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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.
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CHAPTER I

THE sky was fair that day; but for Earthmen, the fairest skies were foul, so long as they held the threat of demolition-bombs coming at random—aimed at nothing and no one in particular, but at everything and everyone in general. Paul Danton was no astronomer, professional or hobbyist; he could pick out the planet Venus in the night sky when Venus was an evening star—at other times, it should have meant nothing to him. Yet, the very existence of that planet drummed beneath his consciousness throughout his whole existence—as it did with every other human being alive on Earth.

The blue of the sky was a fraud; up there, beyond that serene color, lay Venus, a planet where other human beings—exiled from Earth—dwelled and hated. Danton had never seen any of the Venusian Exiles, nor had the billions who inhabited Earth. But Paul Danton, and all other Earthlings, knew of the hatred that seethed beyond the clouds. This wisdom wasn’t the sort that came from propaganda, or intuition, or irrational drives on the part of the knower; the facts were tangible. Venusian hatred expressed itself in an unceasing terror-bombardment of Earth, a package of destruction flung carelessly at the planet’s face whenever the relative positions of Earth and Venus were such that any kind of hit was possible.

You could argue, no doubt, that some Venusians were not assassins, but such differences made no difference, so long as those Venuspeople who were informed by hostility had the means to maintain this continuous fire.

Danton looked out through the transparent plastic of the teardrop that was his personal ship, a low-priced “baby-hopper” that carried him high above woodlands, and wondered, Will it be today?

And all over Earth, people glanced up at the sky and asked the same question. It was the next bomb, the bomb that would land on you. What mattered the intervals between bombs—whether the spacing was hours, days, or months? What mattered whether the bombs came singly, or in clusters? They would continue to come; that was all.

Would the next one be it?

A voice from the ship’s radio intoned, “ … nor shall compacts entered into without notification and approval be honored; nor shall any agreements entered into by governments in any other fashion than publicly, be held binding on the governments, whether or not approved by the Council.”

“Article 2, Section A, Paragraph 2 of the Peace Orders, Security Broadcast, May 4, 1971,” Danton murmured beneath his breath. He knew this passage by heart, as did virtually everyone else on Earth. It was intoned, rather than asserted, before each meeting of the Security Council—reminding the world that part of the dream of a great statesman of the 20th Century had come true. Decisions among and between nations had, in truth, become open covenants, openly arrived at; every official meeting of the Security Council was broadcast and televised.

He wondered what might be the occasion for today’s meeting; none had been scheduled. Danton’s ruminations ceased as his personal wrist-communicator stuttered a familiar rhythm. His brown eyes squinted, Tudor-like features becoming rigid with tension, as the fingers of his right hand moved toward his wrist to squeeze the cut-off.

The fingers hesitated. He was Paul Danton, but more than Danton; he was a member of the Pro-Earth Party, the underground movement which conspired against Earth’s ruling government—the Security Council—and propagandized peace-overtures to Venus, among other surface-aims, awaiting a day that never seemed to come. He was Dendrite B, of the Inguinal Plexus, anonymous otherwise, as were his colleagues in this monolith.

To the layman, the scientific-sounding terminology in the Pro-Earth Party lent support to the party’s contentions of being truly scientific in its approach to socio-economic problems—and anything else under the sun that it might find of use for its purposes. Thus, the various party locals were known as Plexi, and named after the various plexi in the human body. Within the plexus, the unit was the Vagus—a three-man cell, whose leader was termed the Cyton; nine of such cells made up the plexus, and dendrites were lettered from A to Z. The local chief, referred to as the Ganglion, had no letter.

Thus, in the Inguinal Plexus, Dendrite A was the Cyton; Dendrite B, Paul Danton; and Dendrite C, another rank-and-file member, whose name Danton didn’t know. Dendrite E, of course, was Cyton of another Vagus, and so on—although cytons were never referred to by their dendrite-letters unless they were on trial. Party members who had sufficient sense of humor to be amused at the neurological analogies rarely survived long enough to enjoy the joke, Danton had noticed. The idealism which had led him into the party had become tempered with caution early enough to insure his survival through ten purge-ridden years.

One learned hesitation, but one did not waver too long. The call-signal Danton had just heard was right. If Golgi was taking such a risk as to order that dendrites be summoned on personal wave-bands, then there must be an extraordinarily-compelling reason. Danton said warily. “Dendrite B, Inguinal.”

Golgi was the central committee of the Pro-Earth Party, responsible only to the party chief himself, that elusive person known as the Cortex. Theoretically, the Cortex could be deposed for sufficient cause, and he was only the spokesman for the committee—but in practice, his rule was absolute.

The reply Danton heard was instantaneous, though faint. “Main stem.” That was the headquarters of the central committee. “The conference on Duplication has been cancelled. If you’re near a local, you’d better land there.”

Danton looked at his wrist, sifting the meager facts; let’s see … yes, there was a local of the Pro-Earth Party not too far off his present line of flight—he couldn’t recall which Plexus, though. Security hadn’t uncovered this one, yet—at last reports. He wondered if Main Stem were tracking his flight.

“What’s up?” he asked, a little of the tension easing out of his voice.

“Another heller of a V-Bomb just arrived … landed in a rural area; but if they have any more like it in the same batch, serious damage is bound to come.” Involuntarily, Danton looked up through the plastic of his ship at the cloudless, non-committal sky. That glance upward, helpless and defiant at the same time, was virtually a universal tic, a signal-reaction to the word “they,” when intoned as it was now.

“Security has called an emergency session,” the speaker continued.

“I know,” Danton replied; “I was just listening to the ritual; cut-off, please, so I can hear what’s going on.” He squeezed his own cut-off, and altered his course; the little ship swung south obediently, as the suave tones of Joachim Burgd’s well-known (and, to Pro-Earth Party members, well-hated) voice filled the cabin. Danton had seen the Representative from Antarctica many times on video; he could picture the man, now—even before he turned on the tiny screen in his hopper: sleek, giving an impression of tallness, even though his height was barely medium; immaculately attired; a feline figure, with eyes that underlined the suggestion.
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Burgd was saying, “Surely, we should be accustomed to this by now. This is not the first bomb; it is not the one hundred and first. It is, roughly, the twelve-hundredth. Might I suggest that the hour is somewhat late for—if my colleagues will forgive me the word—hysteria?”

He stood confidently beside his desk, cat-like, his eyes powerful, and giving an impression that he had learned how to purr. Behind him in the screen, Danton could see Marcia Nels, the Albertan chairwoman of the Council. She appeared less cool, for all her decided poise. Danton knew her for an expert politician, yet he could tell from her eyes—small as her figure was on his screen—and from her hands, that she felt the latest blow from Venus. She felt it as much as if it were the first, he thought; the victims were real to her.

Her voice was calm enough as she replied, “There are such things as emergencies in the healthiest constitutions, Mr. Burgd. The body-politic has reached a threshold. The people have borne this continual bombardment from the skies too long.”

“Suppose we let Mr.—ah—Wilkins finish,” interrupted the Appalachian representative, a man named Heath. He spoke into the sender on his own desk. “Just how much damage was there, sir?”

A faint crackle from the radio—the attaché seemed to be reporting from another station—then Danton heard Wilkins’ voice come through. “Very little, fortunately. Durham is not much of a town, and the projectile landed in the outskirts. But—I never saw a chemical explosive go off so sharply. It seemed to turn to gas in every particle, all at once—the wave-front of the explosion was way up in the supersonic frequencies. It behaved like a relative of trinitrogen iodide—went off with a crack, instead of a boom.”

“Tell us about the damage, please,” Heath put in dryly. “We aren’t scientists.”

“Well … it busted a lot of eardrums, and fired the tobacco-crop in the vicinity—don’t ask me how! And there were some extraordinary emotional affects among the townspeople. About $45,000 worth of buildings powdered. … Deaths haven’t been counted, since they’re still going on; but there seem to be between six and seven hundred, so far.”

“Immunes?” Burgd asked. There was a brief hesitation at the other end. Most of the speculation about human mutations, that might result from the radiations emanating from fission-bomb explosions and fall-out in the Twentieth Century, remained nothing but speculation. But one viable mutation had emerged. These people weren’t monsters, or freaks, in any visible aspect; but they all had one characteristic in common, Danton remembered: immunity to one or more of the afflictions which plagued “normal” people.

“One was killed,” came the answer. “There are only a few Immunes here; the rest are unharmed, as usual.” The undertones in Wilkins’ voice bespoke the resentment most “normal” people held toward the mutants. “An immune is a human being; he’s a man, all right,” Wilkins’ undertone said, “but he’s somehow ‘different’. I can’t predict his motives and actions by ‘normal’ standards.”

“Thank you,” Marcia Nels replied. “Does the Council wish further information?”

Tamara, the Representative for Ukrainia, stood up. “That sounds simple. I suggest that Mr. Wilkins complete this report in the usual way. Mr. Heath can cull it for us later.”

The faint wash of sound that was Wilkins’ carrier-beam stopped. Tamara continued, “I think that the danger is real enough, to be sure. The Venusians have a radiation-screen around the entire planet which won’t pass atomic weapons. So far, they haven’t been able to shoot fission or fusion bombs at us, any more than we’ve been able to fire atomic weapons at them. But … if their molecular science keeps advancing at the pace it has, this may not make any difference, shortly.”

She spoke in Russian, as was her usual practice, but Burgd understood, and plunged ahead without waiting for translation. “Just what do you propose? I am as reluctant as any other member that the people should be asked to suffer this century-long fusillade passively. But I see no present alternative that we could accept; the situation has grown much worse, but it has not changed, essentially. The soi-disant ‘Earth Government-in-Exile’ is still as impervious to our major weapons as it ever was—and there is no military sense in returning their chemical-projectile attacks. It might relieve some pent-up feelings on Earth, but it would mean nothing. We might as well send the people out to blow peas at penguins, from baby-hoppers half a mile up. A few birds might be hit, and the peas might sting them a little, but they’d peck still harder after that.”

Marcia Nels recognized Carillo, the Representative for Brazil, who spun out an elaborate, intricately-balanced discourse in Portuguese, replete with gestures, which the translator reduced to, “My government agrees with Mr. Burgd upon quite different premises. We all hold membership in this Council in order to prevent war; to carry war to others is specifically forbidden under our charter.”

Heath had been attending to his corn cob, apparently paying no attention, but he twirled a match in his fingers, putting out the flame before it had touched the tobacco in the bowl. The answer he shot back at the bird-like Brazilian was pungent; it went over into Portuguese rather oddly.

“Luncheon-meat!” the translator barked for him. “Is Venus an aggressor within the definition of the Peace Orders, or isn’t she? Are we in doubt as to which planet houses the legal government of Earth? Has the title of the Venusian rulers, the self-proclaimed Earth-Government-in-Exile, any validity for anyone except themselves and Venuspeople? Security had no scruples about flooding out the old multi-national states back in 1971, when it bombed the ice-cap. Our ancestors carried war to the whole damned Earth, and did it with nothing more than fifty antiquated fission-bombs.

“What about that, Mr. Burgd?” Heath added, shooting a glance at the Antarctican. “If the first Council hadn’t found a method where there seemed to be none, your present esteemed territory would still be under quite a few tons of ice. And I doubt that Mr. Carillo would be here, either, if the first Council hadn’t taken the action it did; the additional sixty feet of depth that the Amazon river took unto itself after the bombing may not have made Brazil a major power in one blow, but it sure did help.”

Burgd was purring almost audibly now, Danton thought. “But … what do you propose? We grant you your point: Antarctica, Brazil, Appalachia—none of us, as a matter of fact—would be here now had the Peace Squadron not bombed the ice-cap. We would have no nations to represent. What were then known as Russia and America had most of fission and fusion bombs. France was believed to have a fusion bomb. Very well; we agree—there would have been no survivors, so far as nations go.

“Since that time, as we all know, there has been no aggression on this planet; the Peace Orders left no room for it. But … need I remind you, my dear sir, that the Peace-Orders seem to be unenforceable on Venus? You cannot get a fission-powered ship, or any other kind of atomic projectile, or atomic Dust-cloud, through the Thomas Screen. The surface of Venus, itself, is always invisible to us; we have no idea where to shoot a torpedo, or any other kind of demolition missile. An entire planet could not be blanketed with gas, nor could we use biological weapons in an extra-Terrestrial ecology.

“Do you imagine that you can stop the bombardment by liquidating the Pro-Earth Party? The Americans thought along such lines, as I recall; that didn’t prevent war. Or should we ask for volunteers to parachute thousands of miles through that screen? If there is anything that will work …”
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