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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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      CHAPTER ONE




      I sometimes have the disturbing impression that the universe is determined to force my life into the mold of an exemplary tale. I have done my best to resist, but I am beginning to believe that resistance is useless. I fear that fate has it in for me, and that destiny has me marked down for something big.




      I will explain to you, if I may, how I arrived at this awful conclusion.




      There is supposed to be an ancient Chinese curse suggesting that the worst fate that could possibly befall a man is to live in interesting times. I had always been aware of this saying, but had never considered its logical corollaries, the first of which must surely be that one is similarly cursed if one is drawn, moth-to-flame fashion, to interesting places. So I, as a young man, was lured by my good friend Mickey Finn to cross half the known universe to the artificial macroworld that Earthmen had learned to call Asgard: the home of the technocratic ‘gods’.




      Various members of the galactic community, representing as many as three hundred different humanoid species, had been digging around for technological artifacts in the topmost levels of Asgard for many years. The Coordinated Research Establishment organized the efforts of most of these good people—guided and supervised by the Tetrax, who are very much the top dogs in the galactic community—but I never joined it, preferring to be my own master and go wherever the mood took me into those cold and desolate spaces.




      It wasn’t me who made the breakthrough discovery that opened up the warmer and more interesting levels beneath the ones that had caught a dreadful chill in some unlucky cosmic accident. It was my fellow human Saul Lyndrach, who was quickly murdered by evil persons desirous of prizing the secret out of him. It was then that I fell foul of the second corollary of that ancient Chinese curse, which is that one can get into very deep trouble if one happens to become an interesting person. Through no fault of my own, I was suddenly very interesting indeed.




      I was interesting to the gangsters who had murdered Saul because I happened to be the only person on Asgard who could read French, the language in which Saul had recorded his notes. I was also interesting to several members of Earth’s Star Force, who had come to Asgard fresh from concluding a genocidal war against Salamandra. Their commanding officer, Star-Captain Susarma Lear, was convinced that a large man, to whom Saul had generously given shelter, was actually a Salamandran android mysteriously equipped to take revenge on humankind; she also became convinced that I was the one man who could help her catch and kill this person.




      To cut a long story short (you can read about it, if you wish, in the first volume of my memoirs),1 the android disappeared into the bowels of Asgard, with myself and the starship troopers in hot pursuit. We were tracked in our turn by an assorted rabble of vormyr and Spirellans, bent of mayhem.




      And mayhem was what ensued.




      When everything was finally sorted out, the star-captain and her merry men set off back to Earth, feeling smug about having completed their nasty mission, and I was left to sell the secret of the gateway into inner Asgard to the highest bidder.




      I wasn’t used to being rich. All my life I’d lived on the margin, never having to worry about long-term ambitions because it was quite hard enough figuring out where next week’s food was going to come from. My lucky strike changed that, and suddenly I was precipitated into a premature mid-life crisis, faced with the awful prospect of making plans.




      Asgard began to seem like a pricked balloon. Its mysteries were far from being solved, but the process had begun, and with hundreds of levels now open for exploration, the contribution which might be made by any one man seemed pretty small. Even though I hadn’t really got near the enigmatic center of the world, I felt that my hour of glory had come and gone. I began to wonder what there was in the rest of the galaxy to attract the attentions of a nouveau riche recluse like myself. Inevitably, I began to think of home: the solar system, the asteroid belt, the microworlds, Mother Earth.




      I’d never actually been to Earth. Asgard, which was more than a thousand light years away from my birthplace in the belt, was the only planet-sized mass I’d ever been on. It began to seem a little odd that I’d come so far from home without ever bothering to visit the homeworld of my species, which was only a lousy couple of hundred million miles away from where I’d started from. The more I thought about it, the more peculiar it seemed.




      So I decided to make a pilgrimage to Earth.




      Mistral, the ship in which I’d come to Asgard, in the company of Mickey Finn, Helmut Belinski, and Jean Averaud, was still strung up to an umbilical, quietly trailing the Tetron satellite at the top of the skychain. She was evacuated and sealed. No dust, no decay, no wear and tear. She’d been Finn’s ship, really, though it had taken our combined fortunes to get her fitted out for the long trip to Asgard. Finn, Belinski, and Averaud had all been killed in an accident downstairs, on one of the trips when it was my turn to stay at home. Under our agreement, I inherited the ship. It was all I did inherit, along with a bill for Mickey’s back taxes which the Tetrax kindly forwarded to me.




      That had been a bad time for me—to be one of a group of four on a world mostly populated by aliens is one thing; to be a man alone is another. I’d got used to it; in a way, I’d got to like it. In the course of adjusting, I’d pushed Mistral into some quiet corner of my consciousness, where she didn’t intrude upon my thoughts. But she’d always been there, waiting.




      I used part of my small fortune to have her fitted out all over again. I had the fusion reactor overhauled and the space-stresser checked. I don’t know the first thing about the tortuous physics of the frame force, which lets us play origami with raw space in order to wormhole ourselves around the universe, and I wanted to make quite sure that the ship would end up back in Sol-space when I pressed the right buttons. I bought new navigational software, and the best troubleshooting programs I could find, just to make sure. Then, relishing the thought that I could splash out without pauperizing myself, I installed some brand new Tetron organics—an integrated thermosynthetic system that would do food, waste-disposal, atmosphere regulation, bioluminescence, and minor electrics with pure organic technology; not an adapted organism in it. When we’d flown out, we’d had to make do with bacterial soup and adapted fungi. The food had been unbearable, the stink disgusting.




      When it was all done, and my ship was rigged up for first-class service, I trundled up the Skychain, and I said au revoir to dear old Asgard. I wasn’t sure that I’d ever be back.




      I wasn’t sure of anything, much.




      Starships are very fast. They make light seem like viscous treacle oozing across a flat tabletop. But galactic distances are not small; in fact, they’re unimaginably huge. So the ship’s flight back to Earth was no mere ferry-crossing. It took months, and it became very boring.




      I had text-discs and I had sound-discs. I had a centrifuge to put weight on me, and various gadgets for keeping various bits of me fighting fit. They kept me occupied for a while, but in the end I was forced to seek some new distraction, some pleasure whose delights I had never tasted before.




      That was when I conceived the plan of writing the memoirs to which I referred, and immediately reached for my tape recorder. I won’t say that it was an entirely joyful experience inscribing it all, because I am not a literary man, and sometimes found composition hard work. On the other hand, I’m sure that my reconstructed dialogue sounds a good deal slicker than what was actually said at the time; poetic license can be fun! I had no intention of publishing what I’d recorded—not immediately, anyhow—because there was some very sensitive information in there regarding the real fate of the android which Susarma Lear thought she had destroyed, but I took a certain satisfaction in setting the record straight.




      I finished the job a couple of days before I had to de-stress in order to enter solar space.




      When I came out of my wormhole, I was nowhere near where I actually wanted to be. That was only to be expected. I guess it takes a near-miracle for navigational software to get a ship into such a tiny target as a solar system—you really can’t expect to be neatly delivered to a particular planetary doorstep. I wasn’t within spitting distance of Earth, or even the asteroid belt. In fact, the only object of any conceivable interest within easy travelling distance was Uranus.




      I’d never been to Uranus. To the best of my knowledge, very few people had, although some intrepid individuals had begun poking around the moons and the rings before I left the system. A routine scan by my equipment told me that there was now a microworld in the vicinity of the planet, which rejoiced in the name of Goodfellow. My ship was automatically logged in by the microworld’s scanners, and my software transmitted all the usual data, receiving the customary cartload of rubbish in return: the size, specifications, population, etc. of the Goodfellow. I didn’t bother getting my screens to display it, but I got a digest of the essentials. There were eight hundred people aboard, all but a dozen of them civilians. They were supposedly engaged in scientific data-collection and mapping. All very cozy, but not particularly interesting.




      They made contact first. I assumed that was because their machines chewed up the data which mine had sent a little more quickly than mine could process theirs, or possibly because the microworlders were more scrupulously polite than me. They sent me an invitation to dock, couched in very friendly terms. I figured that they probably didn’t see many strangers out here, and in a small microworld everybody really does know everybody else. A traveler with tales to tell of the mysterious universe would surely be a popular dinner-guest.




      I reckoned that I could put up with being a social lion for a while. In any case, the microworld would be spinning fast enough to produce a decent gee-force, and though it wouldn’t be very spacious, its walls wouldn’t be crowding me quite as closely as the walls of my little star-skipping cocoon. So I decided to visit for a day or two.




      It can’t hurt, can it? I asked myself.




      Which just goes to show that a man can very easily jump to entirely wrong conclusions when he happens to be living in interesting times, and when fate has it in for him.




      

        

          1. See Asgard’s Secret (Borgo Press, 2012).


        


      


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER TWO




      It took nearly two days to get to the microworld, with the stresser working very gently indeed. You have to be very careful when you’re around large lumps of mass, and you can’t wormhole short distances.




      On the way in, my software and the microworld’s software continued to exchange friendly chitchat, but voice contact wasn’t possible while the stresser was functioning. By the time it was possible to start a dialogue, it didn’t seem to be worth bothering, because I’d be meeting my hosts face to face soon enough.




      So I let the machines negotiate the tedious details of the docking while I cleaned myself up and unpacked my best clothes. I put a thinfilm overall over the top so I wouldn’t get smeared climbing through the umbilical to the docking-bay. Civilization is supposed to have left dirt behind in the Earth’s gravity-well, but you know how things are.




      I squirmed my way through the umbilical, thinking how good it would be to feel the grip of a good spin again. When I came out the other end into the docking bay I was contentedly looking forward to basking in the sensation of fake gravity. The bay, of course, was at the hub of the station and wasn’t spinning, but I knew that the reassuring pull would be only a short distance away.




      There was no one in the docking bay, which was unusually crowded with equipment. As well as the usual lockers, there were several big steel drums about a meter-and-a-half high and a meter in diameter, with dials and warning notices jostling for space around knots of feeder-pipe connections. I didn’t pay them much attention, but made directly for the hatchway that led to the ladder that would take me out into the station’s living quarters. I knew that the microworlders would have someone waiting for me at the end of the spur.




      I was so preoccupied with the sensations associated with slowly gaining weight as I climbed “down” the ladder that I didn’t immediately notice, when I got to the other end and came through the hatchway, that the welcoming party wasn’t quite what I had expected.




      It took me a second or two to get my up and down properly sorted out, and then I began reaching for the seal on my overall as I looked around for a friendly face.




      There were several faces, but they weren’t very friendly. I felt a sinking sensation as I realized that the faces were all attached to bodies wearing Star Force uniforms, and the sinking got worse when I noticed belatedly that one of them—a lieutenant—was pointing a gun at me.




      Merde, I thought. I think I’ve been here before.




      Looking down the wrong end of a Star Force weapon is one of those experiences you never want to repeat.




      Reflexively, though I’d no real intention of doing anything as absurd as making a run for it, I turned back to the hatch through which I’d just come. A trooper had already moved round behind me to block the way, and as my eyes met his, he launched a punch at my head. I was too slow, and too unaccustomed to the new gee-force, to dodge. I took it on the jaw, and it lifted me off my feet, sending me sprawling in an untidy heap at the lieutenant’s feet. It’s slightly easier to take a thump like that in low-gee than in the depths of a real gravity well, but that doesn’t make it pleasant. The punch hurt, and the hurt was compounded with humiliation. I wanted to hit back, but the muzzle of the lieutenant’s gun was now only a couple of centimeters away from the end of my nose.




      “Blackledge,” drawled the officer, “you shouldn’t have done that. “Nobody told you to hit him.”




      “No sir,” said Trooper Blackledge, and added in a stage whisper: “Bastard!”




      It was obvious that he wasn’t talking about the lieutenant.




      “Michael Rousseau,” said the lieutenant, calmly. “I arrest you on a charge of desertion from the United Nations Star Force. You will be held in safe custody on Goodfellow pending the arrival of the Star Force cruiser Leopard Shark, when a lawyer will be appointed to defend you and a court martial will be held, according to the provisions of emergency martial law. Your ship is hereby impounded, and is subject to confiscation, according to the provisions of that same legislation.”




      I was still down, half-kneeling and half-sitting. Absurdly, all I could think of to say was that Leopard Shark was a really stupid name for a warship.




      I didn’t say it.




      I also didn’t bother to tell them that they wouldn’t find it easy to impound my ship. Her inner airlock was programmed to check the retinal pattern of anyone trying to get in, even if they could produce the right passwords.




      “On your feet,” said the lieutenant. He pointed the gun away from me, obviously having had his fill of melodrama for the time being.




      I got to my feet, touching the tender spot on my jaw. The punch hadn’t drawn blood, but I suspected that I was going to have one hell of a bruise.




      “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in seeing my discharge papers?” I inquired. “They bear the signature of one Star-Captain Susarma Lear—almost illegible, I fear, but quite legitimate.”




      The lieutenant gave me a stony smile. “Every station in the system has been alerted to arrest you,” he said. “We knew you were coming back here—you’d have been better to stay out on the fringe, with all your alien friends. And you’d better know that if there’s one thing you can do that will make people like you any less, it’s to insult Star-Captain Lear. Star-Captain Lear is a hero.”




      “I believe she mentioned that fact,” I said, sourly.




      I figured that I had every right to be sour. I hadn’t thought Susarma Lear mean-spirited enough to pull a trick like this, after we had parted on fairly good terms. I didn’t doubt for a moment that she could get away with it, though.




      Why in the world, I wondered, had she posted wanted notices on me? Could she possibly have found out that I’d kept secret what I knew about Myrlin still being alive?




      I thought guiltily about the incriminating memoirs sitting on the shelf in my disk-store, and began to regret having recorded them.




      Microworlds don’t actually have jails, so where I ended up was an ordinary crew cabin with a special lock. It had the usual fittings—a bunk and a pocket-sized bathroom, a food-dispenser, and a set of screens. I soon found out that the screens had a security block on them. I could dial up videos of old movies or library teletext, but I couldn’t make personal telephone calls. I was being held incommunicado.




      That seemed to me to be adding insult to injury, so instead of meekly sitting down, I tried to get a line to the outside world. I started out by requesting a lawyer, but the system wouldn’t let me through, so I tried for a doctor. When the software queried my symptoms, I convinced it that I might well have a broken jaw. It’s easy to lie to artificial intelligences, once you can persuade them to take notice of you at all. Within ten minutes, the doctor duly arrived.




      “I’m Mariyo Kimura,” she said, reaching out to take hold of my chin. “And this jaw isn’t broken.”




      “Really?” I said. “You don’t know how glad I am to hear that. It hurts like hell.”




      I could tell that she didn’t believe me.




      “Look,” I said, “I’m sorry there isn’t an emergency, but I did need to talk to someone. I’ve been cooped up in a tiny starship all on my own for the best part of a year, and the first human being I came into contact with tried to smash me into insensibility. Then they threw me in here, seemingly with every intention of leaving me to rot. In my book, that’s cruel and inhumane treatment. I don’t know what passes for law around this place, but perhaps you could advise me on what it has to say about my position. I did try to get hold of a lawyer.”




      “Goodfellow doesn’t have any lawyers,” said Dr. Kimura. “We don’t need them.”




      “You have a platoon of Star Force troopers. Do you need them?”




      She had opened her bag and she was dabbing something from a bottle on to a wad of cotton wool. She pushed me back so that I sat down on the bunk. I knew that it was going to sting—it’s a medical tradition which goes back centuries. When she touched it to my jaw, though, I took the pain like a man.




      “Mr. Rousseau,” she said, “I don’t know exactly what you’ve done, or why Lieutenant Kramin was ordered to arrest you on arrival here. I don’t really approve of the way that you were lured here under false pretenses, nor of Trooper Blackledge knocking you down. But you must try to understand our situation. While you’ve been out of the system we’ve been fighting a long war. Salamandran warships invaded system space no less than forty times. Way out here, we were always a target for occupation, or for destruction. Most of us have been here for the whole ten years of the shooting match—it’s our home, and transport within the system hasn’t been easy. One missile is all that it would have taken to blow Goodfellow into smithereens, and we’ve been very happy to play host to a Star Force defense-system. You’ll not find any sympathy here for Star Force deserters.”




      “Would it affect your attitude to know that I’m innocent?”




      “Of course. But that remains to be proven, doesn’t it?”




      “That’s why I need some kind of legal representation. The Star Force is carrying on some kind of weird vendetta against me. I need an advocate from outside, not their court-appointed defender. I’m not a deserter.”




      No reaction showed in her features as she studied me with her dark eyes. She was very small—no more than a meter sixty-five—and she wasn’t looking down from any great height even though I was sitting and she was standing.




      “No?” she queried. “Just what did you do during the war, Mr. Rousseau?”




      It was a dirty question. What was I supposed to have done—rush home and enlist the minute I heard that serious hostilities had broken out? I didn’t ask. The answer would probably be yes.




      On Asgard, the war had always seemed like a distant affair, and it had been all too easy in that cosmopolitan setting to fall in with the Tetron way of looking at things. In the eyes of the Tetrax, Earthmen and Salamandrans were two gangs of barbarians who ought to know better.




      “I need to tell someone my side of the story,” I insisted, politely but firmly.




      She threw the cotton-wool into the waste-disposal, and sealed up her bag.




      “I’ll see what I can do,” she promised. “But I really don’t think it will do you any good.”




      I had an ominous suspicion that she was right.


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER THREE




      Dr. Kimura’s intercession on my behalf brought results of a kind. She must have gone straight to the top, because my next visitor was one of the microworld’s top men. His name was Ayub Khan. He was tall and handsome, with a casual grace about his movements. I got the feeling that he’d have been a top man wherever he was, on a microworld or a whole planet.




      “I’m very sorry,” he told me, with apparent sincerity, “that we must welcome you to the solar system in this manner. We appreciate that you have spent a long time in, as it were, solitary confinement, and it is most unfortunate that you should be subjected to more of the same on an involuntary basis. But our hands are tied. The Star Force claim jurisdiction in this matter, and their case is compelling.”




      “I was drafted on Asgard after being wrongly convicted of a crime,” I told him, already knowing that it was hopeless. “My services were about to be sold, under a slave contract, to the people who framed me. Eventually, the truth came out, and under Tetron law, the contract I signed under duress became illegal. The Star Force complied with their directive, and I obtained legitimate discharge papers. I’m not a deserter; they have no right to arrest me.”




      Khan shrugged.




      “Tetron law does not apply here, Mr. Rousseau. The case must be tried according to UN law. I am certain that the court martial will take into account all the relevant information.”




      “Do they shoot deserters nowadays?” I asked him.




      “Very rarely,” he assured me. “In the majority of cases, returned deserters simply have to serve out their time in a penal battalion.”




      “Great,” I said, bitterly.




      “Hostilities have ceased,” he pointed out, “but there’s still a great deal of work for the Star Force to do. An interstellar war leaves an unimaginable amount of mess. Our colonies will need rebuilding—and we have to take care of the surviving Salamandrans too. Even in a penal battalion, you’d be doing vital and valuable work.”




      I couldn’t derive much consolation from these helpful observations.




      “Mr. Rousseau,” he said, kindly, “we are entirely happy for you to consider yourself a guest of Goodfellow, in spite of your awkward circumstances. We will make no charge for your food or for the use you might make of our information networks. But the law binds us as it binds you, and we must work within the constraints of the situation.”




      He reminded me very strongly of my last jailer, 69-Aquila, who had also been scrupulously polite.




      “I’m grateful,” I said, insincerely. “I would like to ask a couple of questions, if I may. I understand that the Star Force had been told that I was heading for the system, and a general instruction had apparently been issued to apprehend me. Is that right?”




      “I believe so.”




      “Do you know how they found out that I was coming? They couldn’t identify my ship until I relaxed the stresser, and I didn’t send any messages on ahead. Who told them to expect me?”




      “I have no idea,” he replied, smoothly. “I infer that a message must have arrived from your point of departure while you were in transit.”




      I’d inferred the same thing myself. A stress-pulse message would easily have beaten a ship in flight. But stress-pulse messages are very expensive, and are used very sparingly. Susarma Lear couldn’t have sent it, because her ship left Asgard long before mine. She must have reached the solar system months ago. She could certainly be responsible for labeling me a deserter, but there was no way she could have known that I was coming home. If the message telling the Star Force to expect me had come from Asgard, then it could only have come from the Tetrax. But how could the Tetrax have known that I was wanted? And why should they have cared?




      It didn’t make sense.




      “Dr. Khan,” I said, politely, “I’d be very grateful if you could use your influence to try to find out how the Star Force knew my ship was due. It could be vital to my defense.”




      “I shall be pleased to do so,” he assured me. “Goodfellow is a civilized world, and I would not like you to think badly of us.”




      I couldn’t really imagine that I’d be carrying any happy memories away, but I let the matter rest there. When Ayub Khan had gone, I sat down on the bed and tried to make myself feel better by counting a few blessings. At least, I told myself, I was still a rich man.




      Then my other visitor arrived.




      “Hello Rousseau,” he said, as he strolled in through the security-sealed door. “Small universe, isn’t it?”




      I looked up at him in open astonishment. I hadn’t seen him for a long time, but I didn’t have the slightest difficulty in recognizing him.




      “Jesus Christ!” I said. “John Finn!”




      “Around here,” he told me, “I’m Jack Martin. I’d be obliged if you could remember that.”




      John Finn was the black sheep of Mickey’s family. I’d known him slightly when we were all teenagers in the belt, but he and Mickey hadn’t been close. Whereas Mickey was big, shy, and awkward, John was small, sharp, and too clever by half. He’d come to Asgard once, having left the system for reasons he never fully explained. He’d had money—enough, at least, for a round-trip passenger ticket on a Tetron ship. But Mickey was dead by then. John didn’t seem too grief-stricken when he found out—just angry that Mickey had left the ship to me. Maybe if I’d thought Mickey would have wanted him to have it, I’d have given it to him, but I didn’t.




      John had stayed on Asgard for six months or so. He had gone out into the levels a couple of times with a work-gang, but the work hadn’t been to his taste. He’d done a little work for the Tetrax on salvaged technics, but that hadn’t led to the kind of rewards he was looking for. He’d eventually headed back to the system. He hadn’t bothered to say goodbye. I hadn’t missed him.




      “I’ll try to remember,” I promised, telling myself that at least he was a familiar face, and might even be friendly. “What are you doing here? And how did you get past the security lock on the door?”




      “I came to visit,” he said, cockily. “And security locks are no problem. I’m the maintenance man around here.”




      I shook my head in honest bewilderment. He sat down beside me on the bed, and crossed his legs. He seemed to be enjoying himself.




      “Stayed in the outer system when I got back,” he said, nonchalantly. “Never did like the inner planets much. Belt boy, like you. Was on Titan for a while, and Ganymede. Signed on with Goodfellow to have a look at the local sats. Nice people. I do hired-help-type jobs: maintenance work, shuttle pilot, drive the ground-vehicles, that sort of thing. It’s not much, but it fills in until I can get some real work. I tell tall tales about Asgard. They say you went to the Center, met the makers.”




      “Not quite,” I said. “I was a long way down. Had a brush with some people who could do very clever things with machines. Couldn’t say that we really got much of a conversation going. Still don’t know who built Asgard or why.” I matched his style of conversation effortlessly.




      He sat down on the bed, and suggested a cup of coffee. I dialed up a couple of cups. It wasn’t as good as the stuff my Tetron organics produced, but that wasn’t surprising.




      “You’re in trouble, Mike. They still call you Mike?”




      “Yes, they do. And I am in trouble.”




      “Star Force really want to nail you. They don’t send out that kind of alert signal for just anybody. Entire system’s been eagerly awaiting your return. Don’t know what you did, but you sure ruffled somebody’s feathers.”




      “Star-captain named Susarma Lear,” I told him. “Funny, really—I could have sworn that we were getting along quite well toward the end. She didn’t like me, but she seemed willing enough to let me be. I guess I underestimated her.”




      “I’ve heard of her,” said Finn. “Got quite a reputation. Ran some bold raids in Salamandran territory. Tits loaded down with medals. I can help you, you know.”




      I studied him carefully. He had the same pinched face. He was wearing a little moustache now, which made him look like a Parisian pimp out of some old movie. I didn’t like his manner, which had always suggested to me that he’d overdosed on assertiveness training in the sixth grade.




      “You can?” I countered, guardedly.




      “Sure. Can get you out of here and away. Anywhere in the system you want to go—or out of it. If you stay in the system it’ll have to be Earth. Nowhere else big enough to hide. Still three billion people down in the hole. Lots of places where they don’t have full registration. Your people were Canadian, weren’t they? That’s not so good. Australia might be a different matter. Biotech desalination plants, desert reclamation...population climbing, lots of work, not many questions. On the other hand, maybe you’d be better off out of the system entirely. For good. Still got friends on Asgard?”




      “I guess so,” I answered, without much conviction. “I think I could bear to say goodbye to the system forever, if I had to. All things considered, if I were aboard my ship right now, I don’t think I’d wait to be court-martialed.” I stared him in the face all the while, still waiting for the punch line.




      “Rumor has it that you got rich,” he said, delivering it.




      “Where are these rumors coming from?” I asked him. “All of a sudden, I seem to be famous. Rumor says that I got deep into Asgard, met some funny people. Rumor says that I got rich. Who’s doing the talking, John?”




      “Star Force,” he replied, laconically. “Some of their guys were with you down below, right? Makes a good story, especially with the star-captain featuring. She’s famous. You’re just notorious. But they do talk about you, Mike. Flattered?”




      “Not exactly. I’d rather be inconspicuous.”




      “I know the feeling. I can get you out of Goodfellow, you know. The benefits of knowing the maintenance man, if you see what I mean. Locks don’t matter.”




      “And you were thinking of helping me out for old time’s sake, were you?” I asked, with the merest hint of sarcasm.




      “No,” he replied, bluntly.




      “What sort of price do you have in mind?”




      “Well,” said Finn, “I don’t say it’s going to be easy. In fact, it could expose me to a bit of risk. I wouldn’t be able to stay here, would I? And the Star Force would be looking for me, too. What are you carrying in the way of exchange?”




      I had part of my fortune in metals, part in organics, and part in Tetron drafts. Tetron paper money is the only kind you can trust. I told him, without being specific about amounts.




      “I can’t use the Tetron scrip,” he said. “It’s registered to user, too easy to trace. But if we were together, we could split everything fifty-fifty, couldn’t we?”




      I supposed we could. It was a lot of money to pay a maintenance man for fiddling a lock or two, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to be partners with John Finn. I was sure, though, that I didn’t want to serve ten years in a penal battalion. But we hadn’t got to the bottom line yet.




      “And I’ll want half of the ship,” he added.




      “The ship!”




      “Well,” he said, patiently, “it’s not really your ship, anyhow. It was Mickey’s. It always should have come to me. I’m just a little late in claiming it, that’s all. I’m only asking half. Half of everything. What other options do you have?”




      “I’m not sure,” I said, sourly. “But I bet they’d be cheaper ones.”




      “Sure,” he replied. “They aren’t charging you for the room, are they? “




      I hadn’t heard an offer like it since Jacinthe Siani had volunteered to buy me out of jail on Asgard with Amara Guur’s money. If it came to a contest, I decided that I’d rather deal with John Finn than with Amara Guur—but it wasn’t the kind of choice a sane man would want to be faced with. I was in the frying pan again, and I was only being offered a fire to jump into.




      “I don’t know yet what the Star Force intend to do with me,” I told him.




      He laughed. “If you wait to find out, it will be too late to stop them. They only have a dozen men on Goodfellow, and they’re mostly ones they couldn’t trust to do a good job in the real line of action, but they have a couple of hundred combat soldiers on Leopard Shark. Once you’re in their hands, Superman and the Scarlet Pimpernel couldn’t get you out. This is your last chance, Mike. Take it or leave it.”




      It didn’t seem to be much of a chance, but there didn’t seem to be any others.




      “Okay,” I said, defeated. “You’re on. Spring me, and the ship’s half yours. Half the money, too. I presume that I can leave it to you to get the paperwork ready?”




      “You certainly can,” he assured me. He sounded very pleased with himself. He had every right to be. When I thought what I’d had to go through to earn that money, the idea of cutting him in as a reward for opening a door seemed pretty sick. But if I wasn’t free, I couldn’t spend my money, could I?




      “Get some sleep,” said Finn. “I just have to make a few preparations, and then we’re away. I wouldn’t do this for everyone, you know—but you’re nearly family.”




      I tried to smile. I’d never had a brother, but if I had, I wouldn’t have wanted one like John Finn. It was bad enough to have him for a friend. Sometimes, though, friends are in such short supply that you have to take whatever you can get.




      It can be an unfriendly universe, sometimes.


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER FOUR




      I can’t claim to be the galaxy’s foremost expert on jailbreaks—although, as you’ll learn later, I have more than a single instance of experience from which to generalize. Nevertheless, I believe that I can confidently identify four criteria that need to be fulfilled if the break is to stand much chance of success. While not wishing to encourage delinquent behavior, I’m prepared to pass on these pearls of wisdom.




      Firstly, it helps a lot if make your break at a time when those people who are interested in keeping you locked up are not paying attention. This might be because you have arranged with your allies to create some kind of a diversion, but it’s more likely to be because they’re all asleep.




      Secondly, it helps a lot if you can move around inconspicuously once you’re no longer in your place of imprisonment. Darkness helps, but even in darkness it’s a good idea not to be instantly recognizable as a fugitive to anyone you might happen to meet.




      Thirdly, you need to have somewhere safe and cozy to go—either a vehicle in which you can make a clean getaway, or a place of refuge where you can be securely hidden away while a search is conducted.




      Fourthly, never—and I mean never—put your trust in the supposed expertise of an assistant who has always seemed to you in the past to be a confirmed no-hoper.




      Anyone studying these four criteria will immediately realize that John Finn’s grand scheme to liberate me from my secure quarters on Goodfellow was bound to be a bit rickety. The fact that he could open the door was merely a beginning, and counted for less than one might imagine.




      One problem with trying to be inconspicuous on a microworld is that it’s very small and entirely artificial. It has no cycle of day or night, so the internal lights are never switched off. Another is that everybody knows everybody else by sight, and a stranger sticks out like a sore thumb. Your average microworld has very few hidden and forgotten corners, and in any case is crammed full of sensory equipment and alarms because it has to be perpetually on guard against things going wrong. If the staff are engaged in scientific research, they could hardly work a regular eight hours out of twenty-four, even if twenty-four hours did mean anything special, because they have to fit their personal timetables into the timetables of their observations.




      Had I thought about all this very carefully, I would have realized that John Finn’s escape plan was far from certain to succeed. Unfortunately, I didn’t think about it carefully. I just assumed that he could do it. This was not because I am the kind of person who readily puts his trust in his fellow man, but because I was still feeling benumbed and disoriented by the horrible shock of it all.




      I don’t know what time it was when he turned up again. I don’t even know what kind of time-system the microworld was using. But I was roused from sleep to find that the dimmed light had been turned up a fraction, and that Finn was trying to press some kind of weapon into my fist.




      “What is it?” I asked him.




      “Mud gun,” he said. “Benign weaponry issued to police forces in enlightened nations. Fires wet stuff that goes through your clothes. Skin absorbs some organic that acts as a muscle relaxant. Makes you feel like you do in dreams sometimes, when you want to move but can’t. Purely temporary effect. Okay?”




      I took the weapon. Then he gave me an overall made out of silvery plastic. He was wearing one just like it. I put it on.




      “Right,” said Finn. “I reckon we should have a clear run if we time it right. Keep your head down—if anyone does see us, they’ll probably figure you for one of my boys. I daren’t dim the lights—any little thing goes wrong makes people very nervous. We’re going straight for the umbilical. A few hundred meters. Stay close.”




      I nodded.




      He stood for a while, studying his wristwatch. About three minutes passed before he said: “Let’s go.”




      We went.




      He took me along at a brisk walk. My feet kept wanting to break into a trot, but I controlled the impulse and stayed behind him. I wished that he’d brought something to hide me in, but microworlds don’t have that kind of mobile equipment. Laundry baskets are rarely seen outside of old movies.




      We got at least three-quarters of the way before the unexpected happened and someone came through a hatchway ahead of us. It was a tall, white-haired man and he was seemingly engrossed in studying the display on a small hand-held bookplate. I dropped in behind Finn, trying to keep my face out of the direct line of sight. Finn marched bravely on, and greeted the man cheerfully. The guy with the bookplate barely glanced up, and muttered a reply. I thought we were safe for five whole seconds, until we had to pass through the hatchway ourselves and I spared time for a quick backward glance.




      The white-haired man had stopped, and was staring after us, with a look of puzzlement on his face.




      “Move it,” I said to Finn. “We’ve got to get out now.”




      I still thought we could make it, with only a short dash ahead of us to the spur that led out to the docking-spindle. They wouldn’t catch us from behind, and even if the Star Force had posted a guard in the dock, we had the mud guns. Once we were up the umbilical and into the ship, I thought, all we had to do was detach. I couldn’t believe that they’d actually try to shoot us down.




      We got to the hatchway leading to the spur without any obvious alarm having been raised, but climbing the spur seemed to take a long time—subjective time always seems to be distorted when you’re in a gravity-cline. Finn was ahead of me, and he hurled himself through the far end hatch, gun ready to fire. I hung back for a second, thinking to appraise the situation.




      Fantasies were running through my mind in which Finn immobilized the guards and the guards immobilized Finn, so that I could make it to the ship all on my own. I’d have been prepared to take my chances then, and head out of system cheerfully. I still wasn’t ready for everything to foul up.




      Needless to say, everything did foul up.




      There was no guard in the docking-bay. When I came through, after my anticipatory peep, Finn was already halfway to the umbilical. I had time for one quick surge of elation before he bounced back from the wall, rebounding into one of those mysterious metal cylinders, and cursed, with feeling.




      The airlock protecting the umbilical was sealed tight. According to the instruments, the umbilical was reeled in. There was nothing on the other end of it.




      “They’ve moved the bastard ship!” he wailed, obviously somewhat put out by the unexpected turn of events. My heart sank.




      “They couldn’t!” I protested. “There’s no way they could get through the lock.” I couldn’t believe it. But there wasn’t any time for further expression of our astonishment. Back in the spur we’d just come along, there was the sound of movement. We were being pursued.




      Finn launched himself quickly back to the hatchway that closed off the spur. He shut it, again bracing himself against one of the big cylinders—whose presence certainly made it easier to pull oneself around in the no-gee—and then began to push the buttons on the keyboard beside the lock. All of a sudden, alarm bells began to ring, and a red light began flashing over the hatch.




      He turned to me with a toothy grin on his face.




      “Created a little emergency,” he said. “Station systems think the bay is breached. All hatchways sealed. They can’t get in.”




      “Can we get out?” I asked, ingenuously.




      “Not exactly,” he admitted. “But we wouldn’t want to steal a shuttle, anyhow. Couldn’t get further than Uranus in one of those things. We need your ship—which is to say, our ship.”




      Things were still moving a little too fast for me. “So where the hell is it?” I asked.




      “Only one place it can be. Inside the belly of a cargo-transporter. They couldn’t get into it, so they decided to haul it to Oberon. That’s where local Star Force command is.”




      “They said they’d impound it,” I murmured, foolishly. It seemed to me that our goose was well and truly cooked, and that the only place to go was back to jail.




      But Finn was still busy. He was punching keys beneath the nearest wallscreen, urgently. He glanced back over his shoulder and nodded in the direction of a locker.




      “Spacesuits,” he said. “In there. You do know how to put one on?”




      “Of course I do,” I told him. “So what?”




      “Got to create an emergency,” he told me. “A real emergency.”




      I opened my mouth to reply, but didn’t have time. The alarm bells stopped ringing and the red lights went out.




      Finn cursed, and hurled himself back toward the hatchway, stabbing again at the buttons controlling the electronic lock. It was no good. He wasn’t the only software wizard around. The microworld was full of them.




      There was a telephone strung up beside the keyboard, and Finn snatched it from its perch. He punched out what was obviously an emergency code.




      “This is Jack Martin,” he snapped. “If anyone comes through that hatchway, you’ll have a real emergency on your hands. You could be trying to breathe vacuum. We’ve got suits, and we’re not bluffing.”




      I had an awful suspicion that things were getting out of hand. I wasn’t sure that it was a good idea to threaten to sabotage the microworld. I had no idea what the penalty for that kind of sabotage might be, but it couldn’t be a minor matter, even by comparison with desertion from the Star Force.




      The hatchway didn’t open. There was a very long pause. The silence was suddenly rather oppressive.




      “Get the bloody suits!” said Finn, impatiently.




      “Hell, John,” I said, “this isn’t something they’re going to forgive. Maybe we’d better just give up, hey? Cut our losses.”




      “You bastard, Rousseau,” he said, as it sunk in just how far over the top he’d gone. “This is all your fault.”




      I felt that the accusation was more than a little unjust. I’d only had the problem, when all said and done. He’d supplied his own greed and his own recklessness. I realized that there must be more to this than met the eye, and that it wasn’t just a sudden desire to get rich that had motivated his attempt to spring me. I guessed that he had needed a trip out of the system anyhow. I wondered again what it was that John Finn had done which required him to adopt a phony identity. Nothing trivial, apparently.




      He went to the locker, and opened it to expose the neat row of spacesuits inside. There was also a set of lighter suits—sterile suits, I assumed, for working in biologically-contaminated environments. At least one of the spacesuits would be tailored specifically for Finn. He looked at them for a whole minute, then seemed to change his mind, and began fiddling with the sterile suits. He took one out and passed it to me. He took a second one for himself, and began to pull it on.




      “It’s no good,” he complained, in a tone as tortured as if he was chewing on powdered glass. “There’s only one thing we can do. We have to get your ship back.”




      “How do you propose we do that?” I asked.




      “Blackmail,” he replied, succinctly. “We have to make the threat stick. Trouble is, I can’t evacuate anything but the docking-bay. Too many safety-devices. Leaves only one alternative.”




      He got his suit on, and sealed it. He picked up the mud gun from where he’d laid it down. I could see his eyes staring at me from behind the faceplate. I could tell that he was thinking hard.




      The phone beside the hatchway began to trill. Finn ignored it, so I picked it up.




      “Martin?” asked the voice at the other end.




      “This is Rousseau,” I replied.




      “Ayub Khan here. What exactly do you plan to do, Mr. Rousseau? I’m sure you know as well as we do that any damage you cause will endanger you at least as gravely as it endangers anyone else. There’s nowhere to go, I assure you.”




      “Mr. Martin thinks we have nothing to lose,” I told him. “He thinks that now he’s thrown in with me, the Star Force are going to shoot him too. He’s not in a very positive frame of mind.”




      “Martin has a lurid imagination,” said Ayub Khan. “This is a civilized world—a scientific research station. The Star Force are not bandits.”




      “But they won’t be pleased with him, will they?”




      Finn had undone his helmet again, and he took the phone away from me. “Listen to me, Khan,” he said, roughly. “You know as well as I do that I don’t have much to lose. I think you already know who I really am, and what I’m wanted for. I’m not going to start blasting holes in your precious microworld, but what I will do is take the plugs out of every one of your bloody incubators. I’ll fill the whole bay with your precious bugs—which not only blows half your experiments, but leaves you facing one hell of a decontamination problem. Rousseau and I are already suited up. Now, how would you feel about ordering the cargo ship to turn around and bring the Mistral back, so that we can get aboard it? That way, we can all be happy—except the Star Force. Rousseau and I leave the system, your people carry on with their happy little lives and their precious research. Okay?”




      I couldn’t tell whether there was any reply. After half a minute or so, Finn hung up.




      I looked at Finn, and he looked back.




      “You’d better suit up,” he told me.




      “What for?” I asked. “What’s in those tanks, anyhow?”




      “Ring dust...gunk from the outer atmosphere of the planet...sludge from Ariel and Umbriel.”




      “What the hell was that about bugs?”




      He shrugged. “Stuff’s lousy with bugs. Viruses, bacteria...God knows what.”




      I suppose I must have looked at him as if he was mad. “The rings of Uranus are full of bacteria? That’s impossible!”




      He gave me a filthy look. “Well, I sure wouldn’t know about that,” he said, contemptuously. “But I’ll bet you your half of our ship that Dr. Ayub Khan feels a lot more strongly about what’s in those tanks than he does about keeping Kramin and his bully boys sweet.”




      The phone trilled again, and I picked it up.




      “Yes?” I said.




      “Very well, Mr. Martin,” said Ayub Khan, who was obviously no good at recognizing voices. “The cargo-vessel transporting Mistral has been directed to turn back. It will dock in approximately four hours. You may board it and depart.”




      I blinked. I looked at Finn, and said: “You were right. They’re bringing her back.”




      “We win!” His exultation failed to cover up his surprise. He hadn’t been at all certain that it would work. But even as I watched him, I saw the mood of self-congratulation build inside him. He was beginning to think that he was a very clever fellow indeed—if he had ever really doubted it.




      “Thank you, Dr. Khan,” I said into the phone, rather leadenly. “That’s most kind of you. We’ll be happy to wait.”




      It was a lie, of course—I was anything but happy.




      But I couldn’t for the life of me see what else we could do.
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