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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.


      




CHAPTER ONE


Robot Syndrome


TRAVEL out from earth for a few parsecs, and you will find yourself in the vicinity of a rather charming star named Alpha Centauri. Whirling around this stellar parent there are several interesting planets. Travelling outwards from Alpha the second of these globular children is Gloxa. On Gloxa there is a pretty complex civilisation. The culture is a technological one, that is not to say it is a particularly happy one, but certainly its society has all the trappings of civilisation and then some to spare. On the main continent of Gloxa are many cities. One of these rejoices in the rather unromantic name of Urg. In the city of Urg there is situated what is probably the largest robot factory, the largest production plant for mechanical men—or at least, for man-like machines, anywhere in the Alpha Centauri system. Some would even go so far as to say it was the biggest robot factory in this sector of the galaxy. That may be a bit of an exaggeration, but allowing for a bit of wishful thinking and a soupcon of local pride it is still fairly safe to say, and quite reasonable to assume, that the robot factory in Urg on Gloxa of Alpha Centauri is one of the biggest and best that you will encounter. Even if it is not the very top of the tree it has good reason to claim to be primus inter pares—first among equals.


The man in charge of final inspection and assembly check was a leathery individual who rejoiced in the name of Mike Sterne. He had a pleasantly ugly face, and his hair was going back so fast that you’d think his nose was radioactive. He had brows that could only be described as craggy, and a pair of gimlet eyes that looked everywhere, bored into anything that got in their way, and missed absolutely nothing. The rest of Mike Sterne could fairly be described as in direct ratio to the face, certainly in direct proportion to the face. The big square jaw, for instance, had its counterpart in the big square body. It is true that occasionally the owners of big square jaws are not as ruthless, as tough, and as determined as their jaws would lead you to believe …


But Mike Sterne was not one of the exceptions to the general dictate of the ancient science of physiognomy. He had a big square jaw, a fine, strong jaw, the foundation of a strong face, and with it he himself was both mentally and physically strong. He might be variously described as “chunky,” “square,” thick-set,” or merely “solid.” Any of these descriptions would have fitted him pretty accurately and would have aptly pictured the kind of man that Mike Sterne was Even his age was indeterminate. He had not changed a lot since he had notched up his first quarter century. He could have been any age between twenty-five and fifty-five, but if the years had done anything for him at all, they had increased the maturity of his muscles, they had not detracted from his power or agility. Mike Sterne was the kind of man whom any popular novelist would be inclined to sum up as a good friend, or a dangerous enemy. Whatever you might think about Mike Sterne, he was the kind of man who counted. He was a significant kind of man. He could not be ignored. He could not be included under an “etc.” He was not an incidental, there was nothing inconsequential about him. He was all purpose; he was a big, tough character, and every inch of him counted. Mind and body Mike Sterne was very definitely a man to be reckoned with. He looked down the assembly line; it was like being in one of those olden day 19th or 20th century draper’s shops, for he had often seen them on sociological microfilms. Victoria and the later Georges would have seen sights like these in shop windows. Expressionless faces, row upon row of expressionless faces … Sterne looked at the robots angrily as they glided towards to him on the assembly line. Slowly, methodically, robot after robot passed in front of those electronic testing devices. Here a swift X-ray checked for internal faults. At another point on the line a sonar beam raced around them on a similar function, though in a slightly different sphere of examination. A little further on various other testing devices were plugged in, the robots’ reactions, responses, and circuit wires were checked and counter checked. Only when Sterne had seen each other individual robot past each individual screen, only when he was absolutely convinced and thoroughly satisfied that every mechanical, man-like object was as perfect as robotics could make it, did he affix the final seal bearing his inspector’s number, the seal that meant that the robot could be released for commercial purposes.


Mike Sterne checked the last of the batch, on that particular section of line, heaved a sigh of relief, glanced swiftly at his wrist-chron, folded his note book and headed for the canteen. He took the elevator down and walked quickly to the alcoholic end of the counter.


“Sibo,” he ordered. “Make it a treble.” The girl behind the bar had snow white hair and pink eyes. Her skin was as white as paper, almost transparent. Mike Sterne had seen albinos often enough but somehow he never got used to her. The girl had been stared at so much by Terrans she didn’t even bother any more. In her own way she was quite good looking. Most of the Gloxans were albinos. It was a peculiar genetic development due to exposure to some rather odd wavelengths radiating from Alpha Centauri. The Terrestrial humanoids who had been coming out there for the last thousand years were practically immune to it, though every now and again, even in a purely terrestrial family an albino child would crop up. As the generations passed the statisticians seemed to be of the opinion that prolonged exposure, over several generations, would weaken even Terrestrial resistance.


The archaeologists had proved that the original Alpha Centaurian stock, the original Gloxans, had possessed pigment in the same way that humanity had on earth, but the Gloxans were a much older race. They could give terrestrial humanity a million years. Odd thing was, thought Sterne, it didn’t seem to have done them much good. They had reached a point of culture and stuck. They had acquired for themselves a technology which was able to supply 99.5 per cent of their physical and material wants and there they had been content to remain. Such advances as had been made since had been purely circular advances in such fields as fashion, music and entertainment in general. There had been complete and utter political stagnation. That, like the albinos tended to be infectious, thought Sterne.


He emptied his glass and called for another. He could feel the sibo coursing around his veins; there was a glorious kick to it, which was just what he needed at that moment. He felt like getting gloriously drunk, he had just seen another batch off, why the hell shouldn’t he get drunk? He looked at the uniformed characters at the door. They were everywhere. What the hell was a guy supposed to do when he had finished work? Sit at home reading quietly, or watching a 3-D on the vidio! These damn Centaurians, these blasted Gloxans never realised that a real, raw-blooded earthman had to drink. Earthman, he thought, that was a contradiction in terms! His family had emigrated five generations back, but he still didn’t think of himself as a Gloxan. He liked reading those old microfilm yarns about tough, lean sun-browned earthmen. He liked to read about Australian bush rangers, and American cowboys. He liked to read about Highland chiefs in Scotland, and seafaring men in Cornwall and Devon, pitting their wits against the guns of the Spanish Main. He liked to read about Cossacks galloping over their Steppes. He liked tales about Eskimos, he had even enjoyed a peculiar ballad relating to one “Eskimo Nell” which had been handed down in a military oral tradition, for no one had ever dared to commit such profanity to print!


He had read many an adventure of far-off Earth of long ago, but he identified himself mentally with those rugged heroes of that dark rearward and abyss which men call history The thin, pale, white-haired policeman moved towards Mike Sterne disapprovingly as the big robot-Inspector’s hand closed round his third glass of sibo.


“Don’t you think you’re rather overdoing things friend?” The policeman’s voice was soft and sibilant.


“You do your job, sonny boy, and I’ll do mine,” said Sterne.


The pink eyes looked at him disapprovingly.


“I’m afraid you will become part of my job if you insist on this kind of behaviour,” said the policeman.


“I’ll behave how I dam’ well like,” said Sterne, “is that clear?”


The policeman shook his head.


“Do that again,” jibed Sterne, “I like to hear it rattle!”


For a second the albino didn’t quite understand what Sterne was saying, then the full import of the big terrestrian’s words sank into his head.


“I’m afraid I must ask you to accompany me to headquarters,” he said in that same sibilant, but deadly polite voice.


“You go to hell!” snarled Sterne. He was just drunk enough not to give a damn about anything or anybody. The albino girl behind the bar backed out of the way. The policeman made some kind of motion towards a concealed hand weapon near his belt. Mike Sterne grinned. These Gloxans looked frail and compared to a terrestrial they were frail, he picked the policeman up with effortless ease, and shook him as a terrier shakes a rat. The handweapon came out and clattered helplessly to the floor. Mike Sterne kicked it to the other end of the canteen. Contemptuously he flung the policeman after it. The albino landed in a splayed heap with a grunt and a kind of cursing sob. He gathered himself together and reached for the fallen hand weapon. A double gauge power blaster had appeared in Sterne’s hand as though by magic.


“Don’t touch it sonny boy, or I’ll blast it from here to Calisto.”


The policeman had recovered some of his equanimity.


“That’s a long way, Mr. Sterne,” he said.


“Now listen,” said Sterne, “I don’t want any trouble with you, I don’t want any trouble at all. I’m a Number One inspector in this factory, and when I’ve finished my job I’m entitled to a little refreshment and relaxation, and I’ve got my own way of relaxing. The fellows who run this factory happen to know the kind of man I am! Also they know that they can’t replace me—at least they can’t replace me easily. Because this factory makes big money it’s got political pull. We’ve got big pull. I’m not saying our pull is so big that I could shoot you dead and get away with it, because it ain’t … But I am saying this, if you run me in just because I want to have a drink, and just because you think I’m going to start dancing on the bar when I’ve had another sibo, then you’ve got a big mistake comin’. If you like wearin’ your fancy uniform, and you want to keep it and you want any chance of promotion, then you get the hell out o’ here! D’you hear me? Now you pick up that gun, and keep your back to me till you’re out o’ sight!”


“You’re making a big mistake,” returned the policeman. “You terrestrials are all alike. You think that our government will put up with anything from you for political reasons. You think that you can bargain from a position of power and strength. This may be the case to some extent——”


“I don’t want any political speeches. Get out!” said Sterne.


The policeman picked up his gun, turned his back on Sterne and went out.


“You haven’t heard the last of this,” he said gently as he left.


“Go to hell,” said Sterne, “and save me a place when you get there.”


The policeman disappeared to the elevator.


“You shouldn’t have done that, Mike,” said Judy. He looked at the girl thoughtfully.


“And why not, may I ask?” he demanded.


“He’ll never forgive you for throwing him across the bar!”


“He asked for it,” returned Sterne, “These little skinny, half-transparent squirts!” He looked at Judy, “I’m sorry kid! I forgot you was like them. Only sometimes a man could almost think of you as an Earth girl. You got the right kind of personality, even if you ain’t got the right kind of looks. I don’t mean to sound unkind when I say that …


“I’m sure you don’t,” said Judy. “We can’t help being the way we are—any more than you can help being the way you are.”


“Thass very true,” agreed Mike. The sibo was beginning to get hold of him nicely now. “Thass very true,” he repeated … He said it with an air of great gravity. He looked round the bar with the eyes of the man who feels he has just made a very profound remark. “Thass very, very true!” he asserted again. “D’you know what, Judy, upstairs there’s robots, hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of ’em, and they drink oil, and they take in electrical energy, and they store it and they take in solar energy, or maybe I should say Alpha Centauri energy. I can’t think of that ball up there, shining down, making you people white and pink … I can’t think of that as the sun! It’s the only sun I’ve ever seen, I know, but to us earth people the thing in the sky that makes it daylight is called the sun. It’s a hundred and forty something years since the first of the Sternes came from earth … a hundred-and-forty-something years. If I wasn’t so dam’ drunk I’d tell you how many days and weeks and months and everything else. I could tell you to the minute. But I can’t tell you those sort of things when I’m drunk.”


“No, I don’t suppose you can,” said Judy.


“That doesn’t mean I don’t know them. It just means I have temporarily forgotten them.” He hiccoughed loudly. “Temporarily forgotten them.” he repeated. “Now—I’ve forgotten what I was going to say, but I’m sure it was very important.”


“Yes, I’m sure it was very important, too,” agreed Judy, she smiled.


“Oh yes! Upstairs is a lot of little robots, they drink energy, they drink oil. Down here, Judy is a lot of people, white people you can nearly see through; they’ve been here a long time. You’re one of them. You should know more know more about them than I do.”


“I suppose I do,” said the girl patiently.


“Then there’s a lot of thicker, dirty-coloured people like me. Yes I know, what you albinos call us! ‘Dirty-coloured’ well, we’re a good thick, opaque pink!”


“It’s not really pink is it? It’s a sort of orangey-white, funny colour, really!” said the albino girl.


“Of course, some of us are a bit dirtier than others! Take me for instance,” he looked up again. “Back on earth they’d say I’d got a very handsome tan. Up here your albinos look at me as if I’d just been scrubbing out a coal mine. You wouldn’t know what a coal mine was, would you? You never read earth history. It’s too long a story to tell you, but they used to dig it out of the earth, Judy, girl. They used to dig it out of the earth and burn it! Black stuff, all made of carbon. They used to call it black diamonds. You know what diamonds are! Even here—even here on Gloxa you know what diamonds are! A girl’s best friend, that’s what they say, Judy.” He hiccoughed. “But I’m getting off the track, girl. I was talking about robots. Give us another drink!”


“Don’t you think you’ve had enough?” she asked.


“Give us another drink!” said Sterne truculently. She hesitated no longer. He sipped it appreciatively … “Good stuff this sibo! One-third blood, one-third fire, and one-third God-knows-what! It’s damn’ good stuff! I’ve heard say it’s poison if you drink enough. By the great jumping binary it’s a lovely way to die! Marvellous! If I ever find myself under sentence of death I’ll ask them to drown me in a barrel of sibo. That’s another word that’s unfamiliar. “Barrel,” lovely old-fashioned, earthy sort of word. Sort of thing they used on Earth a thousand years ago to keep beer in. That’s some more of history you don’t know about—beer! I’ve read all about it. Musht have bin love’ly! They haven’t made it for four hundred years, not even on Earth. But they remember it in their hisht’ry books! On the microfilm readers … my word! Those must have been the days! 19th and 20th centuries. Those were the days. A man could really live then, not like now. You know what? Back on earth in the 20th century there was what they called ‘Democracy’ …”


“Democracy?” asked Judy. “What was that?”


“It meant that a man could vote for somebody to be a member of the government. Just think of that!” he said. “The people could choose the government! What have we got now? A sort of machine instead of a society …”


“You mustn’t say things like that, Mike,” said Judy, “it’s dangerous.”


“They won’t dare do anything to me! Look what I did to that lousy policeman. I’ll do the same to the whole lot of them!” Several of the people in the bar including a few terrestrials were looking at Mike and wagging admonishing fingers; Sterne was hopelessly drunk by this time. He roared at them rather like a bulldog who has just had its backside scratched by a cat. “Don’t you wag your fingers at me, you mealy-mouthed bunch of stinking hypocrites! I’ll fight any man in this bar! I’ll fight the lot of you!” There was a big atomic-welder, an ugly character with a black patch over one eye. He was the kind of man that Sterne disliked on sight. He was a bit bigger than Mike there were knots of muscle under his tunic … Mike flung his glass at the welder with considerable skill, considering his degree of inebriation. The welder ducked and it shattered against the wall.


“Sterne, you’re always shooting your damn fool mouth off,” said the welder, “I’m going to quieten you down a bit”


“You jus’ come and try!” said Mike. “You jus’ come and try, thass all! We’re governed by a machine,” he asserted again, “a stinkin’ government machine. These white livered, yellow bellied Gloxans!” He spat on the floor. There ain’t one of them as good as the lousiest earthman that ever lived! Not one of ’em! Why a sparrow back on Earth in the old days could have fluttered its wings and they’d have all blown over!”


He felt a rush of air as the welder’s fist went past his head. He ducked—about half a second late—the other fist connected with his temple. Mike staggered back, a third punch took him in the jaw, he went over, crawled to his knees spitting out a tooth. The welder’s boot came leaping towards him. He reacted just in time. He hurled himself to one side and snatched at the boot. He caught it deftly. He was sobering up rapidly now. The welder crashed over on to his back with a heavy thud. Sterne hung on to the ankle and twisted savagely, he stepped over the top of the welder’s leg and applied a Farmer-Brown toe-and-ankle hold. He didn’t know that was what it was, but it seemed a singularly unpleasant thing to do to the welder’s leg. Mike began putting the pressure on. The welder screamed. Mike kept on heaving, there was a sickening click, the welder stopped screaming, he had fainted.


“You’ve broken his leg!” exclaimed Judy.


“Damn good job,” retorted Sterne.


There was silence in the bar.


“Drag him out, some of you creeps!” said Mike. “Drag him out and bury him quietly somewhere where we can’t smell him!”


Two or three sheepish-looking assembly-line technicians came forward and carried the big welder out, he opened his eyes.


“I’ll get you for this Sterne,” he grated, “Oh my leg! I’ll get you for this!”


“Go away, or I’ll break the other one,” retorted Sterne viciously.


“Mike, there’ll be big trouble! You’ve got to stop it!” said Judy.


“Give me another drink,” commanded Sterne. “I’m beginning to sober up, and I can’t stand this place when I’m sober.” He knocked back yet another sibo and relapsed into blissful alcoholism.


Suddenly the room was full of policemen, or so it seemed to Mike. They squeezed through the door like tooth paste coming through the nozzle of a tube.


Everybody else was making for the exits. Sterne’s blaster came out, he watched them rather disinterestedly. They looked at him warily. He could see handweapons flashing.
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