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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 quality of mercy is not strain’d;


It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven


Upon the place beneath: it is twice bless’d;


It blesseth him that gives and him that takes.




ONE


THE old Squadron Leader was dozing. His glass of American PX Bourbon remained three-quarters full on the wicker table beside him, the thread of what he had been saying lost in the dappled patterns of the sunlight through the laburnum tree. He had known Donald and his wife long enough not to have to worry about his duties as a guest. Comfortably over-full of the Sunday lunch they had given him, he lay back in their wicker chair on their lawn and dozed.


Donald reached quietly for the Sunday newspaper. He separated the magazine section, handed it to his wife, made a tent out of the rest and arranged it carefully over his face. He was more modest in his arrangements than the older man, preferring not to expose his sleeping face naked for all to see. He breathed in a mixture of newspaper and honeysuckle, appreciated how pleasant life was, and slept immediately. It was sunlit sleep, digestive and idle – far from the urgent, purposive operation taught in Total Training up at the base.


Maria remained awake. She opened the paper and concentrated on the book reviews, forcing her eyes away from the thick headlines upside-down above her husband’s loosened collar. They shouted statistics at her and she just didn’t want to know. Death wasn’t relevant. It merged into the ancient countryside, acceptable and unremarkable. Death or megadeath, it was all the same to the old round hills. They’d been here before and they’d be here afterwards. They helped her keep a sense of proportion.


Bees flew between the high lupins. From the village below, hidden by a soft line of woodland, Maria heard the church clock strike three. And a few minutes later the gilt Victorian carriage clock that was always slow in the house behind. A long, framebuilt house with wide eaves, imported from America – one of a group of nineteen landscaped into the countryside a tactful half-mile from the USAF base up on the top of the hill. Nineteen white-painted traditional clapboard houses, with copper and cedarwood kitchens, and fireplace walls rough in the local Cotswold stone. Centrally heated, air-conditioned, with sunken conversation wells and complete home laundries. Carpeted, upholstered, textured, luxurious – specialised homes for specialised people. Sometimes the intensity of her physical well-being made Maria’s flesh creep.


Her husband was himself one of the specialised people. He was a Special Duty Officer, seconded from the RAF and committed to Total Training. Even so, being British, he was disquieted by so much comfort. He was suspicious of it and found it somehow slightly indecent. But he didn’t let it worry him as he knew she did. Donald had a job to do – what his American superiors portentously called a ‘mission’. He got on with it. Not letting the things that mattered worry him was probably his valuable ability. It was probably what had got him through the selection board. There were of course things that did worry him – for example, he was always bothered by Unit Relations, getting on with the officers with whom he had to work. Crass, gum-chewing up into the highest echelons, they worried him continually. They punched him, and said ‘Donnie-boy’. Their fat backsides worried him. Their High Fidelity and their Home Art Appreciation Seminars. The way for their sakes the village pub had got in real old oak and rows of pewter. Sometimes he wondered what sort of a people these were who one day were going to inherit the earth. But he’d known all this eighteen months ago, when he’d decided to volunteer. He’d thought he could deal with it. And every day he did deal with it, as he dealt with everything else that was unpleasant or difficult, with a mixture of blindness and brute obstinacy. He slept now, warm in the sun, undisturbed by anything. Not even the shouting headlines half an inch from his nose.


The Squadron Leader, who also slept, although differently, had motored over that morning from his own small RAF establishment in Middle Slaughter, a few miles this side of Oxford. He had come because there was something that worried him, something that he wanted to discuss with young Donald. He was a fairly frequent visitor, so that the Morrisons hadn’t been surprised to hear his old chain-gang Frazer-Nash’s progress up the Boulevard towards them. Maria had thrown a few more new potatoes into the peeler and Donald had gratefully put away the electric mowing machine. The Squadron Leader had known them since before they were married; he was always welcome. They had met him in the drive, Donald with a rake mockingly ready as always to comb out the Frazer-Nash’s skid marks in the red gravel. And the Squadron Leader, shaggy and full of beans, had leaped out of the car and come bounding across to greet them.


“Tally ho,” he had said. And this in 1979.


“Tally ho,” they had replied, not quite knowing what else they could say and hoping as always that the Leroys next door wouldn’t hear.


“Sickening, the news, isn’t it?”


“Sickening. You’re staying to lunch, of course?”


“Bang on. Half a kipper’ll do me fine.”


“Come on in and have a drink.” And get out of the range of vision of the Leroy’s eldest peering through a gap in the fence …


Donald shifted under his newspaper, roused for a second by the feeling that perhaps there was something crawling up inside his trouser leg. The Squadron Leader began to snore. Maria turned to the theatre criticisms, and the clock in the house struck the half-hour. She read that the theatres in London were having a difficult time, that four had already closed and that six more might go before the autumn. The writer said that the arts generally were in a very bad way. Maria’s eyelids drooped, and her eyes slipped pleasantly out of focus.


At three-forty a distant hiss became audible low over the hills to the north. Before it had become audible it was overhead. Before it was overhead it was gone again beyond the valley to the south. And Maria had barely had time to put down her newspaper even. And the sound that had begun as a hiss had swelled and burst and scattered over the unmoved face of the countryside. When it had passed, Maria found it hard to believe that she was still conscious. The images of the three black Stormbirds lingered on the screen of her mind like the last remembered picture before a road accident – the hugeness of things and the strange slow way that the glass in the windscreen shattered. The three aeroplanes, three black arrows formed in an arrow, stayed red in the sky above her where she had for an instant seen them. While the time of the afternoon and its silence stretched and stretched and stretched.


“Bloody maniacs,” said Donald.


He sat up and glared at the horizon a hundred miles behind the vanished planes.


“My God – formation work at low level on a Sunday afternoon, and then we talk about Public Relations.”


“Boys will be boys,” said the Squadron Leader, waking slowly. “They need a nice kind C.O. to tan the seats of their pants for them.”


“The Commandant’ll do that all right. A trail a mile wide straight down Britain of people cursing the U.S. Air Force. It makes you sick.”


The Squadron Leader yawned and scratched his head.


“I expect,” said Maria, “that most people at the moment have bigger things to worry them.”


She had a way of saying these things that other people would consider best left unsaid. It disconcerted the Squadron Leader and he looked away quickly down at the toecaps of his shoes. If he had been a Catholic he might have crossed himself.


“Not our mob,” said Donald, approving of Maria, glad to have people brought up short and made to think. “Nothing to do with the Special Duty group. Death or glory boys – aren’t allowed within five hundred yards of our hangars even. Recognised P.S.R.s, every one of them.” He caught Maria’s eye. She disliked initials and refused to learn what they stood for. In principle he agreed with her.


“P.S.R. – Poor Security Risk,” he said. “They come and go as they please. Sleep out in the villages around. With a load of beer on board they might say anything.”


“Or with the right girl,” said the Squadron Leader reminiscently.


“Or the wrong one, you mean –”


Donald checked himself. The Squadron Leader was a bachelor, and he made no secret of thinking Donald a thorough prig. To him the right girl was anybody soft and warm and willing. To Donald the right girl was your wife – and only then if you were sure she wasn’t a P.S.R.


In the face of Donald’s stuffiness the Squadron Leader became awkwardly flippant.


“I can just imagine it,” he said. “A covey of beautiful spies in Courtney-cum-Poges. Brain-washed milkmaids and indoctrinated farmers’ wives. The idea adds a new zest to life …”


There was a pause in which Donald wondered if this was worth answering. His disapproval showed.


“But of course, you’re quite right …” The older man corrected himself, feeling he should be more circumspect. “Brother Bear never lets up – we all know that. Just let any popsy of mine start asking questions and she’d be out on the floor in no time at all.”


The words were self-conscious. It occurred to Donald that, prig though he might be, the Squadron Leader was afraid of him, afraid for his good opinion. Although still the junior officer, Donald himself knew that his transfer to S.D. work had lent him power and authority. His responsibilities were heavier, and people respected him for them. It was right that they should.


“Anyway,” he said, “the fewer people with access to classified information the better. Even I know only what I’m told, and I’m sure that’s only half the story. I prefer it that way.”


“Of course. The shorter the chain is the less liable it is to failure.”


“We’re only human. It’s impossible to watch yourself all the time.”


“I run my own show. Obey orders and ask no questions. It’s the only way.”


Donald might have made the Squadron Leader go on like this for another ten minutes if it hadn’t been for the silent presence of his wife. She saw into him too clearly. And besides, she herself was always a bit of a problem – she didn’t belong to the group that thought it smart to be irreverent about National Security, and yet he often had the feeling that she was laughing at him about it. So she made him for the moment uncertain. He petered out and took refuge in reading the paper that had fallen on to his lap. The Squadron Leader peered across at it.


“Test Ban Treaty signed,” he said. “Hope it’s better than last time. Wonderful how quickly they can get things settled when they’re really frightened.”


“Except that it’s too late.” Donald slapped the paper straight. “Two million on the Continent. A tenth of the population of Paris in a fortnight. Judgement on them all, if you ask me.”


“I hate all these figures,” Maria said. “They’re so anonymous and comfortable. Two million dead – it’s just a row of noughts on a page. It doesn’t mean anything.”


“I spoke to the bobby on my way up through the village.” The Squadron Leader was suddenly serious. “Twenty-five funerals last week, he said. That means something. Not quite a tenth of the population, but it’s coming up that way.”


“We can hear the church bell clearly from here,” said Maria. “It’s more revealing than any number of noughts on a page.”


The three of them were suddenly quiet, as if waiting and listening. All that came was the sad sound of the cuckoo. Their isolation from the dying noughts on the page was complete. Shivering in spite of the bright sun. Maria decided it was safer to be strictly practical.


“Anyway,” she said, harking back to the Test Treaty, “nobody’s yet been able to prove any connection at all between atom tests and this horrible V.P.D.”


“Least of all old Van der Plank himself,” said the Squadron Leader.


“Personally I think someone’s covering up,” said Donald. “No nation wants to admit the responsibility. It stands to reason that the whole thing’s fall-out. It’s just that nobody cares to cast the first stone.” He turned to Maria. “After all, they’ve got the test ban through quick enough. If anything proves it, that does.”


“It proves nothing at all. Except that we’re all frightened. Which we knew months ago anyway.”


The Squadron Leader hauled himself up. He walked to the edge of the lawn, taking his Bourbon with him. He stooped, and rubbed green-fly off a few rosebuds.


“This lot really needs spraying,” he said.


Donald didn’t answer. There was something private the other man wanted to talk about – the invitation was clear. He was to go and join the Squadron Leader and begin discussing roses. Then they would wander off together to the end of the garden and the bridge over the stream. They would lean on the rail where they couldn’t be overheard, and stare at the water, and the Squadron Leader would get round to what was bothering him. It would be embarrassing, and at the end of it nothing would be achieved at all. Donald returned to his newspaper.


“There’s still nothing really to beat good old Derris dust,” said the Squadron Leader pointedly.


But he soon gave up and came back to the group under the laburnum tree. Maria refilled his glass, adding a cube of ice for him. He liked to be looked after, and her fussing comforted him.


“There’s a dance at the officers’ club next Thursday night,” he said. “You and Don might care to come along and hoof it. Excuse to dress up a bit. And get an extension on the old licence.”


“A dance? On Thursday? I’m sure we’d love it.” She looked across at her husband. “Assuming that Don is free, of course.”


“He ought to get out more. You both should. This Community-within-a-Community business is all very well, but you can have too much of it. The same people, day in, day out – I’d be round the bend in no time at all.”


“We love it here.” Maria meant it. “Which is not to say that we wouldn’t like an evening out just once in a while.”


Donald looked up from his paper.


“Evening out?” he said. “Thursday? I’m afraid I’m tied up that night.”


“Got you down for orderly officer, have they? Can’t you get one of the chaps to swap with you, old man?”


Donald had to make an effort not to be superior and patronising. The Squadron Leader was showing how little he understood. Donald was a Special Duty man and exempted from the ordinary routine of service life. He hadn’t done cookhouse or orderly officer for the last eighteen months. Since he came to the base, in fact.


“No, it’s not like that,” he said. “Bit more technical. I’m sorry, but it just can’t be done.”


“Well then, what if the trouble and strife came along without you? I’d take very good care of her.”


Donald hesitated.


“It’s a proper fancy do,” the Squadron Leader said. “Everybody’ll be there. Local dignitaries and all that.”


Donald still hesitated, looking from one to the other.


“She’ll be quite safe, you know old man. Tell her to fill her handbag with ten-inch bolts if you’re worried. Susan did that to me once – laid me out cold. Didn’t know her strength, poor girl.”


Donald made up his mind. He was glad the poor little joke gave him a chance to laugh off his hesitation.


“All right,” he said. “I’ll do just that. And none of your coming over here to fetch her. She’ll drive herself – both ways.”


“I’d rather not go without you,” Maria said quietly.


“Nonsense, Pog. Of course you must. Just what you need – an evening out, away from it all.”


His hesitation hadn’t been because he didn’t trust Maria – neither was it jealousy at her having a good time while he was working. But Thursday was special. Or Wednesday or Friday, depending on the weather. It was the night of his first actuality mission, the end of all his months of mere training. He had wondered if it was dramatically overdone for her to be dancing and drinking while he was ten miles up over Iron Curtain country. Too heroic and like some soupy television film. And he’d decided that it was, and that he didn’t care. It would give him pleasure to think of her at the dear old club while he fed his computer and laid his little spray units.


“Of course you must go,” he said. “You know how I tramp on your feet when I’m there. You’ll have a much better time with me out of the way, Pog.”


“But why can’t you come too?” she said. “Surely it can’t be anything as vital as all that?”


She was being awkward. He’d called her by her pet name, and still she was being awkward. She must think he was over-dramatising himself. There was nothing he could say, and he was glad when the Squadron Leader rescued him. The Squadron Leader hadn’t his fear of cliché.


“Exigencies of the service, old girl. Theirs not to reason why … You didn’t marry a man – you married part of an aeroplane.”


And so the matter was settled. Eight-thirty at the officers’ club and she thought she’d wear her blue taffeta. The conversation drifted on to other things. The weather. Politics on the base. The latest gas-turbine Jaguar. Cricket … Anything in fact except the headlines.


The Morrison cat loped across the lawn, a warm, bedraggled mouse swinging from its jaws, and the Leroys next door for the benefit of their children started up their lawn sprinkler. The Leroy children could be heard shrieking and pushing each other. It was far enough away to be a pleasant, sentimental, summery sort of noise, and it turned the conversation sentimentally to children. Children in general, and children on the base in particular. Inevitably the Squadron Leader mumbled and began to meditate upon his unknown and unnumbered issue. Then it was time for tea.


At six the Stormbirds came in to land, their training period over. They went down vertically among the trees behind the house. For strategic reasons their take-off area, hardly larger than a double tennis court, was kept apart from the main runways, the defence section of the base being on a separate network. It made retaliation more certain. The whine of the Stormbirds among the trees died slowly, like a World War II siren.


While Maria was preparing supper the Squadron Leader was allowed his opportunity for a talk. He contrived a visit to the garage and Donald followed him, propping himself up against the work-bench while the Squadron Leader fiddled with the tools.


“Sorry to hear you’ll be busy on Thursday. It’s a damn’ shame.”


“Can’t be helped.”


“Pretty vital, I suppose?”


“You know how it is.”


The Squadron Leader spun the drill he was holding and stared at it, chewing his moustache. Donald’s new power tools were the latest precision light engineering from Hong Kong; they charged themselves and needed no flex.


“We’re all in your hands,” he said.


“You talk as if there’s some crisis. Relations with Brother Bear have never been better.”


The Squadron Leader had no idea what they were engaged upon up at the base. Donald was careful to give him no clue.


“Only because he’s got his own worries at the moment,” said the Squadron Leader, working round to what he wanted to talk about.


“I wouldn’t say that –”


“I would. This bug’s no respecter at all of national boundaries – that’s the one thing to be said in its favour.”


Donald was surprised and confused. Usually the old man’s problems were of an intensely – often embarrassingly – personal nature. This time they were bigger – too big in fact. Talking about V.P.D. was bad form really.


“The thing that I can’t understand,” the Squadron Leader went on, “is the way it is so bloody impartial. I’d say it was germ warfare if it weren’t for that.”


“No use asking me, old man.” Donald had started for the door through into the house. “Computers are my line, not blood cancer. I leave that to the International Commissions.”


“But, Donald –”


He left the garage and went through into the kitchen. As he waited for the Squadron Leader to follow him he had time to examine the reasons for his almost instinctive retreat. V.P.D. was something everybody retreated from. It could be grappled with no more than the inevitability of death. But the old man had been genuinely worried about something. Perhaps he saw signs of the thing in himself. He needed kinder treatment.


“Have a check-up if you’re worried,” he said. “See the M.O. Though if you want my opinion you’ve nothing to fear at all. None of the indications – fit as a fiddle, I’d say.”


“Fit? Me? Of course I am. If I’d been going to get the thing I reckon I’d know by now.”


It didn’t follow – new cases were being reported daily. But Donald was gentle, for he wasn’t sure how genuine the other’s confidence might be.


“Of course you’d know,” he said.


“Good Lord, man – did you think I was worrying about that? Not at all, not at all. Something quite different. Doesn’t matter now.” He slid the garage door shut behind him and changed the subject. “Damn’ fine workshop you’ve got out there,” he said.


“Yes indeed. The service flew the whole lot in for me. Most of it isn’t even obtainable over here yet.”


“Nothing’s too good for you Special Duty bods. They must think a lot of you somewhere up in the high places.”


There was always a stilted formality about conversation with the Squadron Leader. For all his occasional bawdiness he was a very vicar-like figure. Maria came in just then from laying the supper table. She moved confidently among the deceptive simplicities of the kitchen, neither slap-dash nor over-cautious. Donald was reminded of how small other men’s wives he knew were made by their household equipment. She wore a flowered cotton apron, one of three that had been her mother’s, and she stuck to it even though it dirtied and was negative to sonic washing. He admired her for this as well, while many others thought her hideously quaint.


She was able to keep on top of modern life. She could choose some aspects and reject others. She was a rare creature, and Donald thought how he loved her. She was the only real part of his life; the rest was a mechanical fantasy. In the beauty of her face and movements he forgot the Squadron’s Leader’s problems. He helped her carry in the evening meal.


After supper they watched television until late into the night. The Regional Network was trying a new colour process, and the Squadron Leader expected Donald to be able to tell him how it was done. He had a belief in the younger man’s technical virtuosity that was rather pathetic. Anything involving a circuit and Don would know all about it. And even when Donald did know, the explanation was likely to be so abstruse as to be quite meaningless.


At last the Squadron Leader admitted defeat, and the group broke up. Donald and Maria followed him out to his car. He wriggled down into its seat, started the engine, selected a cog, waved briefly, and was gone, taking his incomprehension grudgingly with him. They heard him pause at the two check-points down the hill, and then roar away into the warm darkness. They thought they saw his headlights as he went down through the wood.


As they stood on the drive, comfortably close now that their guest had gone, they both smelled a stink of fox. And a moment later their cat came by, in a hurry, pausing every few yards to look over its shoulder. It went into the house and they followed, leaning on each other and feeling happy.


It wasn’t until later that night that Donald stared at the moonlight on the bedroom curtains and wondered what it really was that was worrying the Squadron Leader.




TWO


ON Monday morning all the Special Duty Officers were requested to assemble in the main lecture room. The Commandant was there in person to speak to them. A quiet, grey-haired man with the plush manner of an Ivy League psychiatrist.


“Gentlemen,” he began, “I regret having to break in like this on your very tight schedules. All of us on this base have a lot to get through, and a strictly limited time in which to do so. I will therefore come straight to the point. One of your number, Captain Bud Colleano, visited me last evening in order that he and I might have a good long talk. A talk that I may say was instructive to both of us.”


Donald looked quickly round the room, catching many other men at the same thing. As far as he could see, young Colleano was not present. The Commandant allowed the shuffling to subside, and then went on:


“Captain Colleano raised several points of what I might call conscience. His points were so well taken that I decided to let you all in on them. It may well be that some of you have been thinking along the same lines. If so, I respect you for it.”


What a sincere manner the Commandant has, thought Donald.


“Such ideas, however, should be brought out into the open. I must say I consider Captain Colleano particularly courageous in having done so.”


The double-glazed windows of the lecture room were folded right back. The view outside was of the baseball pitch, with a line of trees beyond. There had been no rain for weeks, and the pitcher’s run was dry and dusty. The Commandant sleeked back his hair and smiled his burning smile.


“The task of this establishment is the preservation of peace. This we aim to do by the perhaps negative process of helping to prevent war. Captain Colleano’s point is basically a very simple one. In this period of recent world history, when a rapprochement between East and West seems more likely than at any other period heretofore, are we justified in continuing our activities? Bearing in mind that – if they are discovered – they are necessarily of a somewhat provocative nature.”


The hell they are, thought Donald. To salt the atmosphere above the Soviet Union with a layer of lightly radioactive particles was hardly a friendly act – even if its purpose was claimed to be entirely peaceful.


“Captain Colleano,” the Commandant was saying, “feels that the risk of damaging East/West relations at this stage is greater than the advantages to our early warning system would seem to justify. He believes that the Soviet Union’s peaceable intentions are genuine. He sees our actuality missions therefore as something in the nature of a slap in the eye to the outstretched hand of friendship.”


A heavy, verbal joke, typical of the Commandant’s Germanic ancestry. He took off his glasses and polished them, delighted with having lightened his discourse at exactly the right moment. He put his glasses on again and stared confidently round the room.


“The Captain came to me for guidance,” he said. “In a matter of conscience, however, such as this, I could be of very little assistance. Obviously he had thought the thing out very carefully before coming to me. Since he was an officer in the United States Air Force I could have reminded him of his oaths both of allegiance and obedience. But this would have been of little real value, and completely at variance with the declared policies of this establishment. We are all volunteers, gentlemen … And I personally hold that what one has volunteered into one can subsequently volunteer out of. This Captain Colleano has done. He is returning to the States where he will be placed on indefinite leave. As an officer in possession of a great deal of classified information he will never again be able to call his soul entirely his own, but the Strategic Air Command assures me that a niche will be found for him in keeping with the delicacy of his conscience.”


This time he stopped the dutiful laughter before it could begin.


“Captain Colleano is an honourable man, gentlemen,” he said. “I would rather have an entire unit of Captain Colleanos than a bunch of spineless and assenting creeps.”
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