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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


I WOULD TELL it as it happened to me. But I am no longer as I was when it happened. At least, though, I can remember when the change began—to the hour, almost to the minute.


There was the bare room lit by a single high fluorescent yellowed with age. It held some chairs. One of them was of stone, hand-carved, weighing about a quarter of a ton. They had lashed me to it because even in Martian gravity no one could have moved dragging such a load. To me, as a Martian, it was the weight of death itself.


I was thinking a lot of death because of what Thoder had taught me—what I was learning after so many years was of importance. I was afraid of the last thing he said, in his rusty hollow voice: “There is always an escape, Ray, even if it is only through the wall at the end of life.”


But this escape I did not wish to take. Had there been a reason, had I known why these men were doing to me—what they were doing—I might have put his lesson into effect.


The lack of a reason brought to mind an earlier teaching of Thoder’s, when he said, “Consolation is armour.” I had such consolation; I knew that whatever my interrogators wanted from me they weren’t getting it. But it was a fragile shield against a nerve-whip. I could claim small credit for not giving information I didn’t possess.


Still, I leaned on that support for all I was worth. I wanted to recall this time. The four who were torturing me were wearing privacy screens and their voices were filtered. If I sought clues to their identity—and I did, with all the blazing raw agony of my nerves—I must miss nothing.


I had weakened at the beginning and thought of another teaching Thoder showed me, not understood till now, with his little bead-on-a-string: how to let time go lax and speed the ball of consciousness towards the future. This was easy—after all, it was the process of sleep. Enduring, I had come on the frail staff of my sole consolation to considering the reverse: the tautening of time so that the bead stopped, the now froze. Yet I burned so, I burned so under my skin!


If I live, I will find Thoder and beg forgiveness …


No, I could not summon the mental resources to slow time; accordingly I could seize only the intervals between blasts of agony to look, listen, smell, feel and remember these men.


At first I had thought “slavers!” In spite of every official denial, rumours about kidnapping for slavery went on spreading. Most of the accusations were against the Tyranny of Centaurus, of course. Officially, only Earthmen had views, individually, while Earth was nonpartisan, but most Earthmen’s sympathies lay with the Bears.


Ironical! Me, Ray Mallin, brought to a typical Earthman’s attitude!


My mind was wandering. I had wasted irreplaceable seconds. I snatched it back to the knowledge that the interval since the last nerve-whipping was exceptionally long, and I had a chance to concentrate again.


Accents? They speak Anglic fluently. But I speak the lingua spatia of both Centaurs and Bears with equally good accent and vocabulary, so these people could be …


Pointless. Listen instead to what is said, I told myself as though I were Thoder.


The man in the middle chair of the group of three facing me snapped, “One more time, I said!”


The man apart from the others, holding the nerve-whip, raised his instrument. I tensed, but the leader shook his head. “Try it without the whip,” he directed. “The pain may be keying in a hypnotic cover-story.”


I tried not to show relief, as the last of the men turned to face me—at least, the shapeless mass of his privacy screen hunched to suggest the action—and said in his cajoling voice, “Ray Mallin! Your last voyage! Think back and tell us how it began!”


Should I tell it this time more fully, supplying extra details—? I rejected the temptation. I was near to convincing these people I was speaking truth, near to victory, near to escape and to revenge. To waste the advantage was futile. Anyhow, what difference did elaboration make? The substance was still the unvarnished truth.


My last voyage but one had taken me as far as Durrith. I had never travelled much in Centaur space before, but I’d seen most of the interesting worlds in the Bear sphere of influence, and I’d finally grown sick of the discrepancy between Earth’s official neutrality propaganda and what everyone knew to be the preference underlying it. I was afraid to fall into the stereotyped assumptions that would make people think I was what my papers called me: an Earth citizen.


Not that I thought of it in terms of “being afraid” until later, when I’d grown more honest.


I learned the very hard way that I’d swallowed much of that propaganda, despite my resentment of it. It implied things were much the same whether you went north or south of the Old System. They weren’t. The third time I was cocky with the Chief Officer of the tub I was aboard—he was an aristocrat claiming family connections with the Tyrant himself—I was dumped. On Durrith. If a Centaur crewman had done the same thing he would probably have been dumped without the courtesy of having a planet put under his feet first, but for the only time in my life that I could recall I was grateful for my official nationality. An advantage of being an Earthman was that in whichever sphere of influence you were you knew that the other side was temporarily supporting you. Not that I could thank Earth’s scheming politicians for this incidental benefit—it resulted merely from the strategic location of the Old System between two great power-blocs.


However, for whatever reason, the Centaur officer had been constrained to show me the lock on a habitable planet. I was on Durrith, with half a trip’s pay and no prospects.


At first I wasn’t particularly alarmed. I headed for Traffic Control at Durrith Main Port, and invested part of my ready cash in getting drinking-acquainted with the port controllers. This technique had worked for me before, on Goldstar; that time, I was unofficially notified of an engineer’s post on a freighter, and the only drawback was that if I showed my nose on Goldstar again the local crewmen’s fraternity would chop it off. Not that I cared. The fraternity hadn’t copied the progressive unions closer to the Old System and recognised Martian nationality. Until they did …


Anyhow, this was irrelevant. On Durrith, as on other worlds south of Sol in Centaur space, they didn’t have fraternities. But they did have patronage.


Three weeks on Durrith, no sign of a berth, I was debating whether to buy passage home—which smacked of defeat—or take the cheaper course, against all my principles, and have the local Earth consul ship me home DTS (Distressed Terrestrial Subject), with the injury-worsening insult of having to spend a year in government service on my return to work off the dead horse. To work, without pay, for Earth! The idea revolted me.


I’d spun out my cash as far as I could by helping in a bar on the port—discovering that what went over with the Bears failed miserably here—when Lugath turned up.


Lugath was so unlike the Centaur officers I’d met until then that, had he not been commanding a ship under Centaur registry, I’d hardly have credited his claim to citizenship in this sector. For one thing, he showed harrassment, which Centaurs regarded as undignified. For another, he addressed me as a fellow man. And he came rapidly to the point.


“They tell me you can handle four-space drivers.”


I produced my certificates. Of course, the fact that they were heavily overstamped with Bear merit endorsements had weighed against me in Centaur space. Still, they were what I had—and they were good.


I half-expected Lugath to curl his lip and walk away on seeing so many Bear stamps. Instead, he merely commented, “You’ve served mostly in Bear space, I see.”


I shrugged and nodded—as Thoder would have said, to no point.


“What brings you this side?”


“A four-space freezer!” I snapped, and immediately regretted it. That was the kind of answer I’d given the Chief Officer of that same freezer once too often, and if I didn’t watch my tongue I’d lose another job the same way before it was offered.


Lugath frowned impatiently. “What was that?”


“A Spica-class refrigeration ship—sir.” The last word followed late. “They dumped me because I was too ready to talk back to the Chief. But I can handle any four-space drivers you care to show me.”


Lugath hesitated, but not for the reason I was anticipating. He said at length, “In that case you may not wish to return so quickly to the Old System—”


I leaned forward. This was miraculous! Right now I wanted out of Centaur space, and I didn’t care if I never came back. “Earth?” I demanded. “Or Mars?”


He gave me a strange look, at the back of which was something I only identified a long time later as alarm. He said, “Mars, naturally!”


And “naturally” was right. Earth was far too wary to allow foreign vessels to broach the air of the home planet. I was afraid my spur-of-the-moment error would put him off, but he gave me the job.


His ship was as far out of the ordinary as her master. She was a conversion job. The hull was that of a Deneb-class ladyboat, half freighter and half liner, but the engines were cruiser-type, stripped to essentials to cram them into the available space. With a hull of such low mass to shift, they gave a velocity equal to a crack luxury liner’s. To forestall my inevitable curiosity Lugath made an offhand reference to picking them up cheap out of a wreck. That yarn rang hollow, but I was too afraid for my job to pester him with questions.


Most of the time the engines threatened to leave the hull behind. I spent the voyage literally sleeping with them, a stress-alarm rigged by my hammock to wake me if anything went wrong. It did, frequently, and I came to wonder whether Lugath’s regular engineer had suffered a breakdown from the strain, but I didn’t ask after him, either. We made Mars without disaster, and Lugath paid me off with a bonus, something else I’d not have expected from a Centaur.


Aside from the anomalous drivers and Lugath’s cordiality—for a Centaur; if he’d been Bear or even Earthborn I’d have classed him as pompous and haughty—the trip was unremarkable.


And that was what was troubling my interrogators.


My words died in silence. I waited. Finally the leader of the four gave a veiled shrug and gestured to the whipper. As the control of the weapon was thumbed to maximum, I strove to do as Thoder had shown me and make time accelerate, make my private “now” outrun the onset of the agony.


I was too slow, but in any case I hardly felt the pain. It was so violent I blacked out. My last conscious thought was a memory of Thoder’s gentle tsk-tsk over a disappointing pupil.




II


SUFFOCATING …


I struggled against the reflex of fright, attempting to look back on this moment of waking from a calmer period ahead, explaining to myself what was terrifying me. It is the effect experienced in dreams when one thinks, “I drown, swimming with my face below water,” and knows simultaneously that the flow of air is stopped by a soft pillow, so that the head rolls and the dream passes.


Not that I, a Martian, had ever actually swum in water.


I thought at first it was dust choking me—my mouth and throat were harsh-dry with soreness like sand-strangulation. But this was wrong. What lay weighty and oppressive on me, smothering my face and crowding my lungs, was thick damp air. I was giddy from hyperoxia. The remedy was to cease breathing for a while. Why had I been breathing so deeply? I looked to the soreness of my throat and found the dying tensions of strained muscles. I had been shouting, perhaps screaming, from remembered terror.


Thoder would say: “A man binds time over millions of years—are you then to be frightened of Timurlane, Tibbetts and Tovarenko?”


Not breathing, I felt, measured, analysed. The air, first. Wherever I was, it was a rich and foreign place. The measure of air on Mars is by altitude-feet of Earth-normal, taking units of a thousand from sea-level to one hundred, or Martian ground-normal. Arbitrary, but close enough. I was used to breathing at ten, like all Martians. Here, the pressure and humidity combined to make an estimate difficult, but I reckoned two, or three at the most. No wonder I had thought of suffocation; no wonder I felt oxygen-nausea as well as the fading agony of the nerve-whippings I’d endured.


Also the place I lay. A bed. I moved, testing my assumptions, and found answer yes. A bed with nulgee flotation instead of springs. I had been in one once, at an expensive house of ill fame on Charigol. I lay on it naked, on my back, one arm on my belly, one outflung at right angles to my shoulder and still not reaching the edge. Wide, this bed. Like all Martians I am lank and tall.


I breathed once more, slowly, ventilating a quarter of my lungs, and opened my eyes. I saw two people. They—and I—were in a room of water-green and gold, its one-way windows letting in the sun of early morning or late afternoon. I knew an east-west axis, therefore. My spirits rose. The place was decorated with great vases full of bronze-petalled sandflowers, whose outermost fronds stirred in the upward draught of the dry air-curtains guarding them from deliquescence in an Earth-moist environment. The walls were panelled with handwoven sandreeds, glistening a little because they too had to be protected against moisture and were sealed in a thin coat of plastic.


So: even before looking at the two people, I knew something of them—if this place were their own, or chosen by them from other possible places. Though no one could have mistaken them for Martians, still they accepted where they were, and did not try to disguise reality with masks.


A tentative deduction followed: kindly disposed to me. In plainer terms, rescuers … ?


Closer to me, at the edge of the bed, a girl. She was like a dwarf to me, as were most Earthfolk, but not stunted as they usually seemed—only miniaturised by the fierce gravity. She was graceful, with dark hair tied on the nape of her neck. Her face was golden, a trifle broader than oval, and from it eyes like jet stabbed out to search mine. She wore something the colour of the sandflower petals—shimmering bronze—and it rustled silkily as she bent forward.


Behind her, at her shoulder, a man: they would say tall on Earth, but to me squat and almost bloated. Hair light in colour, pressed down into compact spiral curls above his square pale face. He wore Earthside clothing of dark blue and black. One big spade-fingered hand rested on the arm of the girl, and to me it was like the jaws of a mechanical shovel gripping soft flesh.


“He’s awake, Peter,” the girl said in a voice like violins. It was curious to notice how much deeper, more thrilling, the sound was here in a densely pressurised room than what I was used to. But I would never be seduced by environmental accidents. It was the first step to the lie about women in the dark. People are alike, but never “all the same”.


The man hunched as she had done, his other great hand spread on the high-line of the bed’s nulgee frame, supported oddly in mid-air—and yet not so oddly to me, thinking of this air as a dense medium such as they tell me one finds in an ocean—and asked, “Are you well enough to talk now?”


I nodded.


“Do you remember what happened?”


I would remember until my dying day. But Thoder had advised, “Questions imply answers. The interrogator gives away as much as he learns.” So I chose to shake my head.


“You’re in the penthouse of Grand Canal Apartments,” the man Peter told me. “You’ve been here the better part of a day. We found you lying in the dust on a street-corner near the Old Temple, almost drowned. You’d been nerve-whipped.”


How did they know? Were these two of my interrogators? Hearing all four speak, I’d thought none was a woman, but filters, sound-shifters … I thought of my nakedness, and how Thoder had explained the way to read a lie in the tautening of a muscle remote from the face. But I asked how they knew.


“At first we thought you were drunk,” the girl said. “You weren’t. Then we thought you might have Larchman’s disease. But you had no fever.”


“Sober, unconscious, no fever,” Peter said. “No visible injuries, yet you could hardly bear to be touched. You’d been nerve-whipped, all right.”


“Drowning?” I said.


Peter’s quick answer told me that despite being no Martian he understood life’s harshness on my planet. He said, “Not maskless. But dust had shifted into the exhalation pipe and leaked past the valve. We heard you coughing from it.”


“And you?” I said.


They exchanged glances, as if they had hoped I would reveal something else before I challenged them—cursed my attackers, perhaps, and given a clue to their identity. To understand fully why I did not waste the energy, they’d have needed to be born on Mars—or, I should say, under it, for our last shackle to Earth consists in the oxygen demands of the developing embryo, and pregnancy must be passed in an environment pressurised to zero or even minus one. There are few of us; perhaps the compulsion to spend three-sevenths of a year suffocating underground partly explains that fact.


But their acceptance of things as they were followed fast. The man said, “This is Lilith Choy, and I’m Peter Nizam. From Earth, of course.”


“Of course.” There was more irony in my response than I’d intended. “And you know who I am?”


Once more, the exchange of glances. Peter said finally, “If the papers you were carrying are your own, you’re Ray Mallin. You’re a four-space drive engineer, and we rather gather that you’ve been around enough to have acquired enemies.”


“So you didn’t think it strange to find me left for dead on the corner of a street?”


The reaction was unmistakable. They had hoped, for some reason, that I would take longer to regain all my faculties, and they were put out to find me putting keen-edged questions to them already. Lilith answered in a distracted fashion.


“Well—we are strangers on Mars.”


“You informed the police?”


She drew back. Peter said sharply, “Are you afraid that we did? Are you a criminal?”


“No. But as my body has told you, even if my papers do not, I’m a Martian, and we have our own ways of arranging matters.”


It was a trouble-saver that the screened interrogators had not taken or destroyed my papers. I could have got others easily, but they would have lacked the many merit stamps the Bears had added lately.


“Yes,” Lilith said. “We—uh—we’d been told so. That was why we didn’t notify the police.”


“No one but us,” Peter supplemented, “knows that you’re here.”


“I acknowledge obligation,” I said reluctantly. I had to—it was custom, and they had saved my life and not done the thing I did not wish—but I hoped sternly they had not also been told the constraint under which the acknowledgement put me. To shift the focus of attention, I sat up and looked my body over quickly before sliding to the bed’s edge and then to the floor. From the true commanding height of Martian stature I looked down on them, dwarfs closer to the stunting gravity-sink of Sol.


“May I have my clothes, and my belongings?”


The girl looked all the way up to my head, as though she had not integrated my length stretched on the bed with the soon-to-be-seen vertical equivalent of it, and her eyes widened a little. She said, “Yes, of course. I’ll fetch them.”


As she went, quick and graceful across the reedmat floor, to open a closet in an adjacent room and bring my gear, the man said hesitantly, “Will you take food? Will you not rest a while? The whipping must have been savage to make you unconscious.”


“Thank you, but I have business to attend to,” I said.


“With the—people—who gave you your whipping?” he suggested.


“On Mars one does not make such inquiries,” I rebuked him. He flushed a little.


“Yes, I’m sorry. We were told that too, and I forgot. A tradition stemming from the early days, isn’t it? When the only thing a man had to call his own might be a secret.”


“Has anyone anywhere ever owned more than that?” I said.


The girl came back with my clothes, and I got into them. They had been laundered, and smelt fresh and clean despite the heavy damp air. Talking, I had drawn more breaths than I should have done; I made the actions of dressing vigorous to wash out the excess oxygen in my blood.


The girl Lilith made the same proposals as Peter had: to rest longer, to eat with them. I shook my head, checking my papers, looking over my mask before going on the road. They had serviced it for me, which was a kindness, and the meter on the reservoir stood hard over to “full”. I felt weary from the exhaustion that followed the whipping, but I had rested well and in another day or two would be recovered.


“You’re leaving straight away?” Peter said.


“Yes.” I buckled the mask, held the facepiece ready to put on when I left the pressurised volume, and looked at him.


“Wait.” He was almost embarrassed. “Ah—a moment ago you said you were obligated to us, didn’t you?”


Someone had told him the custom. My nape prickled. He was going on, despite a warning nudge from Lilith. “Well, I don’t like to take advantage, you understand, but it so happens that there is something you might do to help us in return, and by saying that you—you sort of committed yourself. Isn’t that the Martian tradition?”


I could not deny the truth of this; it would be to cut my throat as a Martian. All turned now on whether the thing he wanted me to do was relevant or random. I hoped vainly for something petty and routine: a request to smuggle, possibly. Often, I’d been asked to bring in perfumes and cosmetics of which only ersatz versions were cheaply available on Mars, and this girl Lilith was beautiful for all her tininess, and—


And living in the penthouse of Grand Canal Apartments, with pressurisation at two thousand feet Earth-normal, they could pay the duty on anything they chose.


“What do you wish?” I said.


“Well, you’re a spaceman, so presumably”—a vague gesture—“you go to the port here, you chat with other spacemen …”


A sense of doom grew in my mind.


“About three days ago a Centaur ship put in from Durrith. She’s still on the port, or was this morning. She’s called the Hippodamia, and she looks like a ladyboat but very probably isn’t. We’d appreciate being told of any scandal, rumours, gossip—anything—about her which the people around the port are giving out with.”




III


DURING THE next few seconds, I came within radar-range of breaking faith with myself as a Martian.


Peter had said, “We’d appreciate being told of scandal, rumours, gossip, the people around the spaceport are giving out with.” I was not “a person around the port”—I was a space engineer. Also since my landing, my homecoming, I’d not been around the port at all; it smacked too much of intrusion from elsewhere, especially of intrusion from Earth. For ninety-nine out of every living hundred of our species, Mars signified “interstellar terminal of Old System” and not a planet with its own citizens, its own culture, traditions, customs having the effective force of law. So I’d not spoken with anybody about Lugath’s ship since I signed off and headed into the city, thankful to be clear of Centaur jurisdiction.
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