsecs and set down as and when they could, and worked at their jobs, and came back—if they were lucky.


Some were not so lucky. …




Chapter One


Never mind what star it was—that isn’t important. Don’t bother to seek a name for the planet—that doesn’t matter. Admit that the planet was Earth-sized, with safe terrestrial type air and continents and seas and a Go type star shining happily down; but this pleasing catalogue does not signify. The world was about as like Earth as you’d expect to find in a few parsec’s flight among the sifting dust of the Galaxy; about how a wooden leg resembles and does duty for a man’s own flesh and sinew and bone and muscle. But none of that’s important.


A spaceship dropped on stilts of fire to the surface. That was about as important as a tin can landing on a rubbish dump.


Six men descended from the airlock and stood on space-weary legs and surveyed the alien landscape.


They were important.


Six men who had lived, eaten, slept, breathed, worked together. Six human beings who had been cooped up in a metal shell skyrocketting across nothingness from one lump of mud to another.


Metal and plastic and glass and earth and trees and all the clever-clever tricks of science, meeting for the one and only end of putting six very ordinary but very important men upon the surface of a world different from that of their birth.


Not because they had crossed the millions of miles of dust-strewn journeyings were they important; they were important because they were men.


The first of these men to set foot upon the alien planet was the captain. He stood there quite still, quite silently, breathing long and slow, looking about, and the creases beside his eyes puckered against the alien sun.


Silently, the other five men dropped down the ladder to stand beside him.


Away off to the north the hills rose, slumbrous, purple, hazy across the great plain. Dust puffed across the plain, sere brown whirlpools rising and falling; a breeze tufted the men’s hair and rustled past them to stir and set talking the myriad leaves of the forests at their backs.


“Well, skip, we made it,” said McGarrity, the engineer, ugly-faced, carroty-haired and smiling. “But twill be a miracle if we see old Earth again.”


The captain did not reply. Lenson, the geologist, taut and pimply and soured by too much space, did that for him.


“Why keep yapping about Earth, McGarrity? We’ve three more planets to survey yet. If you can’t keep your stinking engines running we’ll all—”


“Sure ye will! And when you’re screaming your guts out in the wreck you’ll all still be blaming McGarrity.”


The other crewmen were spreading out, going about their prepared tasks on this alien world. The doctor and Shepkin, the biophysicist, were trundling out instruments and Sam, the flier pilot, was cooing over his craft. The three men—captain, McGarrity and Lenson—were left standing beneath the fin of the rocket. The captain stood between the other two, dark, unsmiling, feeling the flow of strength from his body into the needs and weaknesses of the five men he commanded and for whom he was responsible.


Lenson said Savagely : “We should have been given first rate engineer.”


“And who’re ye to pick on me?” demanded McGarrity. “I’m a first class engineer and you darn well know it.”


“This crate’s been shaking like a child with Venusian rot-fever.”


The captain—critically—let them spew it out, allowed each to lance the other’s boil of frustration and fear and pent up fury. When the time was ripe, he would step in with soothing medicaments and the harsh back to work orders.


“I tell you this, Lenson, so help me. The engines’ll take five more periods of maximum thrust. I’ll not guarantee one more.”


“Three planets left—” Lenson was starting to say.


“And,” said the captain, moving forward so that his bulk filled the others’ eyes. “We’d all like one of those five periods to be during our planetfall on Earth.” He motioned with his hand. “There’s all this world to be looked at. You’re part of the team to do that, Lenson. And you, McGarrity, have your engines to look at. Suppose we all think about our jobs, huh?”


“Sure, skip,” said Lenson at once. He began to collect his gear from the stack at the foot of the ladder.


“Work,” McGarrity said, both hands on his hips. “Always work. It’s just a job, sure it is. Hopping from one planet to the next, measuring, ruling, collecting, writing reports. This job is one for the suckers, all right.”


“I wouldn’t say that,” remarked the captain, easily.


McGarrity swung towards the ladder. “What you say goes, skip. But I still think the job’s just a job, surely; not like that maniac Lenson. He’ll do himself an injury one day, if someone else doesn’t do it first,” he finished darkly as he went up the rungs.


Work went on. The T.S.C. worked until an assigned task was completed; then they tackled the next. On their second morning on the planet the doctor cornered the captain under one of the branching fins of the rocket. The pitted metal gouged the red dust that had sifted over the calcined areas. The sun threw strong shadows. Dust blew finely. The feeling of being terrestrials on a planet that wanted nothing of them was thick in the air.


“Results show promise, skip?” The doctor had the professional slickness of his tribe; but beneath that veneer smouldered a fierce resentment against undead tribal gods that had survived ten years of Terran Survey Corps service.


“Sure.” The captain described small circles with his toe in the dust. “Sure. Those forests back there are full of wildlife and timber. The plains ahead full of minerals and with a little landscaping can fill with corn. Oh, sure, this is a number one planet, fair enough.”


“I just gave Lenson a checkup,” said the doctor, not inconsequentially. “Physically he’s as sound as a Venturi fresh from the Lunar yards.”


“But …?”


“Bee in his bonnet about our assignment. Wants to fight McGarrity, personally, so’s we carry on.”


“I see.”


“Can we, skip? I mean, is McGarrity right? Must we return to Earth prematurely?”


“Sam’s taking his flier eastwards today, Doc. I’d rather like you to go along with him.” The captain pushed himself upright from the rocket’s fin. He allowed a small friendly smile to form on his face. “Trip out in the fresh air do you good.”


“Wilco, skip,” said the doctor. He walked away. Watching him go, the captain allowed his little smile to fall to pieces.


When Sam’s flier, bearing the doctor, had vanished high in the serene and ominous blue, the captain went looking for the one man who did not ask questions that had no answer this side of sanity.


“Hi, Shep,” he said, walking up and squatting on an upturned sample case. “How’s it coming?”


“Figure we ought to set down somewhere in that forest. Find us a nice clearing.”


“Tricky, Shep. Landing into a forest—you never know what’s underneath till you touchdown. Then it might not be what you expect.”


“The ground car ventilation blew out yesterday. I got roasted coming back.” Shepkin stretched, leaning back, revealing on his makeshift dissecting table the small naked body on which he had been working. “Still—I found this’n.”


The captain looked with compassion at the tiny body. “I know you always like to dissect one specimen right down to check on anything—unusual—right away,” he said, “but I always prefer it when you just slip ’em into bottles.”


Shepkin shook his overlarge head, bending back to continue his deft butchery. “Gotta find out what we might be up against right away. Nothing particularly odd about this little fellow physically—four legs, a head, two eyes and a mouth and breathing slits. I’ll be working on his bugs and fellow-passengers this afternoon to learn the fuller story. Nothing too odd—except this. Here, look.”


The captain stretched to take the proffered tail. He started at Shepkin’s quick : “Steady! That’s as sharp as my scalpel.”


He held the object gingerly. The tail was browny-red, flat and long, a central boney ridge flattening out on either side into a double-bladed knife of bone.


Shepkin took it back, produced a paper handkerchief, sliced the tissue with the tail. “See skip? Razor-sharp.”


“Why?”


The biophysicist blew out his cheeks. “Don’t know. Yet. Weapon, of course. Look at the feet—curved claws with nails like grappling hooks.”


“Tree climber?”


“Looks like it.”


“Well, when you’ve captured a few more specimens you’ll probably have the fellow this tail is meant to decapitate.”


Shepkin laughed shortly. “Decapitate. Sure. Why don’t Lenson belt up? He’s souring the whole mob.”


“He believes in the job, Shep. He really lives it. Every minute of every day he’s carving out new frontiers for Earth. He’s the rugged frontiersman. He never lets up.”


“Well, if McGarrity don’t push his face in soon—and you know I’m a lazy good-natured bum, skip—I’ll line up for that assignment.”


“Take it easy, Shep.” The captain rose. “Lenson knows his job. We’re all touched a little, in some way. Wouldn’t be here if we weren’t.”


“Yeah. Good old Survey Corps. The job goes on regardless. Stick your insides up, lose your arms and legs, go blind, deaf, dumb, crawl on stumps and drink dust; but the job must be done. Hurrah for the Terran Survey Corps.” He thrust his scalpel with vicious humour into the work bench. “Hell! And that’s all emotion and glory ever do get you—just more work, resharpening scalpels. What a life.”


“We’ve another three planets after this one, Shep,” the captain said, and left the lab quickly. He climbed up into the control room. Another three, with five more guaranteed periods of thrust. No slide rule could add that up and make sense. There was an odd air of pathetic loss about the empty control positions. He checked the clock and switched on the planetary radio. After a time Sam’s voice rode in strongly and he exchanged a ten-minute check with him and the doctor. As he spoke into the microphone his eyes looked steadily through the control ports off towards the forests beckoning like ranked lances along the edge of the plain.


Lenson entered the control room. The captain said : “Cheerio for now, Doc, Sam,” and cut the radio connection. He said : “Hullo, Lenson. How’s it coming?”


“Fine. Just fine. Enough ores out there to last a new colony for centuries. We ought to be able to build up this planet into a really big thing; an important unit in the Terran Commonwealth.”


The captain looked at the geologist, masking the intensity of his scrutiny. “Ever think of settling down on one of the new worlds you open up, Lenson?”


Lenson laughed. “Settle down? Me? With all the Galaxy waiting to be opened up?”


“Over a hundred thousand habitable planets, at least,” said the captain as though musing. “No man has that many lifetimes, Lenson.”


“I’ll get by, I’ll get by,” Lenson said quickly. He hadn’t even understood the captain’s remark. “Wanted you to take a look at this sample. I figure if we moved off a little and set down nearer those mountains we could—”


“Always tricky setting down near mountains. Never know what’s under you.”


“I suppose you’re going to set down in that damned forest? You and Shepkin always—”


“Think I’ll take a shower,” the captain said, rising and turning to face Lenson squarely. “Get’s kinda hot in this tin can.”


He shaved and showered and changed. His mind was fixed upon the problem of Lenson. The geologist’s frame of mind was not unknown and probably had been labelled by a polysyllabic extravaganza that the doctor had been too wise to parade before his skipper. The men of the Terran Survey Corps were all volunteers; they were where they were and doing the job they had to do because they believed that this was the best way a man could live. There was none of the nauseating falsity of the comic-strip space explorer, forever moaning about what he was going to do when he got back to Earth and could hit the bright lights down Piccadilly or Broadway. These men expected to get back to Earth in due course—when that happened they would then give to life the same intensity as they gave it here, on an alien planet under an alien star.


Always providing, that is, that McGarrity brought them back safely.


The captain allowed four or five days to pass before he suggested a new site. Both Lenson and Shepkin were at once in favour, pressing for the merits of their own sites. McGarrity frowned and warned about what he could and couldn’t guarantee. Sam and the doctor listened with varying degrees of patience.


Finally the captain said : “We will move to the other side of the forests, past that second range of mountains you found Sam. There’s a tongue of land between mountain and forest with the sea handy. We’ll set down there. We can collar the best of three worlds then.”


“And after that?” asked McGarrity.


“We’ll have three guaranteed periods of maximum thrust left, which will give us one in hand for emergencies.”


Lenson stood up awkwardly. His face was pale. “You mean we’re going home?”


“I think,” the captain said carefully, “it would be wise.”


“Hear, hear,” said McGarrity.


The others sat around the wardroom in silence.


“But we’ve the job to do!” Lenson put out a hand as though to appeal. He changed his mind and, turning puppet-like on his heel, scuttled from the room. The others breathed out; their pent up breaths a sigh of compassion.


The captain quirked an eyebrow at the doctor.


“When he’s convinced, convinced himself, I mean,” the doctor said. “He’ll be all right again. But just at the moment we might—that is—well, it might be best if we refrained from mentioning going home to him.”


“Humour him, you mean?” demanded McGarrity.


“Is he bats?” asked Sam, as though the idea were fresh and startlingly original.


Shepkin did not say anything. He toyed with a scalpel flicking it about in his fingers. Everyone always expected a few odd fingers to drop onto the floor whenever Shepkin sat in thought. He said, at last, slowly : “Better to cover this planet thoroughly than try to skim another.”


The ship rose complainingly when McGarrity gave his permission. The captain tossed her as lightly as a leaf into her new position and set her down as though landing on eggs. McGarrity put his carroty head through the hatch and said : “Three to go.”


“Yah! Elijah!” said Sam pleasantly. He was a young, feckless airman and was said by the others to believe that his flier could take them anywhere in the Galaxy. He was also the ship’s meteorologist.


“As a prophet,” said McGarrity insultingly, “you’d rain us out every time the sun shone.”


The two indulged in a friendly scrimmage. The captain smiled. Morale was perking up.


Biophysicist and geologist wasted no time in surveying their new areas. Pressing on one side another forest brooded, a dark green sea shot through with the vivid orange of exotic bloom, on the other the mountains scaled the sky, slatey, grey, striated, pinnacling the horizon and casting long iron shadows across the alien land.


Hitherto the question of who was to use the ground car and who the flier had been settled by geography; now the decision would have to be artificial—and imposed by the captain.


“You’d better take Lenson today, Sam,” he said with just enough firmness in his voice to ward off any humorously insubordinate remarks. “Take the ground car. Your flier’s useless—if you’ll pardon the notion—around those peaks and gulleys.”


Shepkin—thankfully—waited until he was alone with the captain before he spoke. Then, his big head and dark heavy features set in what would, in anyone else, have been sullenness, he said : “Lenson’s got the transport. I walk?”


“You walk, Shep.”


At that moment a cracking barrage of profanity burst up from the open airlock. Men were shouting and struggling; there rang the sound of metal on metal.


The captain and Shepkin dead heated for the airlock. Shepkin stopped to glance down. The captain went straight on, taking in the scene in a single flashing movement, shinning down the ladder in a slither of speed.


Lenson and McGarrity were struggling and sprawling on the ground, their clothes dust streaked, their arms and legs awkwardly moving like water-trapped insects. Sam and the doctor stood around, hesitant.


“Grab McGarrity,” the captain said briefly. He took Lenson’s collar in both hands, felt a red fist connect on his cheek, and heaved back. As he fell he twisted and humped around so that Lenson was between him and the ground. Then, breathing hard, he stood up and gave Lenson one or two experimental shakes. “Nothing broken,” he said.


“I’ll murther the—”


“Shut up, McGarrity.” The captain was blazing with anger. “I don’t want to know what happened. Both of you can be shot for this, on my order. Don’t be so smug that you think I wouldn’t give that order.” He brushed dust from his face and winced as his fingers touched the sore spot on his cheek. “Now shake hands. Then we can get on with the job.”


Lenson and McGarrity shook. Their hands clung for the time a molecule of salt dropped in water remains dry.


“Get on with the job,” McGarrity said, slouching away. “Always the misbegotten job.”


“Come on, Lenson,” said Sam. “We’re taking the ground car.” He began to walk away and then turned, saw Lenson’s burning face and pallid lips. “Come on, man!”


Watching them walk towards the parked ground car, the captain felt his age. He squared his shoulders, seeing himself as an idiot to believe that he could find strength from within himself, and said to McGarrity : “You’d better hike off with Shep today. You’ll have a chance to walk it off. I hope you enjoy it.”


“My feet,” moaned McGarrity, and began whistling as he loaded himself with the sample containers pointed out by Shepkin. Everyone had to fill in on anyone else’s labour chores when necessary; there were just six men to survey a planet. Later on in the day when the captain had not gone in to dinner the doctor walked through into the laboratory to find the captain working with a plate of curling and forgotten sandwiches at his elbow. The sun was sliding in its twenty seven hour day towards the horizon.


“Hullo, doc,” said the captain. “Don’t bother me. I’m busy.”


“You’d better eat, skip. Take ten. And I thought you’d better know that McGarrity was fighting Shep’s battles for him.”


“I’d guessed that. But I don’t want to hear. If Lenson is to last this trip out we’ve all—including McGarrity—got to learn to live with him. Shep can fight his own wars, McGarrity knows that. The ground car was an infantile excuse for a brawl.”


“It goes deeper than that. This is only an incident in a campaign. There’ll be worse trouble between those two—”


“They’ll learn discipline.”


“McGarrity’s a red-headed—”


“He’s one of the best. So’s Lenson. One wants to go on striding through the starfields conquering more and more worlds for Earth. The other’s worried about nursing his failing engines and taking us all home safely. You light the fuse—the tinder’s knee high.”


The snarling grumble of the ground car caught their attention. Sam ducked in through the hatch, blowing and licking his lips. “Ground cars,” he said. “I’ve spat ’em. I’m bushed.”


Lenson followed. “Can you help me with these specimens?” he said to the company at large. “Very successful day. These mountains are much older extrusions—entirely different from the others. We’re on to a gold mine here.” He laughed.


The captain laughed. Presently, catching on, Sam and the doctor tittered. “Right, Lenson,” the captain said, rising from his lab bench. “I’ll give you a hand. Sam, go and get washed. We’ll eat as soon as the others get back.”


By the time the specimens were neatly boxed in the geologist’s flat and the dinner had been automatically heated from its pre-cooked containers, the sun had been jagged into glowing splinters by the forest treetops. The captain looked at the clock.


“Why can’t Shep and McGarrity get a move on?” asked Sam. “I’m starving.”


“You’d better go ahead and eat.” The captain rose from the table and moved to the port. “Think I’ll take a little mosey—”


His words were shattered by the stumbling footfalls. Everyone rushed for the airlock and McGarrity fell into their waiting arms. His clothes were ripped and caked in mud and blood shone evilly in the last rays of the sun.


“Shep!” McGarrity choked out. “Damn great spider’s got him.” McGarrity, all his strength gone, collapsed.


Sam had the ground car growling away in minutes. The captain and the doctor crouched in the rear, peering over the driving seat, following their crazy progress in the flaring light of the floods. The captain put one hand up and touched the cold oiled slickness of the express rifle in its beckets against the car’s roof. Shep—he thought—and stopped that line of thinking at once.


McGarrity’s last words as they had left the ship danced in the captain’s brain. “Can’t miss him. Blazed the tree.” The car ate up the distance. The wall of forest reared higher against the first faint stars.


“Lenson—and McGarrity.” The doctor’s voice was a low blur. “We’ve left them together—alone.”


“They’ll make out,” the captain said tonelessly. “They’ll have to.”


Now the forest was extending welcoming arms. The headlight grooved the darkness. The captain swivelled the searchlight. Tree trunks span in silver lines into and out of vision, leaves and blooms glowed into fiery colour and then died into ashes as the beam passed. It took time.


“There!” Sam took one hand off the wheel and pointed.


A tree trunk showed in the questing light, a great ragged tear showing oozing gum where the bark had been roughly stripped away. Silver threads glinted. The captain had the impression of hundreds of little glittering eyes all staring at him unwinkingly from the forest gloom.


They leaped from the car and ran forward, flashing torches up into the branches, along the ground, into the thickets. The captain tucked the rifle under his arm.


“Can you see him?”


“No sign!”


“Nothing.”


“Spread out.” The captain swung his arm. The men’s boots crackled on fallen twigs. About them the silence of the forest was uncanny; here they expected the never-ending night chittering of and the pulsing throb of a twice-alien world.


The minutes passed. Each tree was carefully examined. They passed the blazed trunk, penetrating deeper into the forest glades. Above their heads the branches came together, shutting out the stars. To a spaceman no sight of stars was like being buried alive.


A frantic panic communicated itself to the three men. Their breathing gasped loud and ragged from their chests. A simultaneous passion shook them, so that they raged against the trees and the night and against this alien planet.


“I’m going up!” the captain shouted, beside himself with fury and fear and expectant terror. He began to climb awkwardly up the nearest tree, the express rifle slung over his shoulder thumping him painfully in the kidneys at each upward lunge. The doctor’s upflung torch beam fluttered against the tree trunk and his eyelids like a lightship in a storm. The bark was hard as sandpaper, tearing at his flesh.
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