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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.


      









—these three are for


Marilyn of course—


This part is for
Peter Salaff.




The eager ridge, the steady sea,


The flat roofs of the fishing village


Still asleep in its bunny,


Though as fresh and sunny still are not friends


But things to hand, this ready flesh


No honest equal, but my accomplice now


My assassin to be, and my name


Stands for my historical share of care


For a lying self-made city,


Afraid of our living task, the dying


Which the coming day will ask.


—W. H. Auden/Horae Cononicae













PROLOGUE



THE green of beetle’s wings … the red of polished carbuncle … a web of silver fire. Lightning tore his eyes apart, struck deep inside his body. He felt his bones split and clutched the stomach of his coveralls, doubling around what would be pain. But it was gone. He was falling through blue smoke, cool as blown ice.


He put his hands out to catch——


Palms and knees scudded in something hot. Jon Koshar shook his head, looked up. Sand saddled away from him. His black hair fell over his eyes again; he shook it away and sat back on his heels.


The sky was turquoise. The horizon was too close. The sand was more like lime. He looked down. Two shadows fanned from his body. To his left a tooth of rock also cast a double shadow.


He staggered erect. He was too light; gravity was all wrong. The sand burned his toes. Sweat started on the back of his neck, beneath his arms. The air stung his nasal cavity. Jon squinted.


Far down the sand was a lake; rising by, or perhaps from it was a … city? He narrowed his eyes more, staring …


Jerk a man from one world; fling him into another. It will take him the same time to realize where he is as to remember where he has been. Each location defines the other.


Jon Koshar took a step forward. His left pants-leg flapped about his ankle, wet to the knee. He looked down again. Mud streaked his foot. Sometime in the past hour he had stumbled into a—mud-hole? Confused, he looked around the desert again, took another step. His hair fell forward again.


As he brushed it back, something slipped beneath his palm. His hand closed on it. Now he looked at his fist. Caught between his calloused fingers was a green fragment of fern. Sometime very recently he had been trying to move forward, brush aside the leaves, and more leaves, and more. He twisted his face against the reflected heat, looking left and right. There was no green anywhere in the dunes. He started walking again.


When he stopped, it was because his hand brushed something on his pants-leg. He shifted his hip and looked down, then looked at the underside of his sleeve. Joined corner to corner the green squares of … woodlice? Puzzled, he glanced up at the treeless emptiness, then back down. Yes, woodlice had caught all over the rough cloth.


By the time he had reached the lake, panting (he had panted before, but lungfuls of moist air, heavy with vegetation), he recognized the atmosphere’s sharpness as ozone. He looked down at the water.


His dirty face blinked up at him. His shirt was torn across his shoulder. He reached up to touch the scratch over his collar-bone, where a branch had raked him in the dark—but the desert was blindingly bright; there were no trees.


His lips met and parted in silent struggle with the identification numerals across the front of his coveralls. That number had been part of his name for the past five years; now even that was wrong.


But it was a reflection! Of course, he was trying to read it backward. As he raised his eyes, whispered the number correctly, the creosoted walls of the penal barracks came back to him; and the chattering links on the cutter teeth he had guided for five years, gnawing at the tetron ore; and the leaves and brush that had beat his face and shoulders as he ran through the dark——


And he recognized the city.


There, across the lake, it struck his eyes with a familiarity that made him step back. What had been an abstraction, now coalesced into the towers, the looped roadways of Telphar! As the head of an arrow indicates direction, or the marquee of a theatre means entertainment, so the spires of Telphar symbolized death.


His throat dried under the next breath. His fingers clamped and slipped on wet palms. He stepped backwards while the skin over his spine crawled. His scrambling mind reached out for facts:


I am Jon Koshar and I want to be free! That was first, above the fear, first through his five-year imprisonment in the mines that had culminated when the three of them had escaped—how many hours ago?


But that was on earth. He had been on earth. So had the city. And the sight of it from the pitted edge of the jungles and lava fields meant death. But here he was looking at Telphar on an alien world, beneath a double sun. Then memory completed itself:


Exhausted, he had seen the city from the pitted rocks. At the same time he had heard something (or had he heard it): The Lord of the Flames.


And suddenly there had been no reason to fear further. He tried to untangle the recollection. He had entered the city, found the sending stage of the transit ribbon, the band of metal that would take him back, over the jungles, over the heads of the guards, over the sea, back to the safe, island city of Toron——


Suddenly he frowned, then the frown broke into an expression more frantic, desperate, as he searched for the silver ribbon that should have soared from the window of the far building, from pylon to pylon, gleaming across the sand.


The transit-ribbon——


No!


Gone? Broken? With the new fear, he nearly screamed. There were no pylons, there was no line of metal. The city sat isolate on the alien sand. Please, don’t let it be broken! Please …


The entire scene was suddenly wiped from his eyes. There was nothing but blue smoke, cool as blown ice; he spun in blue. Lightning seared his eyeballs, and the after-image shivered, shifted, became … silver, red—beetles’ wings.










CHAPTER I



AND above the empty stage in the laboratory tower of the dead city of Telphar, the crystal sphere dimmed. The room was silent as it had been for sixty years. From the crystal the metal ribbon soared over the balcony, above the wet ashes and puddled roadways. The sun had just cleared the ragged horizon; the dripping metal gleamed like the back of a sleeping serpent.


Miles on, darkness paled before morning. In the lava fields among the ferns sat row behind row of barracks, cheerless as roosting macaws. The light rain had stopped. Water dribbled the supporting pylon. The ribbon made a black band on the fading night.


Six people approached the barracks from the jungle. They were all over seven feet tall. They carried the bodies of two ordinary sized men. Two behind the others hung back to converse.


‘What about the other one, Larta?’


‘Koshar? He won’t get far.’ She pushed back her fur cape from her shoulder; the new sun struck the brass circlets banding her upper arm.


‘If he does,’ said the man, ‘he’ll be the first to get through us in twelve years.’


‘If he tries to get back to the coast and out to Toron,’ Larta said. ‘If we don’t get him, it means he’s gone inland towards the radiation barrier.’ They passed under the shadow of the transit-ribbon. The circlets, and her eyes, dimmed. ‘Then we won’t have to worry anyway, if he goes towards Telphar, eh, Ptorn?’


The tall man’s head was shaved. ‘I suppose I’m not really worried about the one escaping.’ Ptorn glanced at those passing into the sun. ‘But the increasing number of attempts over the last year …’


Larta shrugged. ‘The orders for tetron have nearly doubled.’ As she left the shadow, the sun lit three parallel scars down the side of her face, under her jaw, and down her neck.


Ptorn slid his right hand beneath his left arm. ‘I wonder what sort of leeches make their living off these miserable …’ He didn’t finish but nodded ahead.


‘The hydroponics growers, the aquarium manufacturers in Toron,’ Larta said. ‘They’re the ones who call for the ore. Then, there’s the preparation for the war.’


‘They say,’ mused Ptorn, ‘that since the aquariums have taken over supplying fish to the Toron, the fishermen on the coast have nowhere to sell and are being starved out. And with the increased demand for tetron, the prisoners are dying like flies here at the mines. Sometimes I wonder how they supply miners.’


‘They don’t.’ Now Larta called ahead, ‘All right. We’ll leave the rest to the men who guard them.’ There was the gentlest contempt in the word ‘men’ that italics would be too strong to convey. ‘We’ve done our part. Drop them there, in front of the cabin.’ The rain had made the yard mud. ‘Maybe that’ll teach the rest of them some sort of lesson.’


Two dull splashes.


‘Maybe,’ Ptorn said.


But Larta had turned back towards the jungle, shadow from the trees brushing over her face, over the triple scar.


Streaks of sun speared the yellow clouds and pried apart the billowing rifts. Shafts of yellow sank into the lusher forests of Toromon nearer the shore. The light dropped from the wet, green fronds, or caught in the moist cracks of boulders. Then dawn snagged on the metal ribbon that lanced over the trees; webs of shadow from the supporting pylons fell over a lava bed among the trees.


A formation of airships flashed through a tear in the clouds like a handful of hurled, sliver chips. The buzz from their tetron motors descended through the trees. And Lug, who was four feet three inches tall, with a forehead high as his thumb was wide, looked up from under his bony brow.


The others around him, of the same height and rounded shoulders, grunted to one another. The word repeated most often was ‘war.’ Lug motioned the others; they started again, padding over the jungle floor, the palms of their feet shaping to stone and stick and root. Their semi-opposable big toes stroked absently at the textures of the ground as one might thumb the differences, running one’s hands over things in the grass.


Finally Lug leaned against a tree trunk. ‘Quorl?’ he said. ‘Quorl!’ he barked.


Behind branches that had been cut down and replanted to form a shapeless shelter, something turned under leaves. The lean-to had no real form from the outside, but was limited like the outside of a bush. You could only really be sure it was a shelter when something moved within. A hand grasped one branch, and someone sat up inside.


They watched, whispered, then watched again. Quorl stood, emerging and emerging from the top of the shelter. His yellow eyes were awake, even though the muscles in his face were settling themselves into place after what must have been a huge yawn. His nostrils rounded under the scents of the morning. Then he smiled.


From their stunted heights, they blinked at his seven foot hugeness. Some only stared at the confusing wonder of his hand hanging by the thumb from his belt; others did not look above the gnarled machinery of his knee. To the neanderthals both were as expressive of marvels as his face.


‘Quorl?’ Lug asked.


‘What is it, Lug?’


‘Around the bottom of the mountain by the lake, they’ve come. Not the ones as big as you, but taller than us. They are like the ones at the mines, the prisoners. But these aren’t prisoners, Quorl. They’re building.’


Quorl nodded. ‘Good. It seemed time they came. Time they built.’


‘You have seen them?’


‘No.’


‘Someone else came and told you earlier?’


‘No.’ Quorl’s smile was subtly humorous, more subtly regretful. ‘It was time for them to come. It’s simple.’ For Lug it was just a smile.


They whispered among themselves, awed by the things that the tall ones knew; and smiled back.


‘Come,’ Quorl said. ‘Take me to see.’


Lug looked at the others.


‘Yes,’ Quorl said, stepping from his shelter. ‘Come, we will go.’


‘Why?’ asked Lug. ‘Do you want to talk to them?’


Quorl stretched up, pulled down two kharba fruits, and handed one to a man, the other to a girl. He pulled down two more, and the leaves shook again. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Let’s just go to see.’ He handed out the other two melons. ‘Share these.’


Lug shrugged, and they all started through the trees. They broke the fruits among them. Two apish boys began to shoot seeds at one another, fell into a scuffle, fell into laughter. Quorl looked back, but they were already catching up.


‘Why do we go?’ Lug asked again. Such scuffles and laughter were so close to him he did not look, did not see. ‘You know already that the men’—and there was a slight awe in the word ‘men’ that block letters would not quite suggest—‘are there, what they are doing. What do you want to see? Will we help them build? Does what they build have anything to do with the war?’


Quorl pushed his hand into Lug’s hair and arched his fingers, arched them again. ‘It rained this morning,’ he said. Lug bent his neck as Quorl scratched his head. ‘You know how the lake looks in the morning mist after the rain?’


Lug straightened his shoulders, his muscles tensing with pleasure. ‘Yes.’ His lips grinned back from yellow teeth. ‘Yes, I know.’


‘That’s why we go to see,’ Quorl said. His hand dropped to Lug’s shoulder.


Behind them the ribbon crossed the top of the hundred-foot pylon, just visible through the trees.


As dawn slipped across the jungle, more and more of the ribbon gleamed from beneath the receding shadows till at last it soared above the sand that marked the edge of the sea.


Fifty yards down the beach from the last supporting pylon whose base still sat on dry land, Cithon, the fisherman, emerged from his shack.


‘Tel?’ he called. He was a wiry man of average height. His face was cracked from sand and wind. ‘Tel?’ he called once more. Now he turned back into the cottage. ‘And where has the boy got off to now?’


Grella had already seated herself at the loom, and her strong hands began to work the shuttle back and forth while her feet stamped the treadle.


‘Where has he gone?’ Cithon demanded.


‘He went out early this morning,’ Grella said quietly. She did not look at her husband. She watched the shuttle moving back and forth, back and forth between the green threads.


‘I can see he’s gone out,’ Cithon snapped. ‘But where? The sun is up. He should be out with me on the boat. When will he be back?’


Grella didn’t answer.


‘When will he be back?’ Cithon demanded.


‘I don’t know.’


Outside there was a sound, and Cithon turned abruptly and went to the side of the shack.


The boy was leaning over the water trough, sloshing his face.


‘Tel!’


The boy looked up quickly at his father. He was perhaps fourteen, a thin child, with a shock of black hair, yet eyes as green as the sea. Fear had widened them now.


‘Where were you?’


‘No place,’ was the boy’s quiet, defensive answer. ‘I wasn’t doing anything.’


‘Where were you?’


‘No place,’ Tel mumbled again. ‘Just walking and picking up sea-shells——’


Suddenly Cithon’s hand, which had been at his waist, jerked up and then down, and the studded strap that had been his belt slashed over the boy’s wet shoulder, slashed again.


The only sound was Tel’s gasps.


‘Now get down to the boat.’


Inside the shack, the shuttle paused in Grella’s fist the length of a drawn breath. Then it shot once more between the threads.


Down the beach, the transit-ribbon leapt across the water. Light shook on the surface of the sea like mica, and the ribbon above was dull by comparison.


Dawn reached across the water till at last the early light fell on the shore of an island. High in the air, the ribbon soared above the busy piers and the early morning traffic of the wharf. Behind the piers, the towers of the city were lanced with gold, and as the sun rose, gold light ran down the building faces.


On the sea-wall, two merchants were talking above the roar of tetron-powered winches and lorries.


‘It looks like your boat’s bringing in a cargo of fish,’ said the stout one.


‘It could be fish. It could be something else,’ answered the other.


‘Tell me, friend,’ asked the portly one, whose coat was of cut and cloth expensive enough to suggest his guesses in business were usually right, ‘why do you trouble to send your boat all the way to the mainland to buy from the little fishermen there? My aquariums can supply the city with all the food it needs.’


The other merchant looked down at a clip board of inventory slips.


‘Perhaps my clientele is somewhat different from yours.’


The first merchant laughed. ‘You sell to those families of the Toron who still insist on the doubtful superiority of your imported delicacies. Did you know, my friend, I am superior in every way to you? I feed more people, so what I produce is superior to what you produce. I charge them less money, and so I am financially more benevolent than you. I make more money than you do, so I am also financially superior. Also, later this morning my daughter is coming back from University Island, and this evening I will give her a party so great and so lavish that she will love me more than any daughter has ever loved a father before.’


The self-satisfied merchant laughed again, and turned down the wharf to inspect a cargo of tetron ore that was coming in from the mainland.


As the merchant of imported fish turned up another inventory slip, a third man approached him. ‘What was old Koshar laughing about?’ he asked.


‘He was gloating over his good fortune in backing that hare-brained aquarium idea. He was also trying to make me jealous of his daughter. He’s giving her a party tonight to which I am no doubt invited; but the invitation will come late this afternoon with no time for me to reply properly.’


The other shook his head. ‘He’s a proud man. But you can bring him to his place. Next time he mentions his daughter, ask him about his son, and watch the shame storm into his face.’


‘He may be proud,’ said the other, ‘but I am not cruel. Why should I move to hurt him? Time takes care of her own. This coming war will see.’


‘Perhaps,’ said the other merchant. ‘Perhaps.’


Once over the island city of Toron, capital of Toromon, the transit-ribbon breaks from its even course and bends among the towers, weaves among the elevated highways, till finally it crosses near bare concrete, edged with block-long aircraft hangars. Several airships had just arrived. At the passenger gates the people waiting for arrivals crowded the fence.


Among them was a young man in military uniform. A brush of red hair, eyes that seemed double dark in his pale face, along with a touring power in his legs, back, and shoulders; these were what struck you in the swift glance. A close look brought you the incongruity of the major’s insignia and his youth.


He watched the passengers coming through the gate eagerly.


Someone called, ‘Tomar!’


A grin leaped on his face.


‘Tomar,’ she called again. ‘I’m over here!’


Too bumptiously, he rammed through the crowd until he almost collided with her. Then he stopped, bewildered and happy.


‘Hey, I’m glad you came,’ she said. ‘Come on. You can walk me back to father’s.’ Her black hair fell close to broad, nearly Oriental cheekbones. Then the smile on her strange mouth fell.


Tomar shook his head; they turned, arm in arm, through the people wandering on the field.


‘No?’ she asked. ‘Why not?’


‘I don’t have time, Clea,’ he answered. ‘I had to sneak an hour off just to get here. I’m supposed to be back at the Military Ministry in forty minutes. Do you have any bags to carry?’


Clea held up a slide rule and notebook. ‘I’m travelling light.’


‘What’s that?’ He pointed to a picture stuck between the rule and the book cover.


‘Oh, this.’ She handed him the picture.


It was a folded paper. On the cover was the picture. Tomar frowned, trying to interpret the shapes and their meaning. Inside was a poem. That made him frown more. ‘I don’t know much about this sort of——’


‘Look at it,’ she insisted. ‘Read it. The poem was written by a boy at school, Vol Nonik. I didn’t know him, but he printed a few poems up like this. Someone told me the picture was done by his girlfriend. Her name was——’


‘Rena … something,’ Tomar read the signature at the corner. ‘I can’t make out the last name.’ He looked at the poem again, read it slowly. Then he shrugged. ‘I just don’t understand it,’ he said, ‘stuff like this. But it’s—strange. The thing about the eye in the boy’s tongue, that made me feel funny.’


Clea nodded. ‘Me too. That’s why I like it.’


Tomar looked at the drawing again. He was looking at a strange landscape, but from behind the teeth and contorted lips of a scream. ‘I don’t … understand it,’ he repeated uneasily and handed it back quickly. And realized he very much wanted to look at the picture again, to re-read the words.


But Clea put the pamphlet into her notebook. ‘It’s funny,’ she said. ‘Just before I left University Island, I heard he had been expelled, for cheating on an examination. Somehow you don’t know what to do with two pieces of information like that about somebody.’


‘Two——?’


‘One, his poem. Two, his expulsion. They fall like random parts of a puzzle, and you can’t see where they fit together.’


‘This is a pretty confused and random time we’re living in,’ Tomar said, taking her arm. ‘People are starting to move and migrate all over Toromon. And there’s all this preparation for the war. Well, if you don’t have any bags, I better get back to the Ministry. I’m awfully busy.’


‘Next time I’ll be sure to bring a suitcase,’ Clea said. ‘I just figured I’d be back at the University for summer courses, so I didn’t bring anything home.’ She paused. ‘Wait a minute; you’re not going to be too busy for the party Dad’s giving me tonight, are you?’


Tomar shrugged.


Clea began a word, but pushed her tongue hard against the roof of her mouth. ‘Tomar?’ she asked after a moment.


‘Yes?’ He had a rough voice, which, when he was sad, took on the undertones of a bear’s growl.


‘There really will be a war?’


Again he shrugged. ‘More soldiers, more planes, and at the Ministry there’s more and more work to do. I was up before dawn this morning getting a fleet of survey planes off for a scouting trip to the mainland, to go over the radiation barrier. If they come back this afternoon, I’ll be busy all evening with the reports.’


‘Oh,’ Clea said. ‘Tomar?’


‘Yes, Clea Koshar?’


‘Oh, sometimes you sound so formal. You’ve been in the city long enough to be able to relax with me. Tomar, if the war comes, do you think they’ll draft prisoners from the tetron mines into the army?’


‘They talk about it.’


‘Because my brother …’


‘I know.’


‘But if a prisoner from the mines distinguished himself as a soldier, would he be freed at the end of the war? They wouldn’t send him back to the mines, would they?’


‘The war hasn’t even begun yet,’ said Tomar. ‘No one knows how it will end.’


‘You’re right,’ she said, ‘as usual.’ They reached the gate. ‘Look, Tomar, I don’t want to keep you if you’re busy. But you’ve got to promise to come see me and spend at least an afternoon before I go back to school.’


‘If the war starts, you won’t be going back to school.’


She stopped. ‘Why not?’


‘You already have your degree in theoretical physics. Now you’re only doing advanced work. Not only will they conscript prisoners from the mines, but all scientists, engineers, and mathematicians will have to lend their efforts to the cause as well.’


‘I was afraid of that,’ Clea said. ‘You believe the war will actually come, don’t you, Tomar?’


‘They get ready for it night and day,’ Tomar said. ‘What is there to stop it? When I was a boy on my father’s farm on the mainland, there was too much work, and no food. I was a strong boy, with a strong boy’s stomach. I came to the city and I took my strength to the army. Now I have work that I like. I’m not hungry. With the war, there will be work for a lot more people. Your father will be richer. Your brother may come back, and even the thieves and beggars in the Devil’s Pot will have a chance to do some honest work.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Clea. ‘Look, like I said, I don’t want to keep you—I mean I do, but. Well, when will you have some time?’


‘Probably tomorrow afternoon.’


‘Fine,’ said Clea. ‘We’ll have a picnic then. All right?’


Tomar grinned. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes.’ He took both her hands and she smiled back at him. Then he turned away, and was gone through the crowd.


Clea watched a moment, then turned towards the taxi-stand. The sun was beginning to warm the air as she pushed into the shadow of the great transit-ribbon that soared between the towers.


Buildings dropped bands of shadow across the ribbon as it wound through the city, although occasional streaks of light from an eastward street still made silver half-rings around it. At the centre of the city it raised a final two hundred feet and entered the window of the laboratory tower in the west wing of the royal palace of Toron.


The room in which the transit-ribbon ended was deserted. At the end of the metal band was a transparent crystal sphere, fifteen feet in diameter, above the receiving platform. A dozen small tetron units of varying sizes sat around the room. The viewing screens were dead grey. On a control panel by one ornate window, a bank of forty-nine scarlet-knobbed switches pointed to off. The catwalks over the receiving platform were empty.


In another room of the palace, someone was screaming:


‘Tetron!’


‘… if Your Highness would only wait a moment to hear the report,’ began the aged minister. ‘I believe …’


‘Tetron!’


‘… you would understand the necessity,’ he continued calmly, ‘of disturbing you at such an ungodly hour …’


‘I never want to hear the word “Tetron” again!’


‘… of the morning.’


‘Go away, Chargill; I’m sleeping!’ King Uske, who had just turned twenty-one, though he had been the official ruler of Toromon since age nineteen, jammed his blond head beneath the over-stuffed pillows that lay about the purple silken sheets. With one too slender hand he sought feebly for the covers to hide himself.


The old minister quietly picked up the edge of the ermine coverlet and held it out of reach. After several half-hearted swipes, the pale head emerged once more and asked in a cold voice: ‘Chargill, why is it that roads have been built, prisoners reprieved, and traitors disembowelled at every hour of the afternoon and evening without anyone expressing the least concern for what I thought. Now, suddenly, at——’ Uske peered at the jewel–crusted chronometer by his bed in which a shimmering gold light fixed the hour. ‘My God, seven o’clock in the morning! Why must I suddenly be consulted at every twist and turn of empire?’


‘First!’ explained Chargill, ‘you are now of age. Secondly, because we are about to enter a war. In times of stress, responsibility is passed to the top, and you are in that unfortunate position.’


‘Why can’t we have a war and get it over with?’ asked Uske, rolling over to face Chargill, a trifle more amenable. ‘I’m tired of all this idiocy. You don’t think I’m a very good king, do you?’ The young man sat up, planting his slender feet on the three-inch-thick fur rug. ‘Well, if we had a war,’ he continued, scratching his stomach through his pink sateen pyjama top, ‘I’d ride in the first line of fire, in the most splendid uniform imaginable, and lead my soldiers to a sweeping victory.’ At the word sweeping, he threw himself under the covers.


‘Commendable sentiment,’ stated Chargill dryly. ‘Seeing that there may just be a war before the afternoon, why don’t you listen to the report, which merely says that another scouting flight of planes has been crippled trying to observe the enemy just beyond the tetron mines over the radiation barrier.’


‘Let me continue it for you. No one knows how the planes have been crippled, but the efficacy of their methods has led the council to suggest that we consider the possibility of open war even more strongly. Isn’t this more or less what the reports have been for weeks?’


‘It is,’ replied Chargill.


‘Then why bother me. Incidentally, must we really attend this imbecilic party for the fish-pedlar’s daughter tonight? And talk about tetron as little as possible, please.’


‘I need not remind you,’ went on the patient Chargill, ‘that this fish-pedlar has amassed a fortune nearly as large as that in the royal treasury—though I doubt if he is aware of the comparison—through the proper exploitation of the unmentionable metal. If there is a war, and we should need to “borrow” funds it should be done with as much goodwill as possible. Therefore, you will attend his party to which he has so kindly invited you.’


‘Listen a minute, Chargill,’ said Uske. ‘And I’m being serious now. This war business is ridiculous, and if you expect me to take it seriously, then the council is going to have to take it seriously. How can we have a war with whatever is beyond the radiation barrier? We don’t know anything about it. Is it a country? Is it a city? Is it an empire? We don’t even know if it’s got a name. We don’t know how they’ve crippled our scouting planes. We can’t monitor any radio-communication. We don’t even know if it’s human. One of our silly planes got its tetron (pardon me. If you can’t say it, I shouldn’t say it either.) device knocked out and a missile hurled at it. Bango! The council says war. Well, I refuse to take it seriously. Why do we keep on wasting planes anyway? Why not send a few people through the transit-ribbon to do some spying.’


Chargill looked amazed.


‘Before we instituted the penal mines, and just after we annexed the forest people, the transit-ribbon was built, correct? Now, where does it go?’


‘Into the dead city of Telphar,’ answered Chargill.


‘Exactly. And Telphar was not at all dead when we built it, sixty years ago. The radiation hadn’t progressed that far. Well, why not send spies into Telphar and from there across the barrier and into enemy territory? Then they can come back and tell us everything.’ Uske smiled.


‘Of course Your Majesty is joking.’ Chargill smiled. ‘May I remind Your Majesty that the radiation level in Telphar today is fatal to human beings. Fatal. The enemy seems to be well beyond the barrier. Only recently, with the great amount of tetron … ah, excuse me … coming from the mines have we been able to develop planes than can perhaps go over it. And that, when and if we can do it, is the only way.’


Uske had started out smiling. It turned to a giggle. Then to a laugh. Suddenly he cried out and threw himself down on the bed. ‘Nobody listens to me! Nobody takes any of my suggestions!’ He moaned and stuck his head under the pillows. ‘No one does anything but contradict me. Go away! Get out! Let me sleep!’


Chargill sighed and withdrew from the royal bed-chamber.
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