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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.

      



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

Book One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Book Two

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Book Three

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Website

Also by J. T. McIntosh

About the Author

Copyright




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.
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