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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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I



THREE INCHES before Arthur Ross Carson’s nose the armored leg and boot of the Galactic Guardsman towered up like an old single tube rocket. Carson, flat on his stomach in the dust and pressed against the mouldering stone wall of the Admin Center, carefully extended his hand from the shadows. The tiny stick glittered once in the sunshine, then it had been pressed into the hairfine crack encircling the guardsman’s ankle where boot and greave meshed.


Carson was having difficulty in stopping himself from laughing—too soon.


Moving in complete silence and with deceptive slowness, he edged back, around the corner of the guard tower flanking the Admin Center’s main gate. His young, lithe body was relaxed, his nerves under perfect control and all the art of stealth and cunning he had learned as an urchin amongst the rubble of the city was in full, unconscious play.


Cautiously he applied flame to the end of the fuse.


Then he stood up, his mobile mouth quivering against the deep laughter that welled up, and, stepping briskly, walked out and around the tower. He went straight on over the cracked tessellated paving, out of the noon-day strip of shadow from the ten-story Admin Center and into the sunshine of Starfarers Square. As though suddenly remembering an errand, he paused, ostentatiously searching the pockets of his threadbare and much-patched coat while his gray eyes slid to observe the guardsman standing hot and uncomfortable in his magnificent—and quite unfunctional—uniform and armor.


Townspeople were moving sluggishly about the square and the radiating streets that led in from the dormitory suburbs and manufacturing districts. The heat laid a pall of listlessness over everything. Dust bit acridly into every throat. No sounds came from the market, where vendors dozed beneath striped awnings. It was just another day on sleepy Ragnor, a backward planet on the Rim, where the arrival of an interstellar packet caused furore enough to last a whole month.


The silence was blasted—enormously.


The Galactic Guardsman leaped a clear three feet in the air, no mean performance considering the weight of his armor and equipment. He landed running. He was yelling blue murder and his face was that color too—blue from cyanosis; he couldn’t get enough oxygen into his lungs both to sustain his lunging muscles and to maintain his fearsome yells. From his foot a long plume of black smoke billowed in a highly satisfactory manner.


Arthus Ross Carson held his stomach and groaned in helpless hilarity. He was quite beyond the laughing stage.


It wasn’t that he disliked the Galactic Guards—the geegee’s—or that he bore them any personal ill-will. But when a man is reaching the sombre old-age of twenty and nothing—literally nothing—happens from one year’s end to the next, unless he is to fossilise prematurely, then some outlet for abundant energy and an over-developed sense of fun must be found. Either that, or burst.


Carson peered through streaming eyes as the guardsman at last beat out the hot-foot and legged it back to his beat. Carson had no desire to see the man punished for leaving his post; his idea of fun did not include unpleasant consequences for anyone, including himself.


He thought of Lucy of the flame hair and soft mouth and relished the telling of this stupendous joke. He felt regret that she had not been there to witness it all; but her job monitoring automatic dish-washing machinery for Gunlum’s one reasonable hotel allowed her small free time. Carson regretted this; Lucy was seventeen and he wanted her all to himself.


Not all Galactic Guardsmen were fools. Sharp eyes had spotted all geegee’s involuntary flight and the greasy black smoke. Somewhere within Admin Center a siren began to howl. From the police precinct the clatter of running feet came nearer; an armored car rolled from the gates, its rocket launcher swivelling menacingly. A platoon of geegees broke from the gates in the wake of the car, spread and deployed and began to move on the square.


Carson watched in fascination.


He—a twenty year old full of fun—had started all this. It was the most instructive.


“Hey! You!” The voice was angry, imperative.


Carson swung round. Other people were hurrying away from the gates, unwilling to be caught in the geegee’s net.


“Grab him! That’s right! All right, you monkey, let’s see.”


The guards had caught someone who must have been approaching on the blind side of the square; the same stretch of mouldering wall from whose cover Carson had set the hot foot. He watched now, moving uneasily, wanting to get away while the getting was good but reluctant to leave while another person was being roughed up. Some unfortunate had walked along the same track that he had used; the geegees had pounced and, for a moment, it looked black. But Carson had no doubt that the unknown would soon prove his innocence.


He was beginning to look conspicuous, loitering there where everyone else had hurriedly fled. A growing clamor by the market told of the news being spread; there would be long loud chuckles all over Gunlum this night.


Still Carson tarried. He had no feelings of pity for the man the guards had caught. It was just unfortunate, one of those things, one of those things that a hard life and plenty of knocks had taught Carson to accept with a shrug and a grim resolve to beat anyone down who stood in his way. He might be young; but he had little to learn about the ways of the Galaxy. The man should have been ready to run for it as soon as the siren sounded. He must be some soft clerk or storeman, rotting in a monotonous job and all flabby flesh and panting for breath. Carson began to walk away.


He turned for one last look over his shoulder, and that last look changed the whole course of his life.


He caught a single glimpse of flame hair encompassed by the black leather and gray-blue steel of the guards.


The guards had Lucy! How she, of all the people in Gunlum, of all the people on Ragnor, should be here in the square at the time of his practical joke ready to be snapped up like a soft doe didn’t matter. She was here. She had been taken. She was being hustled inside the Admin Center, and Carson knew well enough to which section she would be taken.


Then the full horror hit him. Lucy would almost certainly—absolutely positively—be carrying a handful of igniter sticks with her. She would have the plastic wrapped bundle in her handbag, along with her lipstick and compact and embroidered handkerchief and all the other feminine knick-knacks that girls of seventeen carry about with them.


And the igniter sticks would condemn her.


Arthur Ross Carson stood there in the sunshine of Starfarers Square and the acid of self-condemnation, of self hate and self-loathing bit deeply into his mind. There was only one thing he could do.


Even then, there was no guarantee that the geegees would believe him. They’d scoff and write him off as a romantic loon telling lies in order to save his light-o’-love.


Of course, he would have; but he had to convince them that he was telling the truth. The decision had taken all of a hundredth part of a second; in the next he was walking directly towards the main gate guard.


His face felt stiff but he was not sweating; so far full fear had not struck.


The guard was still stamping his foot from time to time, cursing under his breath and watching the platoon of his comrades wheel back through the dust to the gates, followed by the armored car. Carson had no time to wonder about the fellow’s feelings, or to surmise that he was probably considering with apprehension the forthcoming interview with his captain. The guard straightened and waved Carson aside.


“Out of the way, kid, or you’ll be run over.”


“She didn’t do it,” Carson said. He was panting now. “She didn’t do it. I did.”


The guard’s reactions were not quite typical, but Carson was to learn that nothing that is expected occurs in just the way it is anticipated.


The guard said: “So you did, hey? I don’t care who did it—I just want to see someone stung—” and he went into anatomical details that left Carson quite unmoved. The platoon passed by with much clashing of armored feet and clanging of accoutrements. The armored car rolled past with a soft squishy sound from its vee-sixteen gas-electric engine.


The guard saluted his captain and rapidly told him what Carson had said. The captain, a grizzled veteran with radiation burns giving his face a mottled strawberry look, sized Carson up. His eyes were black beneath the helmet visor.


“You’d better come inside with us, son, and tell your story.” He put a hand on Carson’s shoulder. “You know the girl?”


Carson hesitated. Then, knowing that the guards would unearth anything they wanted, he said: “Yes.” And left it at that.


They went inside, the captain and Carson, with a couple of guards for escort. In the big crumbling building, corridors echoed to the stamp of booted feet and the air was damp and musty. What lights there were were dim and blue with age.


“What have you done with Lucy?” Carson asked.


“Keep quiet, son, until we talk to you,” the captain advised him. There was no discernable emotion in the man’s voice. But Carson caught the hint of a great weariness. He had never before been inside Admin Center and, like most of the townsfolk, he had always thought of the interior as a palace of light and beauty and precious gems. All he saw now was dusty flooring and stained walls with the paint peeling in ribbons from the desiccated plaster.


Then his fierce anger saw the answer to that. Of course, this was the section that the public might enter; the decadent luxury swarmed behind locked doors, in the other wings of the towering building.


They entered a large room with three tall windows set in its farther wall, a massive desk of ironwood, an armchair behind it, two chairs set before it and a row of benches along the near wall. A corpulent guardsman stood at attention by the door. The air smelt flat and unused.


“Wait here, son,” the captain said, and strode away.


The waiting gnawed at Carson’s nerves. He wondered what was happening to Lucy. If they’ve hurt her, he began to say to himself, and then slumped, realizing his own futility and his utter helplessness. No-one had much time for the Galactic Guards; but at least they preserved the peace and kept off out-worlder robbers and pirates and claim-jumpers. Their job was unenviable, he could see that, but he refused to acknowledge that their braggart swagger was necessary to their task. They had too much power and the planetary government, duly elected, was virtually ruled by the Galactic Guard colonel in the capital. The door opened.


“Is this the lad?” asked a voice that growled with an impatient huskiness that tautened Carson’s nerves.


“Yes, sir. Claims he set the hot foot, not the girl.”


“Why we have to be plagued with these small fry—”


The captain stood beside Carson, who rose to his full height and waited, eyeing the newcomer. The man was a major. He wore the guard’s undress uniform, a scarlet loose-fitting shirt of some silky synthetic, white breeches and soft artificial leather boots. Around his waist, lean and athletic, was wound the blue cummerbund of authority and over his shoulder he had hastily hung and was still adjusting his embroidered baldrick, with the rapier thumping his left leg.


His face was brown and sere, with crows’-feet splaying from the corners of his eyes. He looked to be about fifty, past the age for promotion, and settled in a job that he could hold down until he reached retirement age—or was killed.


He sat with a grunt in the armchair, cocked both booted feet on to the desk and then, and only then, looked at the prisoner.


“Name?”


“Carson.”


“Carson what?”


“Carson—sir.”


“That’s better.”


The captain leaned forward and whispered. The major said firmly: “You claim that it was you who set the hot foot to Guardsman Hypman? That it was not the girl?”


“That is right, sir.” Carson found amazement that he could speak so calmly.


“What proof can you offer?”


“Proof?” Carson was bewildered. “But I did it. Where is Lucy? What have you done with her?”


“The girl is being taken care of. Forget her. Do you know what the penalty is for your crime?”


“But it was only a joke—”


The major snorted. He began to flick his boots with a paper knife taken from the desk. “I don’t think you quite understand the gravity of your position. We can deal with this under section forty, conduct, of a civilian, prejudicial and all the rest. You don’t know it, of course. But you can be punished by fifty lashes.” His eyes raised and his glance locked with Carson’s. “Do you know what fifty lashes is like?”


“No, sir.”


“Well—you will if you persist in your statement.”


Carson said: “Will Lucy get fifty lashes—”


“That is not your affair. We have our own ways of taking care of female prisoners.”


Wild alarm inundated Carson. He had heard the stories, of course, who hadn’t? But their meaning had not impacted before. But now, when it was Lucy, held in this vast old building … He began to sweat.









II


THE CALM, mechanical, quite unemotional attitude of the guardsman was getting under Carson’s skin. Had they threatened in a bullying way, had they blustered, had they struck him, he would not have been surprised, and his fear would have been of a kind with which he was familiar and could handle. But this cold scrutiny, this passionless statements of rules under which he could be punished by a certain number of strokes of the lash, this serene disregard of him as a human being at all carried far more chilling menace than he had bargained for or could adapt to handle. His stomach had tightened to a small aching ball.


The major leaned forward. “Carson. You fully understand what is in store for you if you persist in your statement?”


Carson swallowed. “Yes.”


“And do you so persist?”


“Yes.”


The major leaned back.


A buzzer sounded in the room and from the ironwood desk a small intercom unit rose and a hush phone extended on a pseudopod towards the major’s head. He fitted his mouth and right ear to the instrument. Carson could not hear what he said; but he saw the sudden irritable scowl that disfigured the tired old face. The major withdrew his head and the hush phone retracted into the intercom which in turn vanished into the desk. The room was very quiet—ominously quiet.


The major stood up. He passed one hand across his face. The veins stood out in wriggling blue lines across the back of his hand; the knuckles were big and bony. Then he drew a deep breath, stiffened himself and snapped the hand down.


“Captain Jose. I am now in command here.”


The captain’s reactions were interesting. Both guardsmen had forgotten Carson. The captain’s face went gray, then blood flushed back under the skin, and seemed to fill his eyes so that for a moment a red devil stared out. He said: “Colonel Stacey’s dead, then?”


“What else?” The major was abrupt. He cut a hand down to his rapier pommel, gripped it as though seeking life-giving sustenance to flow from that symbol and weapon of authority. “This makes the murder a successful assassination, the first on Ragnor for a century. They must be questioned.”


“I’ll see to it, sir.”


“Right. If you want me I’ll be in Communications. When Headquarters hear of this, heads may roll.” He went to the door, an old man, worn down by years of overwork and then by years of underwork and stagnation, shouldering a responsibility he had not sought and would not be thanked for taking. “The whole Galaxy’s running down,” he said sombrely. “And there’s nothing I can see to stop it.” He went out.


Carson decided not to say anything. He was badly frightened now. All this talk, of a kind that was strange and new to him, had rattled him. What had the old major meant, that the Galaxy was running down?


Captain Jose turned to him, brisk and efficient, his age sloughing off him with work to do.


“All right, son. This looks like the end for you. You say you set the hot foot. Maybe you did and maybe you didn’t. What we’re interested in finding out is why you set it, or why you’re saying you set it.”


Carson had the vertiginous sensation that huge wheels were meshing all around him, bringing problems and situations with which he was totally unfamiliar and with which he could not cope. He was also shrewd enough to see that they could bring in their train his own unpleasant death.


Captain Jose sat in the chair lately vacated by the major. He unbuttoned his black leather belt and hitched his rapier forward on its baldrick. A subtle change came over him.


“Right, Carson. This is it. Today an assassination attempt was made on the life of Colonel Stacey. It was successful. The murderer unloosed a razzee in the colonel’s bedroom—he’d been sleeping late. He died just now.”


“What is a razzee?”


“Don’t tell me you don’t know?” Jose’s tones were loaded with sarcasm. “One of those devilish flying snakes from Marjoram VI. The thing’s only about a foot long, leathery wings, whiplash tail and poison fangs. It bit the colonel ten times. It was still in the room when his cries brought the guard. He shot it down. But enough was left to identify it. And you tell me you don’t know what a razzee is.”


“I don’t! I’ve never heard of it—or of Marjoram.”


“Well, that we can soon find out. It would not have been necessary for you to have known. Or the girl.”


That brought Carson up. “Where’s Lucy?” he said. He stepped forward, swallowing bile. “If you’ve hurt her, I’ll—I’ll—”


“Save it. Who are you? What do you do?”


Carson shook his head. He had to control himself. Crazy plans rushed through his mind like an avalanche. He licked his lips and then, surprisingly, began to tell the captain what he wanted to know.


“I’m an orphan, work out on the spaceport dismantling the wrecks. Old Stan Shulman’s my boss. He makes a living at it, selling the bits and pieces, and I scrape along. I don’t remember a home, only sleeping with Old Stan in one wreck after another. That’s all.” He could not help add bitterly: “Nothing happens on Ragnor—at least, not until today.”


“So you’re a spaceship wrecker,” Captain Jose said. “A most suitable occupation. And this girl? Lucy?”


Carson took a fresh grip on himself. “She’s my girl, if that’s what you mean.”


“You’d do anything for her? Lie for her? Die for her, perhaps?”


Carson refused to give the captain satisfaction.


“Perhaps,” he said, making it as insolent as he could.


Captain Jose stiffened.


“I see.” He moved his rapier, making the scabbard scrape along the ironwood desk. “So you’d willingly confess to setting this hot foot, in order to save your girl. Yes, I see. Perhaps it might be as well if the girl were questioned again.” He smiled. “So far, I understand, she has been singularly unco-operative.”


The sweat was running off Carson now. He could not stop his next actions. He jumped forward, his face tight and hating and his hands raking forward like the talons of a bird of prey. In his mind was the one desire to take and strangle the life out of this braggart captain.


Something caught and held him. He was transfixed. Standing like a frozen statue, leaning forward and yet still unbalanced, his face fixed rigidly into its mask of hate.


“Just a little precaution, you see.” Captain Jose took his finger off the stasis button and stood up. Carson slumped to the floor. Every muscle felt as though it had been separately and efficiently beaten. He tried to stand, and fell back, checking the groan of pain.


The corpulent guard stepped forward at a nod.


“Take this stupid youngster to a cell, guardsman, and see he is not damaged. We need to know what he knows, or does not know.”


When the cell door had clanged shut on him, Carson sat on the wooden bunk and put his hands to his head and tried not to think of what might be happening to Lucy just because he had found life dull and decided to liven it up a little.


The very procedure of this place, the feeling of implacable violence thinly veneered by custom and order made for grisly imagining. Slowly, as he sat there, and then, finding inaction impossible, pacing the cell, he was losing his mind. Fears snarled and gibbered at him. What was happening to Lucy now? At this very instant? He hammered on the cell door until his hands bled; but no-one took the slightest notice of him. He had no idea of time. Events had happened, and would happen, all over the Galaxy, and he would stay cooped up in this narrow cell till the end of time.


They came for him at last, and served him a sour meal of gruel and a crust, and then led him back to the room of the three tall windows and the ironwood desk.


The captain and the major were both there, grim-faced, tired, unshaven, with the look about them of being men beaten down in a long fight against insuperable odds.


“The girl knows nothing,” the major began at once. He paused, then, and Carson experienced the most profound sensation of shock as the major’s wise old eyes refused to meet his own. In those eyes, in that face, as in the face of the captain, he saw guilt, remorse—and fear.


“What is it?” demanded Carson. He braced himself. “Tell me! Tell me, you hear?”


“Take it easy, youngster.” The major looked at Captain Jose, and away, quickly. “The news is bad. But I want you to know that it was none of our doing. None, you understand?”


“Tell me!” Carson shouted. Panic and anger glared from his eyes.


“We are only the Galactic Guard,” the major said. “We have no jurisdiction outside space and the planets allotted to our care. You have heard, perhaps, of the Statque?”


“Statque? No.” Carson pleaded with them. “Tell me. What has happened? Lucy! Is she all right?”


“A Statque man came down—he was on tour in this area and decided this was a good opportunity to show just who is who around space these days.” The major paused tiredly. “But you wouldn’t understand about that. Our troubles are our own. This man, he questioned your girl. He was—not very gentle.”


A strange thrilling began in Carson’s brain and sent flickering liquid fire along his muscles until all his body seemed bathed in ice cold flame. He tried to speak but his tongue clove to the roof of his mouth and he made only splashy gargling sounds.


The two guardsmen were looking at him, their craggy old faces softened by sympathy, their thought transparent upon their outward expressions. They were thinking, both of them, that this unhappy youngster could have been their son, a son to either of them had either one ever married a woman he could have respected. But they had been professional guardsmen, guardians of the galaxy, and the women they had met had been of a sort that were not interested in marriage. Out of his misery Carson saw all this, and strove to speak, to break through the hard professional shell and seek comfort and understanding from these men.


He managed to say: “Lucy’s all right, isn’t she? I mean—tell me, for God’s sake! What did this man do to her?”


Captain Jose looked away. The major looked at his brown hand holding the rapier hilt, and then up, directly into Carson’s gray eyes.


“The lot, son. You’ll have to know. She’s dead. She didn’t die pleasantly; but she was glad to go at the end.”


What happened then was for ever afterwards a blur to Carson. He recalled vaguely someone screaming. There were men—guardsmen—about him, holding his arms and one brought quickly forward a glittering hypodermic. The next memories were of a white-washed little room with sunshine dappling the plastic carpeted floor, an iron-framed bed and a lumpy mattress and white sheets that smelled of disinfectant.


He sat up. His head ached a little, a dismal buzz between the eyes; but he was not restrained and was able to step out of bed and dress himself in his own patched clothes that had been laid over a chair. He noticed that they had been cleaned and pressed, and the act made him ponder.


A panel slid aside over the door and a TV eye lit up.


“That’s right, son,” said an unfamiliar voice. “Go right through the door over there. You’ll find toilet, necessaries and food. Don’t think.”


The eye went dark.


Carson was in no shape for thinking. Too much thinking sapped the brain, or sent you mad. He had a fleeting impression of Lucy imprinted on his mind—then the thought went, blown away with her flame hair and her grave and laughing eyes and her soft mouth. He did not even feel amazement that he could think of her like that; knowing that she was dead—and still walk steadily through the indicated door and wash and shower and shave and then sit down to a good meal of expensive food.


He was just finishing the second cup of coffee when the door opened and Captain Jose walked in. He had spruced himself up; but his face was haggard and lined and he walked as though his collar guard had become caught up in his bootzips.


“Feel better now, son?”


“Yes. Why do I?”


“Feel better? You were in a dangerous state. We had to apply sedation.” He sighed. “We’re a tough bunch of hard-cases in the Guard; but we can’t stomach the Statque. What they did to your girl shouldn’t have—but this is foolish and cruel. You know the score.”


“Yes. I know the score. Can you tell me what this is all about?”


“That is why I came. First, though, I want to ask you a question. You’ll have to think about it.”


“All right.”


“Do you know who your parents were? Can you remember them?”


“No and no.”


“Too fast. That’s a stock answer. Think—about them.”


“Look, captain, I don’t know. Oh, sure, I recall odd things, what kid doesn’t; but nothing to put a finger on.”


“You say your name is Carson—we checked. Arthur Ross Carson, right?”


“There’s no argument over that, is there?”


“Why Arthur Ross?”


“You tell me—”


“I will. Your father’s name was Arthur and your mother’s maiden name was Ross.”


“That’s just an intelligent guess. I’ve thought the same thing myself. But there’s no proof. I don’t even know on what planet I was born, except that it wasn’t Ragnor.”


“We found that out.”


Carson pushed the food tray away. He was puzzled. “What is your exact interest in me, captain? I told you I set the hot foot. My girl—” He swallowed, and went on evenly: “You’ve shot me full of dope so I don’t react as I would about that. My girl was accused of it, she was questioned by this Statque man, she died. I don’t owe you anything. What’s your interest in me?”


“Aren’t you forgetting that Colonel Stacey was murdered?”


“That’s nothing to do with me.”


“I wonder. As of now, we don’t think it is. We had a look at your mind when you were under. We found out a few things that surprised us—and would surprise you. We know that your setting the hot foot and the murder were purely fortuitously coincidental; but you must admit that if you hadn’t roused the alarm and turned out the guard the murderer wouldn’t have found it so easy to break into the colonel’s bedroom.”
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