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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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1

THE EIGHTEEN MONTH job on Cyprian II was done and Arthur Zoran was coming home. Counting travel time both ways, he had been away from Earth a full two years.

Through his state room window he watched the growing disc of Earth and imagined the face of Ardyth framed by it, like a picture in a locket. He saw her as he remembered her, a piquant, inquisitive face with wide, brown eyes. Her expression was one of perpetual amazement at the wonder of the common things of Earth. Her hair was deep, golden brown, cut short and pressed close to her head in the fashion of the times.

She’d be waiting at the pier for him. She’d spot him as he ran down the gangway. She’d wave and call his name in that breathless voice that could send little chills through him. Then she’d be in his arms, and he’d be home.

Two years.

Six letters.

He glanced at the letters laid out on the desk before him. He knew them by memory.

The most recent was six months old—three months to reach him, plus his own three month journey home. But the letters were not the kind a man expects to receive from the woman he is going to marry. Only the first one was full of loss at his leaving and anticipation of his return.

The second and third were garbled by the black swabs of a censor’s brush. There hadn’t been any censors when he left. He didn’t know why there should be any. He didn’t know what Ardyth could say that would interest a censor.

Then the final three letters had come through as if censoring had been abandoned, and her words were like a message from an alien world. “The eradication of the Syns has gotten fully out of hand,” she wrote. “I wonder if the Earth will ever be the same again. How can it be for us who have watched helpless creatures dragged through the streets and killed by crazed mobs?”

“We know the Syns are not human, and they have to be destroyed. They are not even living things in the ordinary sense. But that does not excuse the brutality and terror that has swept the cities. And there’s always the fear: Are the identification methods sure? It’s so hard to tell a Syn from a human. No one knows when his most intimate friends might turn out to be Syns, to be dragged away and killed.

“People have almost stopped talking to each other. They go to work in silence and dread and come home and lock themselves in with their families. At night the streets are ghostly places where Syns prowl and kill—”

There was more, but it was all equally meaningless to Arthur Zoran.

Syns.

He had heard the whispered rumor that it meant synthetic men. Some of the workmen who had come from a job nearer home in recent months had carried these stories. They said it wasn’t safe to even talk about it, not even as far away as Cyprian II. They were all single men with nothing to go back to. None of them were going back.

But they could not say what the terror was or how it had come about. They could only say there were things on Earth that looked like men but were not. Methodically, the Syns were being rooted out and destroyed. In turn, they were carrying on their own fearful destruction of human life and works. Scientists feared as much as half the population might turn out to be Syns.

Yet no one could tell Arthur what a Syn was.

His eyes went back to the green disc of Earth. It sounded as if the world had gone crazy in his absence. If possible, he would have brought Ardyth out to Cyprian II and signed on for another construction period. But that had become impossible. A total ban against leaving Earth had been in effect for almost a year. Only the carefully screened ship crews were allowed to leave, and Arthur had not seen any of these until three weeks ago. It was a series of long and unorganized hops from Earth to Cyprian II. Earth liners covered only a fraction of the distance. The rest of the way had to be managed aboard decrepit freighters of all kinds.

But the pay out there was so good.

Except for Ardyth, however, Arthur Zoran had no desire to remain in the colonies. This story of Syns and prowling terrors in the cities of Earth was not something to make him run. Rather, it drew him with a ghastly fascination. It certainly wasn’t something to cause mankind to abandon all the millennia of civilization—but the whispered stories and Ardyth’s letters sounded as if this were about to happen.

Arthur Zoran was sure that the answer to the Syns—whatever they were—would not be easy or obvious. But he had an idea he might help find it.

The annunciator chimed and a smooth baritone voice spoke in the room with sudden, gentle persuasion. “All passengers will please come at once to the main dining salon. Instructions and preparations for landing will begin. You are to be acquainted with the changes that have taken place on Earth since you last saw it. This information is vital to everyone. Your presence is required.”

Arthur Zoran swept up the letters from the desk and returned them to his baggage. Maybe he was going to find out something tangible at last, he thought. When he had first boarded the liner he had welcomed the sight of the crewmen who had so recently been on Earth. But to all the questions which had been bottled within him for a year they refused a single answer.

He joined the other passengers in the corridor. There was no shipboard gaiety among them. Even though they had not been to Earth since the start of the terror their spirits had been dampened by the stories as the journey progressed. A shroud of mutual hostility enfolded each one like an invisible cocoon.

Arthur nodded to the few acquaintances he had. There was Ian McCarthy, a heavy, bronzed man of middle age, an explorer whose own ship had foundered many months ago and many light years from Earth. His rescue had been entirely accidental. And there were a couple of businessmen returning from overseeing their extensive colonial properties.

These were about the only ones he knew except for a slim figure of a girl who slipped into step beside him. When he became aware of her presence he did not know how long she had been there. She spoke abruptly in a frightened whisper. “It’s about the Syns, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so. I’ve never gone through anything like this on a flight before.”

Her name was Jan Mercer. She reminded him of Ardyth with her small, trim head of hair. She had spoken to him frequently during the days past, but he knew nothing of her background.

“I wish I had never come back,” she said bitterly.

He found seats for them near the front of the room. He could not help noticing the trembling of her hands and lips.

“I had a friend, once, who was a Syn,” she offered in explanation.

“Then you know! Tell me—”

“You’ll soon learn.”

The three hundred passengers in the salon were less than a third of the ship’s capacity. The room felt cold although the temperature was adequate.

Captain Tanner, master of the vessel, stood when the stewards reported the last of the passengers accounted for. He was a tall, gray-haired man whose face was now lined more by grief than years. “Your response is appreciated, ladies and gentlemen. We have aboard Captain Fairchild of Central Security, who has a message for you.”

The CS man seemed the only one in the whole room who was sure of himself. He stood up with the assurance of a military commander who knows that he, personally, does not have to meet the enemy. His voice was ponderous.

“All of you have been absent from Earth for more than a year,” he said. “Since you left, you have heard rumors of strange events, and you have heard the term, Syn. Let me tell you what Syn means.

“Two years ago there came to one of our mental hospitals a patient with the fantastic story that he was not a human being but was, rather, an artificial production that had been turned out in one of the chemical research laboratories under Borg-K type logic computer control. No serious thought was given to this. Such illusions are common enough manifestations of certain types of insanity.

“But routine analysis showed this was not insanity. It was incredibly true. The punched molecules of this man’s brain showed a variation that could not have come about in any known growth process. Electroencephalographs proved this. The EEG waves were then analyzed on the great Borg-K machine of the Allied Control Company, and the unbelievable story was confirmed.”

Arthur Zoran gave a start, as if a stranger had suddenly called his own name. Allied was the company he worked for. Their Borg-K computer was one he had helped build, the one called EDDIE for Electronic Digital Decision Interpretive Engine. He had supervised the computer laboratory where the great Eddie was housed before he was assigned to Cyprian II.

“Not only did the logic computer show this man’s story to be true,” continued Fairchild, “but it also revealed that many hundreds of thousands of these creatures of the same kind had been produced and turned loose among humanity. With the help of the computer we learned how to identify them through EEG patterns.

“The thing we did not learn—and which we have not yet learned—is where these creatures are being produced. We know how they are grown because we have been able to duplicate the process through information provided by the computer. Because they are synthetic men they have been called Syns.”

Arthur glanced at Jan Mercer. Her face was white. The whole group was hushed as if some alien thing had come into the room and might have assumed the form of the person sitting in the next chair.

“Each of you can guess what this has meant on Earth,” said the CS officer. “These Syns have moved steadily into human society, taking their places among us. Some have appeared as old men and women, others as young people, some as children. They have even married human beings.

“Because of the destruction of population records during the War, it has not been suspected until now that these were not bona fide members of the human race. Ninety percent of the present population is without known filial relationships.

“The avowed purpose of the Syns is to replace humanity with themselves. They consider themselves a completely superior form of life. At first they showed no intent to take over by open violence. Rather, like weeds in a garden, they seemed to hope to take over the whole garden by simple growth. Since our intense campaign against them, however, there has been increasing violence on their part. Daring bands haunt the streets at night, terrorizing and slaughtering unwary citizens.

“The entire world is for once united by its determination to wipe out these monsters. Inspection centers now exist in nearly every major city on the globe. Once a month the entire population is tested by EEG. Slowly, the Syns are being destroyed.

“The human race will not be safe until these creatures are wiped out—until we find and destroy the reproduction centers from which they come. You are returning to a bitter world. No one offers apology for it. The mission of the Syns is to destroy and replace mankind. Ours must be to destroy the Syns first. If something of human dignity is being lost in the process—as you will find is the case—it is a small and temporary loss, and a small price to pay for victory in this struggle.

“Before you leave this ship, each of you will be tested. In spite of the ban on travel, we pick up some Syns who may have left before the ban. If any of you doubt the urgency of this, consider for a moment: The man or woman sitting next to you may be a Syn, whose only desire is to destroy you and replace you!”

The CS man sat down, and Captain Tanner stood again to give instructions for the testing. Arthur Zoran scarcely heard him. His mind grappled with the things Fairchild had told them. Arthur knew logic computers and factory controls. That one of these should suddenly go wild and start designing artificial human beings was beyond comprehension.

But the CS man believed it and, apparently, so did the rest of the world. But what they knew had to be only a half truth, thought Arthur. Such a thing could not happen by accident or by misinterpretation of a logic computer’s programming. There had to be direction behind it. Somewhere—somehow—someone had to be responsible for this thing.

The passengers arose and moved quietly from the room. Each glanced more coldly and more fearfully at his neighbor than before. In silence they returned to the lonely privacy of their cell-like cabins.

Jan Mercer lost herself in the crowd without any further word to Arthur. In his own stateroom, Arthur sat by the port and stared again at the green disc of Earth. In the half million years since human life appeared on the planet there had been spawned nameless and numberless kinds of horror. His parents and Ardyth’s had known the War, and their parents likewise. But he wondered if any previous frightfulness had matched this one.

He recalled that moment when the passengers rose to leave the dining salon. From each of them a tangible breath of hate exuded toward all the rest. Past terrors had aligned men against men in mighty divisions. This one put every man against every other.

He tried to imagine circumstances that might have created the Syns. He knew the potentials of the logic computers. The automatically controlled vats in the great chemical research centers often duplicated the primal conditions of Earth’s seas when sentient life first spawned in them. But for the vast process of evolution—a billion years of it—to be duplicated and compressed into a few short months—there was the fantasy.

Yet, if Fairchild were to be believed, Eddie had shown them how it could be done and they had done it.

Whatever the answer, the Syns obviously existed. Doubts about the possibility of their creation would not make them go away. His most tormenting thought, however, was what had this done to Ardyth? What kind of a life was she living in a world torn by such strife?

He spent the next hour completing the packing he had begun before Ardyth’s letters had reminded him of the mystery of the Syns. The annunciator called his name as he finished—the summons to appear for the electroencephalograph test.

Outside the dispensary of the ship’s surgeon were a dozen people in line. Jan Mercer was at the head of it, but she did not look back. The face of each person showed a dull, uniform fear. It was a personal thing, now, as if each in his own heart was no longer sure of his own identity.

What did they have to be afraid of?, Arthur thought. If they were human, they knew it, and nothing would happen to them. If they were Syns, they were not human and they had no feelings and it didn’t matter what happened to them.

But somehow he felt uncomfortable at that thought. Ardyth’s words came back to him: “—brutality and terror—it’s so hard to tell a Syn from a human—”

That was it. Here he stood—each of them stood—certain that he was a human being. But on the outside—the outside of his own skin—there was no other human being who knew that—no one who would vouch for his humanity. Until the test proved his humanity he was utterly alone.

The isolation folded around him like a glass prison. This was what it was like on Earth, he thought. Once a month you faced this: No one believed in you; your very humanity was challenged. It was like discovering suddenly that you were not real. You were a phantom in the world you could see, hear, and feel.

There would soon come a perpetual state of terrified loneliness, a constant fear that something might go wrong, that somehow you might not be able to prove your humanity to their satisfaction. Then the waiting wolf pack would pounce—

He felt the moisture on his face. What a hell world it must have become. And somewhere down there was Ardyth, pleading for a belief in her humanity.

The test was not given by the ship’s surgeon and his assistants. The Central Security officers had their own people administer it. And who tested them? Arthur wondered. The whole operation had the atmosphere of the extermination chambers established during the Wars.

Inside the testing room no one spoke except to direct him to the reclining chair. The frozen-faced male operator smeared the perfumed electrode paste to his scalp and attached the electrodes. The machine hummed and the pens danced in rhythm with his brain waves. He tried to watch the paper as it rolled through the recorder, but he didn’t know enough about it to recognize whether the trace was normal or not.

When the test was finished, the operator shut off the machine and removed the electrodes. Arthur stood up. “Did I pass?”

The frozen face did not smile. “You will be notified of any negative results. Leave by the door to your left.”

It must be a gruesome occupation at best, Arthur thought. Perhaps the people who conducted the tests couldn’t be blamed for acting like zombies.

He returned to his stateroom. The cycle of day and night was timed by the Earth zone in which they would land, and it was now late evening. He tried to read, then gave it up and turned in. He spent a night of irritable restlessness.

Most of the others aboard seemed to have done like-wise by their appearance the following morning. They lined the promenade deck, wandering aimlessly, not talking to one another, their eyes drab with lack of sleep.

He saw Jan coming down the deck, and they headed for the same spot by the rail. She smiled now, and it made him remember the laughter of Ardyth. She looked more refreshed than at any time previously, as if she had reached the low of her depression and had already begun the upward climb.

“It will be good to be home again,” she said. “I should never have tried to run away, but I couldn’t stand it after they took Jim—away. He was my husband. They said he was a Syn.”

Arthur wished she had prepared him for that. He wished for some preliminary remark before that sudden unveiling of naked insight into the desolation that lay ahead of him. It caught his breath and made his lungs ache in a moment of inexpressible pity.

Jan’s eyelashes were no longer wet, but he was sure it had been only a short time since she last cried.

“What happened—?” he asked gently.

“What happens to any of them? Killed—slaughtered like some animal. But they were wrong, I tell you! Jim was as human and real as any of them. There’s something terribly wrong down there on Earth. They haven’t found the answer yet. They don’t know what Syns are or how to find them. My Jim was real—”

Arthur put his arm about her shoulders as she burst into uncontrolled sobbing. His hand encountered another touch, from which he recoiled. He looked around. Captain Fairchild and another CS man were standing behind, reaching for Jan.

“We want to see you, Mrs. Mercer. Will you come to your stateroom with us at once.”

It was no request. It was a command. Jan turned. At the sight of the CS officers she screamed. Other passengers gathered quickly. They closed with predatory expectancy.

Arthur’s hand slashed down. The edge of it crippled the arm of the CS man reaching for Jan.

“Keep your hands off this girl!”

Instantly he was seized from behind, his arms pinned by CS men who came up through the crowd. He hurled his weight to one side and twisted them to the deck. But he failed to break their grip.

“Come,” Fairchild ordered Jan. He jerked her arm roughly. Arthur roared curses at him while he writhed in the grip of the CS gorillas.

Jan shrugged herself free and stood, suddenly still and serene. She smiled, and the serenity on her face invited Arthur to cease his struggles.

“It’s all right,” she said softly. “I told you they were wrong and hadn’t found the answer to the Syns—but this is my answer. This is why nothing seemed right after Jim was taken. He’s been waiting for me. He knew I’d be coming soon.”

She turned slowly and strode off ahead of Fairchild, as if he were powerless to touch or harm her.

The CS Captain turned back and gestured to Arthur’s captors. “Bring him! We’ll make an immediate recheck. It looks as if we almost missed one of them!”

OEBPS/images/9780575129979.jpg
THE HUGO-NOMINATED AUTHOR
OF THIS ISLAND EARTH





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
%EWAY





