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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




CHAPTER ONE


CALL him by no name, for he had no name. He did not know the meaning of name, or of any other word. He had no language, for he had never come into contact with any other living being in the billions of light-years of space that he had traversed from the far rim of the galaxy, in the billions of years that it had taken him to make that journey. For all he knew or had ever known he was the only living being in the universe.


He had not been born, for there was no other like him. He was a piece of rock a little over a mile in diameter, floating free in space. There are myriads of such small worlds but they are dead rock, inanimate matter. He was aware, and an entity. An accidental combination of atoms into molecules had made him a living being. To our present knowledge such an accident has happened only twice in infinity and eternity; the other such event took place in the primeval ooze of Earth, where carbon atoms formed sentient life that multiplied and evolved.


Spores from Earth had drifted across space and had seeded the two planets nearest to it, Mars and Venus, and when a million years later man had landed on those planets he found vegetable life waiting for him there, but that vegetable life, although it had evolved quite differently from vegetable life as man knew it, had still originated on Earth. Nowhere but on earth had life originated to evolve and multiply.


The entity from the far side of the galaxy did not multiply. He remained unique and alone. Nor did he evolve except in the sense that his awareness and his knowledge grew. Without sensory organs, he learned to perceive the universe about him. Without language, he learned to understand its principles and its mechanics and how to make use of them to move through space freely, and to do many other things.


Call him a thinking rock, a sentient planetoid.


Call him a rogue, in the biological sense of the word rogue: an accidental variation.


Call him a rogue in space.


He roamed space but he did not search for other life, other consciousness, for he had long since assumed that none existed.


He was not lonely, for he had no concept of loneliness. He had no concept of good and evil, for a lone being can know neither; morality arises only in our attitude toward others. He had no concept of emotion, unless a desire to increase awareness and knowledge (we call it curiosity) can be called an emotion.


Now, after billions of years—but neither young nor old—he found himself nearing a small yellow sun that had nine planets circling about it.


There are many such.




CHAPTER TWO


CALL him Crag; it was the name he was using and it will serve as well as any name. He was a smuggler and a thief and a killer. He’d been a spaceman once and had a metal hand to show for it. That, and a taste for exotic liquors and a strong aversion for work. Work would have been futile for him in any case; he would have had to work a week, at anything but crime, to buy a single binge on even the cheapest of the nepenthes that alone made life worth living. He knew good from evil but cared not a grain of Martian sand for either of them. He was not lonely for he had made himself self-sufficient by hating everyone.


Especially now, because they had him. And of all places here in Albuquerque, the center of the Federation and the toughest spot on five planets to beat a rap. Albuquerque, where justice was more crooked than crime, where a criminal didn’t have a chance unless he belonged to the machine. Independent operators were not wanted and did not last long. He should never have come here, but he’d been tipped to a sure thing and had taken a chance. He knew now that the tipster had been part of the machine and that the tip had been a trap to entice him here. He hadn’t even had time to case the job he’d come here to do—if such a job had existed at all except in the tipster’s imagination. He’d been picked up leaving the airport and searched. Almost an ounce of nephthin had been found in his pocket, and it had really been there, concealed in the false bottom of a pack of cigarettes. The cigarettes had been given him by the talkative cigarette salesman who had sat next to him on the plane, as a free sample of a new brand his company was introducing. Nephthin was bad stuff; possession of it, however acquired, was a psychable offense. It had been a perfect frame. They had him cold.


There was only one question left, and that was whether they’d give him twenty in the penal colony on bleak Callisto or whether they’d send him to the psycher.


He sat on the cot in his cell and wondered which would happen. It made a big difference. Life in the penal colony might turn out to be better than no life at all and there would always be the chance, however slender, of escape. But the thought of the psycher was intolerable. Before he’d let them send him to the psycher, he decided, he’d kill himself or get himself killed trying to escape.


Death was something you could look in the face and laugh at. But not the psycher. Not the way Crag looked at it. The electric chair of a few centuries before merely killed you; the psycher did something much worse than that. It adjusted you, unless it drove you crazy. Statistically, one time out of nine it drove you stark mad, and for this reason it was used only in extreme cases, for crimes that would have been punishable by death back in the days of capital punishment. And even for such crimes, including nephthin possession, it was not mandatory; the judge chose between it and the alternative maximum sentence of twenty years on Callisto. Crag shuddered at the thought that if the psycher ever were perfected, if that one chance out of nine of being lucky were eliminated, it would probably be made mandatory for much lesser crimes.


When the psycher worked, it made you normal. It made you normal by removing from your mind all the memories and experiences which had led you into aberration from the norm. All your memories and experiences, the good ones as well as the bad.


After the psycher, you started from scratch as far as personality was concerned. You remembered your skills; you knew how to talk and feed yourself, and if you’d known how to use a slide rule or play a flute you still knew how to use a slide rule or play a flute.


But you didn’t remember your name unless they told you. And you didn’t remember the time you were tortured for three days and two nights on Venus before the rest of the crew found you and took you away from the animated vegetables who didn’t like meat in any form and particularly in human form. You didn’t remember the time you were spacemad or the time you had to go nine days without water. You didn’t remember anything that had ever happened to you.


You started from scratch, a different person.


And while Crag could face dying, he could not and would not face the thought of his body walking around afterwards, animated by a well-adjusted stranger whose very guts he would hate. If necessary he’d kill that well-adjusted stranger by killing, before the stranger could take it over, the body which the stranger would make do and think things that Crag would never do or think.


He knew that he could do it, but it would not be easy; the weapon he carried was better adapted to killing others than to suicide. It takes a lot of courage to kill oneself with a bludgeon.


Even so efficient a bludgeon as Crag’s metal left hand. Looking at that hand, no one had ever guessed that it weighed twelve pounds instead of a few ounces. Since the metal was flesh colored, one had to look closely to see that it was an artificial hand at all. If one did notice, since all artificial members had for over a century been made of duralloy, one assumed that Crag’s hand was similarly made. Duralloy is a fraction of the weight of magnesium, not much heavier than balsa wood. And Crag’s hand was duralloy on the outside, but it was reinforced with steel and heavily weighted with lead. Not a hand you’d want to be slapped in the face with, even lightly. But long practice and considerable strength enabled Crag to carry and use it as though it weighed the three or four ounces you’d expect it to weigh.


Nor had anyone ever guessed that it was detachable, since all similar artificial hands—or feet or arms or legs—were surgically and permanently attached to their wearers. That was why they had not taken it away from him when he was arrested nor when he had been stripped and given prison garb here at the jail. A renegade surgeon hiding out in Rio had fixed that part of it for him (Crag had fabricated the hand himself) by grafting and manipulating muscle tissue at the stump of the wrist so that holding it on was automatic and involuntary. But by willing the muscles to relax, the heavy hand was instantly detachable, and became a missile that his right hand could throw, after long practice, with deadly accuracy. One might well say that Crag had a long reach, for one blow. And one blow was always sufficient, against a single antagonist.


It was the only weapon Crag ever carried.


A voice from a grill in the ceiling of the cell said, “Your trial has been called for fourteen hours. That is ten minutes from now. Be ready.”


Crag glanced upward and made a rude noise at the grill. Since it was strictly a one-way communicator, the grill paid no attention.


Crag walked over to the window and stood looking down at the vast sprawling city of Albuquerque, third largest city in the solar system, second largest city on Earth. Running diagonally off to the southeast he could see the bright ribbon of the shuttlejet track that led to Earth’s largest spaceport, forty miles away.


The window was not barred but the transparent plastic of the pane was tough stuff. He could probably batter it out with his left hand but would need wings to continue an escape in that direction. His cell was on the top floor of Fedjude, the Federation Judical Building, thirty stories high, the wall sheer and the windows flush. He could only commit suicide that way, and suicide could wait, as long as there was even a chance of getting the penal colony instead of the psycher.


He hated it, that corrupt city, worse in its way than Mars City, vice city of the solar system. Albuquerque was not a fleshpot, but it was the center of intrigue between the Guilds and the Gilded. Politics rampant upon a field of muck, and everybody, except the leaders, caught in the middle, no matter which side they supported or even if they tried to remain neutral.


The voice from the ceiling said, “Your door is now unlocked. You will proceed to the end of the corridor outside it, where you will meet the guards who will escort you to the proper room.”


Through the windowpane Crag caught the faint silver flash of a spaceship coming in, heard dimly the distant thunder of its jets. He waited a few seconds until it was out of sight.


But no longer, for he knew that, in a small way, this order was a test. He could wait here and force the guards to come and get him, but if he did so, and particularly if he tried to resist when they did come, his recalcitrance would be reported, would be taken into consideration when sentence was pronounced. It could make the difference between Callisto and the psycher.


So he opened the now unlocked door and went out into the corridor and along it; there was only one way to go. A hundred yards along it two green-uniformed guards waited for him. They were armed with holstered heat-guns; they stood before the first door that otherwise would have stopped his progress.


He didn’t speak to them nor they to him. They stepped apart and he fell in between them. The door opened automatically as they approached it, but he knew that it would not have opened for him alone.


He knew too that he could have killed both quite easily, literally and figuratively offhand. A backhand blow to the face or forehead of the guard to his left and then a quick swing across to the other one; both would have died without a chance to draw their weapons, without knowing what had happened to them. But getting past all the other barriers and safeguards would be something else again. Too remote a chance to consider now, before he had heard the sentence. So he walked quietly between them down the ramp to the floor below and along other corridors to the room where he was to be tried. And through the door.


He was the last arrival, if you didn’t count the two guards who came in behind him.


The room was moderately large, but there were only an even dozen people in it, counting Crag and his two guards. Trial procedure had been greatly simplified under the Federation, although, in theory at least, it was as fair and impartial as it had ever been.


A judge, wearing an ordinary business suit, sat behind an ordinary businessman’s desk, his back against one wall. The two lawyers, one for the prosecution and one for the defense, had smaller desks, one on each side of the judge’s. The five jurors sat in comfortable chairs along one wall. Against a third wall, the sound technician had his machines and his rack of tapes. The defendant’s chair was placed diagonally so it faced halfway between the judge and the jury. There were no spectators present and no reporters, although the trial was not secret; the entire trial would be recorded on tape and after the trial copies of the tape would be immediately available to representatives of any authorized news disseminating medium applying in advance for them.


None of this was new to Crag for he had been tried once before—acquitted that time because four of the five jurors, the number necessary for either conviction or acquittal, had decided that the evidence was insufficient. But one thing did surprise him and that was the identity of the judge. The judge was Olliver.


The surprising thing about that was not the fact that Olliver had been the judge who had presided at Crag’s previous trial six years ago—that could be coincidence or it could be because Olliver had applied, a judge’s privilege, to sit at this trial because of his previous interest in Crag. The surprising thing was that Olliver would be sitting as judge, at present, in any ordinary criminal case. In the six years since Crag’s first trial, Olliver had become a very important man.


Judge Olliver, although less rabidly conservative than most members of the Syndicate Party—popularly known as the Gilded—had risen high in that party and had been its candidate for Coordinator of North America, second most important political office in the solar system, at the election only six months ago. True, he had lost the election, but he had polled more votes than any Syndicate candidate had in North America for almost a century. Surely he would have gained an important enough position in the party to have lifted himself above the routine work of judging criminal cases.


In Crag’s opinion, he certainly should have, for although Crag hated him as a man, he had reluctant admiration for Olliver. Politically cynical though Crag was, he thought Olliver came nearer to being a statesman than any other man in politics. It seemed to Crag that the Syndicate Party would now be grooming Olliver for a try at the really top job—System Coordinator—at the next election. In North America, as on Mars, the Guild Party had a strong majority, but throughout the system as a whole the two parties were fairly equally balanced and the System Coordinator’s job and the majority of seats on the System Council were tossups in any election. Surely Olliver, by his showing in an election where the odds had been strongly against him, had earned himself a chance at running for the higher job, which he would be almost certain to win.


As to why Crag hated Olliver personally, the answer lay in the blistering tongue-lashing Olliver had administered to him after the previous trial in the private conversation between the judge and the accused that was customary at the end of a trial whether or not the accused was found guilty. Olliver had called him names that Crag had not forgotten.


Now Crag faced him again, knowing that this time the jury would certainly find him guilty and that the designation of the sentence lay completely with Olliver.


The trial went like clockwork.


The formalities over, the depositions of the witnesses were played from tapes, to the court and into the record. The first was that of a Captain of Police who was in charge of the police office at the airport. He testified that just before the arrival of the plane he had received a long distance telephone call from Chicago. The caller, a woman, had refused to give her name but had told him that a man named Crag, whom she described, would be a passenger on the plane and was carrying nephthin. He described detaining and searching Crag, and finding the drug. Then, on the tape, he was questioned by Crag’s attorney. Yes, he had tried to trace the Chicago call. They had found that it came from a public booth but found no clue or lead to the identity of the anonymous informant. Yes, the search had been perfectly legal. For such emergencies the airport police office kept on hand a supply of John Doe and Jane Doe warrants for detention and search. They were used whenever, in his judgment, use was indicated. In the case of a tip, anonymous or otherwise, a passenger was always detained and searched. No harm was done if the passenger was found innocent of contraband.


Three other members of the airport police detail told similar stories; all had been present at the search and testified that the nephthin had been in his possession. Crag’s attorney had not questioned them.


Crag’s own story came next. He had been permitted to tell it first in his own words and he described boarding the plane and finding his seat to be next to that of a man whom he described as tall, slender, well-dressed. There had been no conversation between them until the plane had neared Albuquerque, when the man had introduced himself as Zacharias and had claimed to be a cigarette salesman for a company introducing a new brand of cigarettes. He had talked about the new brand and had pressed a package of them on Crag as a free sample. The man had left the plane hurriedly and was out of sight when the police had stopped Crag and had taken him to the airport police office to search him.


Following on the tape was Crag’s questioning by the prosecuting attorney. He failed to change any detail of Crag’s story, but Crag had been forced to hurt his own case by refusing to answer any questions whatever about himself aside from the brief episode he had just narrated.


Then, in refutation of Crag’s story, the prosecution introduced the tape of one further witness, a man named Krable, who testified after being shown a picture of Crag, that he had sat next to him on the plane flight in question, that he had not introduced himself as Zacharias or under any other name, that there had been no conversation between them and that he had given Crag nothing. Questioning by the defense attorney only strengthened his story by bringing out the fact that he was a respectable businessman, owner of a men’s haberdashery, that he had no criminal record and that his life was an open book.


There was further testimony from Crag after he had been confronted with Krable. He agreed that Krable was the man who had sat next to him, but stuck to his story that Krable had introduced himself as Zacharias and had given him the cigarette package.


That was all of the testimony. While Olliver was briefly charging the jury Crag smiled to himself at the simplicity and perfection of the frame-up. So few people need have been involved. No more than four. The tipster who had sent him to Albuquerque. A person in charge of seating arrangements to see that he sat where they wanted him to sit. A woman to make the anonymous phone call. And Krable, who was no doubt as respectable as he claimed to be and who had been chosen for that very reason, so that Crag’s story would sound like a desperate invention—as it had sounded, even to Crag himself—in comparison to Krable’s story. The only reason he hadn’t pleaded guilty was that the plea would not have been accepted unless he’d followed through and told them where and how he’d obtained the nephthin—and the only way he could do that was the way he’d done.


The five members of the jury filed into the little jury room adjoining the court. They were back within minutes and their chairman reported a unanimous verdict—guilty.


Judge Olliver crisply ordered the courtroom cleared and the sound machines cut off. The trial itself was over. Sentence was always pronounced after the private conversation customary between judge and prisoner. The judge might announce his verdict immediately thereafter or take up to twenty-four hours to make his decision.


The trial, to Crag, had been a farce. This was it, and he found himself growing tense. The courtroom was clear now, except for the two guards, the judge and himself.


“The prisoner will advance.”


Crag walked forward and stood stiffly before the judge’s desk, his face impassive.


“Guards, you may leave. Remain outside the door, please.”


That was a surprise. True, a judge had the option of sending the guards outside or of having them remain, but he always had them remain when he felt that he was dealing with a dangerous man. At Crag’s previous trial, despite the fact that the verdict had been an acquittal, Olliver had had the guards remain. Undoubtedly, then, Olliver had felt or recognized the savagery in Crag, had feared to provoke him to violence by the things he intended to say. That was understandable; under circumstances much more dangerous to himself, would he dismiss the guards?


Crag shrugged off the question. It didn’t matter, and if Olliver delivered his verdict now and it was the psycher, he’d start his break from here, by killing Olliver. Then the two guards outside the door, and toward freedom as far as he could go before they shot him down.


He heard the door close behind the guards, and stood waiting, his eyes fixed on a point on the wall just over and behind Olliver’s head. He knew well enough what Olliver looked like without looking at him. A big man, broad shouldered, with iron gray hair and a florid face that could be stern, as it was now and as it had been throughout the trial, or could be pleasant and winning, as it was when he made campaign speeches on television.


There was no doubt in Crag’s mind which expression Olliver’s face would be wearing now. Until Olliver said, “Look at me, Crag.” and Crag looked down and saw that Olliver was smiling.


Olliver said softly, “Crag, how would you like your freedom, and a million dollars?”


And then, “Don’t look at me like that, Crag. I’m not joking. Pull up a chair, one of those comfortable jurors’ chairs, not the one you’ve been sitting on, have a cigarette, and let’s talk.”


Crag got a chair and sat down in it, but warily. He accepted a cigarette gratefully; they weren’t allowed in the cells. Then he said, “You talk. I’ll listen.”


Olliver said, “It’s simple. I have a job I’d like you to do for me. I think you’re one of the few men alive who might be able to do it. If you agree to try it, your freedom. If you succeed, the million. And maybe more if you want to keep on working with me after that.


“And it’s not a racket, Crag. The opposite. A chance to help humanity, to help me help to lift it out of the bog of decadence into which it has fallen.”


“Save that for your speeches, Judge. I’ll settle for freedom and the million—if you’re on the level. A question first. The charge against me was a frame-up. Yours? To put me in a spot where I’ll have to work for you?”


Olliver shook his head. “No. But I’ll admit that, when I saw on the docket that you were to be tried, I deliberately obtained permission to sit at the trial. Was it a frame-up?”


Crag nodded.


“I suspected so. The evidence against you was too pat, your story too thin. Any idea who did engineer it?”


Crag shrugged. “I have enemies. I’ll find out.”


“No,” Olliver said sharply. “If you accept my proposition, you’ll have to agree to let any private vengeance you have in mind go, until you’ve done my job first. Agreed?”


Crag nodded a bit sullenly, but he said, “Agreed. What’s the job?”


“This isn’t the time or place to tell you that. Since you’ve agreed in advance to do it, and since it will take some explaining, we’ll talk about it after you’re a free man.”


“But if I decide it’s too dangerous and turn it down?”


“I don’t think you will. It’s a difficult job, but I don’t think you’ll turn it down, for a million dollars. And there may be more for you in it than merely money. I’ll take a chance that you won’t turn it down. But let’s get to brass tacks, about your escape.”


“Escape? Can’t you—” Crag stopped, realizing that the question he’d been about to ask was absurd.


“Escape, of course. You were judged guilty of a major crime and on strong evidence. If I were to free you, even to give you a light sentence, I’d be impeached. I have enemies too, Crag; any man in politics has.”


“All right, how much can you help me toward an escape?”


“Arrangements are being made; when they are completed you’ll be told what to do.”


“Told how?”


“By the speaker in your cell. A—a friend of mine has access to the circuits. In fairness, I should tell you that we can’t arrange any foolproof escape for you. We’ll do what we can and you’ll be on your own from there.”


Crag grinned. “And if I’m not good enough to make it from there, I wouldn’t be good enough to do the job you have for me outside. So you’ve nothing to lose if I’m killed escaping. All right. What sentence are you going to give me meanwhile?”


“It will be better if I announce that I’m taking the full twenty-four hours to decide. If, now, I sentence you to either Callisto or the psycher, preparations to send you to one or the other will start immediately. I don’t know exactly how fast such preparations would proceed, so it’s safer to keep the sentence in abeyance.”


“Good. And after I escape?”


“Come to my house. Seven-nineteen Linden. Don’t call. My phone is tapped, undoubtedly.”


“The house is guarded?” Crag knew that the houses of most important political figures were.


“Yes, and I’m not going to tell the guards to let you in. They’re members of my own party, but I wouldn’t trust them that far. Getting past them is your problem. If you can’t do that, without help or advice from me, you’re not the man I think you are, or the man I want. But don’t kill them unless you have to. I don’t like violence.” He frowned. “I don’t like it, even when it’s necessary and in a good cause.”


Crag laughed. “I’ll try not to kill your guards—even in a good cause.”


Olliver’s face flushed. He said. “It is a good cause, Crag—” He glanced quickly over his shoulder at the clock on the wall and then said, “All right, we’ve time left. I’ve often talked to a prisoner half an hour or longer before sentencing him.”


“You talked to me that long last time before freeing me, after I was acquitted.”


“And you know you had it coming. You were guilty—that time. But I started to tell you what the cause is, so you won’t laugh at it. I’m starting a new political party, Crag, that’s going to bring this world, the whole solar system, out of the degradation into which it has sunk.


“It’s going to end bribery and corruption by taking us back to old-fashioned democracy. It’s going to be a middle-of-the-road party that will end the deadlock between the Guilds and the Syndicates. Both of those parties—I’ll face it; even the one I’m a member of—represent ridiculous extremes. The Guilds grew out of Communism and the Syndicates grew out of Fascism and between them something we once had and called Democracy got lost.”
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