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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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The man came out of the twilight when the greenish yellow of the sun’s last light still lingered in the west. He paused at the edge of the patio and called.


‘Mr Adams, is that you?’


The chair creaked as Christopher Adams shifted his weight, startled by the voice. Then he remembered. A new neighbour had moved in across the meadow a day or two ago. Jonathon had told him … and Jonathon knew all the gossip within a hundred miles. Human gossip as well as android and robot gossip.


‘Come on in,’ said Adams. ‘Glad you dropped around.’


And he hoped his voice sounded as hearty and neighbourly as he had tried to make it.


For he wasn’t glad. He was a little nettled, upset by this sudden shadow that came out of the twilight and walked across the patio.


He passed a mental hand across his brow. This is my hour, he thought. The one hour I give myself. The hour that I forget … forget the thousand problems that have to do with other stars. Forget them and turn back to the green-blackness and the hush and the subtle sunset shadow-show that belong to my own planet.


For here, on this patio, there are no mentophone reports, no robot files, no galactic coordination conferences … no psychologic intrigue, no alien reaction charts. Nothing complicated or mysterious … although I may be wrong, for there is mystery here, but a soft, sure mystery that is understood and only remains a mystery because I want it so. The mystery of the nighthawk against a darkening sky, the puzzle of the firefly along the lilac hedge.


With half his mind he knew the stranger had come across the patio and was reaching out a hand for a chair to sit in, and with the other half once again he wondered about the blackened bodies lying on the riverbank on far-off Aldebaran XII and the twisted machine that was wrapped around the tree.


Three humans had died there … three humans and two androids, and androids were almost human. And humans must not die by violence unless it be by the violence of another human. Even then it was on the field of honour with all the formality and technicality of the code duello or in the less polished affairs of revenge or execution.


For human life was sacrosanct … it had to be or there’d be no human life. Man was so pitifully outnumbered.


Violence or accident?


And accident was ridiculous.


There were few accidents, almost none at all. The near-perfection of mechanical performance, the almost human intelligence and reactions of machines to any known danger, long ago had cut the incidence of accident to an almost nonexistent figure.


No machine would be crude enough to slam into a tree. A more subtle, less apparent danger, maybe. But never a tree.


So it must be violence.


And it could not be human violence, for human violence would have advertised the fact. Human violence had nothing to fear … there was no recourse to law, scarcely a moral code to which a human killer would be answerable.


Three humans dead.


Three humans dead fifty light-years distant and it became a thing of great importance to a man sitting on his patio on Earth. A thing of prime importance, for no human must die by other hands than human without a terrible vengeance. Human life must not be taken without a monstrous price anywhere in the galaxy or the human race would end forever and the great galactic brotherhood of intelligence would plummet down into the darkness and the distance that had scattered it before.


Adams slumped lower in his chair, forcing himself to relax, furious at himself for thinking … for it was his rule that in this time of twilight he thought of nothing … or as close to nothing as his mind could come.


The stranger’s voice seemed to come from far away and yet Adams knew he was sitting at his side.


‘Nice evening,’ the stranger said.


Adams chuckled. ‘The evenings are always nice. The Weather boys don’t let it rain until later on, when everyone’s asleep.’


In a thicket down the hill a thrush struck up its evensong and the liquid notes ran like a quieting hand across a drowsing world. Along the creek a frog or two were trying out their throats. Far away, in some dim other-world a whippoorwill began his chugging question. Across the meadow and up the climbing hills, the lights came on in houses here and there.


‘This is the best part of the day,’ said Adams.


He dropped his hand into his pocket, brought out tobacco pouch and pipe.


‘Smoke?’ he asked.


The stranger shook his head.


‘As a matter of fact, I am here on business.’


Adams’ voice turned crisp. ‘See me in the morning, then. I don’t do business after hours.’


The stranger said softly, ‘It’s about Asher Sutton.’


Adams’ body tensed and his fingers shook so that he fumbled as he filled his pipe. He was glad that it was dark so the stranger could not see.


‘Sutton will be coming back,’ the stranger said.


Adams shook his head. ‘I doubt it. He went out twenty years ago.’


‘You haven’t crossed him out?’


‘No,’ said Adams, slowly. ‘He still is on the payroll, if that is what you mean.’


‘Why?’ asked the man. ‘Why do you keep him on?’


Adams tamped the tobacco in the bowl, considering. ‘Sentiment, I guess,’ he said. ‘Sentiment and faith. Faith in Asher Sutton. Although the faith is running out.’


‘Just five days from now,’ the stranger said, ‘Sutton will come back.’


He paused a moment, then added, ‘Early in the morning.’


‘There’s no way,’ said Adams, crisply, ‘you could know a thing like that.’


‘But I do. It’s recorded fact.’


Adams snorted. ‘It hasn’t happened yet.’


‘In my time it has.’


Adams jerked upright in his chair. ‘In your time!’


‘Yes,’ said the stranger, quietly. ‘You see, Mr Adams, I am your successor.’


‘Look here, young man …’


‘Not young man,’ said the stranger. ‘I am half again your age. I am getting old.’


‘I have no successor,’ said Adams, coldly. ‘There’s been no talk of one. I’m good for another hundred years. Maybe more than that.’


‘Yes,’ the stranger said, ‘for more than a hundred years. For much more than that.’


Adams leaned back quietly in his chair. He put his pipe in his mouth and lit it with a hand that was steady as a rock.


‘Let’s take this easy,’ he said. ‘You say you are my successor … that you took over my job after I quit or died. That means you came out of the future. Not that I believe you for a moment, of course. But just for argument …’


‘There was a news item the other day,’ the stranger said. ‘About a man named Michaelson who claimed he went into the future.’


Adams snorted. ‘I read that. One second! How could a man know he went one second into time? How could he measure it and know? What difference would it make?’


‘None,’ the stranger agreed. ‘Not the first time, of course. But the next time he will go into the future five seconds. Five seconds, Mr Adams. Five tickings of the clock. The space of one short breath. There must be a starting point for all things.’


‘Time travel?’


The stranger nodded.


‘I don’t believe it,’ Adams said.


‘I was afraid you wouldn’t.’


‘In the last five thousand years,’ said Adams, ‘we have conquered the galaxy …’


‘ “Conquer” is not the right word, Mr Adams.’


‘Well, taken over, then. Moved in. However you may wish it. And we have found strange things. Stranger things than we ever dreamed. But never time travel.’


He waved his hand at the stars.


‘In all that space out there,’ he said, ‘no one had time travel. No one.’


‘You have it now,’ the stranger said. ‘Since two weeks ago. Michaelson went into time, one second into time. A start. That is all that’s needed.’


‘All right, then,’ said Adams. ‘Let us say you are the man who in a hundred years or so will take my place. Let’s pretend you travelled back in time. What about it?’


‘To tell you that Sutton will return.’


‘I would know it when he came,’ said Adams. ‘Why must I know now?’


‘When he returns,’ the stranger said, ‘Sutton must be killed.’
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The tiny, battered ship sank lower, slowly, like a floating feather, drifting down toward the field in the slant of morning sun.


The bearded, ragged man in the pilot’s chair sat tensed, straining every nerve.


Tricky, said his brain. Hard and tricky to handle so much weight, to judge the distance and the speed … hard to make the tons of metal float down against the savage pull of gravity. Harder even than the lifting of it when there had been no consideration but that it should rise and move out into space.


For a moment the ship wavered and he fought it, fought it with every shred of will and mind … and then it floated once again, hovering just a few feet above the surface of the field.


He let it down, gently, so that it scarcely clicked when it touched the ground.


He sat rigid in the seat, slowly going limp, relaxing by inches, first one muscle, then another. Tired, he told himself. The toughest job I’ve ever done. Another few miles and I would have let her crash.


Far down the field was a clump of buildings and a ground car had swung away from them and was racing down the strip toward him.


A breeze curled in through the shattered vision port and touched his face, reminding him …


Breathe, he told himself. You must be breathing when they come. You must be breathing and you must walk out and you must smile at them. There must be nothing they will notice. Right away, at least. The beard and clothes will help some. They’ll be so busy gaping at them that they will miss a little thing. But not breathing. They might notice if you weren’t breathing.


Carefully, he pulled in a breath of air, felt the sting of it run along his nostrils and gush inside his throat, felt the fire of it when it reached his lungs.


Another breath and another one and the air had scent and life and a strange exhilaration. The blood throbbed in his throat and beat against his temples and he held his fingers to one wrist and felt it pulsing there.


Sickness came, a brief, stomach-retching sickness that he fought against, holding his body rigid, remembering all the things that he must do.


The power of will, he told himself, the power of mind … the power that no man uses to its full capacity. The will to tell a body the things that it must do, the power to start an engine turning after years of doing nothing.


One breath and then another. And the heart is beating now, steadier, steadier, throbbing like a pump.


Be quiet, stomach.


Get going, liver.


Keep on pumping, heart.


It isn’t as if you were old and rusted, for you never were. The other system took care that you were kept in shape, that you were ready at an instant’s notice on a stand-by basis.


But the switch-over was a shock. He had known that it would be. He had dreaded its coming, for he had known what it would mean. The agony of a new kind of life and metabolism.


In his mind he held a blueprint of his body and all its working parts … a shifting, wobbly picture that shivered and blurred and ran colour into colour.


But it steadied under the hardening of his mind, the driving of his will, and finally the blueprint was still and sharp and bright and he knew that the worst was over.


He clung to the ship’s controls with hands clenched so fiercely they almost dented metal and perspiration poured down his body and he was limp and weak.


Nerves grew quiet and the blood pumped on and he knew that he was breathing without even thinking of it.


For a moment longer he sat quietly in the seat, relaxing. The breeze came in the shattered port and brushed against his cheek. The ground car was coming very close.


‘Johnny,’ he whispered, ‘we are home. We made it. This is my home, Johnny. The place I talked about.’


But there was no answer, just a stir of comfort deep inside his brain, a strange, nestling comfort such as one may know when one is eight years old and snuggles into bed.


‘Johnny!’ he cried.


And he felt the stir again … a self-assuring stir like the feel of a dog’s muzzle against a held-down palm.


Someone was beating at the ship’s door, beating with his fists and crying out.


‘All right,’ said Asher Sutton, ‘I’m coming. I’ll be right along.’


He reached down and lifted the attaché case from beside the seat, tucked it underneath his arm. He went to the lock and twirled it open and stepped out on the ground.


There was only one man.


‘Hello,’ said Asher Sutton.


‘Welcome to Earth, sir,’ said the man, and the ‘sir’ struck a chord of memory. His eyes went to the man’s forehead and he saw the faint tattooing of the serial number.


He had forgotten about androids. Perhaps a lot of other things as well. Little habit patterns that had sloughed away with the span of twenty years.


He saw the android staring at him, at the naked knee showing through the worn cloth, at the lack of shoes.


‘Where I’ve been,’ said Sutton, sharply, ‘you couldn’t buy a new suit every day.’


‘No, sir,’ said the android.


‘And the beard,’ said Sutton, ‘is because I couldn’t shave.’


‘I’ve seen beards before,’ the android told him.


Sutton stood quietly and stared at the world before him … at the up thrust of towers shining in the morning sun, at the green of park and meadow, at the darker green of trees and the blue and scarlet splashes of flower gardens on sloping terraces.


He took a deep breath and felt the air flooding in his lungs, seeking out all the distant sacs that had been starved so long. And it was coming back to him, coming back again … the remembrance of life on Earth, of early morning sun and flaming sunsets, of deep blue sky and dew upon the grass, the swift blur of human talk and the lilt of human music, the friendliness of the birds and squirrels, and the peace and comfort.


‘The car is waiting, sir,’ the android said. ‘I will take you to a human.’


‘I’d rather walk,’ said Sutton.


The android shook his head. ‘The human is waiting and he is most impatient.’


‘Oh, all right,’ said Sutton.


The seat was soft and he sank into it gratefully, cradling the attaché case carefully in his lap.


The car was moving and he stared out of the window, fascinated by the green of Earth. ‘The green fields of Earth,’ he said. Or was it ‘the green vales’? No matter now. It was a song written long ago. In the time when there had been fields on Earth, fields instead of parks, when Man had turned the soil for more important things than flower beds. In the day, thousands of years before, when Man had just begun to feel the stir of space within his soul. Long years before Earth had become the capital and the centre of galactic empire.


A great star ship was taking off at the far end of the field, sliding down the ice-smooth plastic skidway with the red-hot flare of booster jets frothing in its tubes. Its nose slammed into the upward curve of the take-off ramp and it was away, a rumbling streak of silver that shot into the blue. For a moment it flickered a golden red in the morning sunlight and then was swallowed in the azure mist of sky.


Sutton brought his gaze back to Earth again, sat soaking in the sight of it as a man soaks in the first strong sun of spring after months of winter.


Far to the north towered the twin spires of the Justice Bureau, Alien Branch. And to the east the pile of gleaming plastics and glass that was the University of North America. And other buildings that he had forgotten … buildings for which he found he had no name. But buildings that were miles apart, with parks and homesites in between. The homes were masked by trees and shrubbery – none sat in barren loneliness – and through the green of the curving hills, Sutton caught the glints of colour that betrayed where people lived.


The car slid to a stop before the administration building and the android opened the door.


‘This way, sir,’ he said.


Only a few chairs in the lobby were occupied and most of those by humans. Humans or androids, thought Sutton. You can’t tell the difference until you see their foreheads.


The sign upon the forehead, the brand of manufacture. The telltale mark that said, ‘This man is not a human, although he looks like one.’


These are the ones who will listen to me. These are the ones who will pay attention. These are the ones who will save me against any future enmity that Man may raise against me.


For they are worse than the disinherited. They are not the has-beens, they are the never-weres.


They were not born of woman but of the laboratory. Their mother is a bin of chemicals and their father the ingenuity and technology of the normal race.


Android: An artificial human. A human made in the laboratory out of Man’s own deep knowledge of chemicals and atomic and molecular structure and the strange reaction that is known as life.


Human in all but two respects – the mark upon the forehead and the inability to reproduce biologically.


Artificial humans to help the real humans, the biological humans, carry the load of galactic empire, to make the thin line of humanity the thicker. But kept in their place. Oh, yes, most definitely kept in their right place.


The corridor was empty, and Sutton, his bare feet slapping on the floor, followed the android.


The door before which they stopped said:




THOMAS H. DAVIS


(Human)


Operations Chief





‘In there,’ the android said.


Sutton walked in and the man behind the desk looked up and gulped.


‘I’m a human,’ Sutton told him. ‘I may not look it, but I am.’


The man jerked his thumb toward a chair. ‘Sit down,’ he said.


Sutton sat.


‘Why didn’t you answer our signals?’ Davis asked.


‘My set was broken,’ Sutton told him.


‘Your ship has no identity.’


‘The rains washed it off,’ said Sutton, ‘and I had no paint.’


‘Rain doesn’t wash off paint.’


‘Not Earth rain,’ said Sutton. ‘Where I was, it does.’


‘Your motors?’ asked Davis. ‘We could pick up nothing from them.’


‘They weren’t working,’ Sutton told him.


Davis’ Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. ‘Weren’t working. How did you navigate?’


‘With energy,’ said Sutton.


‘Energy …’ Davis choked.


Sutton stared at him icily.


‘Anything else?’ he asked.


Davis was confused. The red tape had gotten tangled. The answers were all wrong. He fiddled with a pencil.


‘Just the usual things, I guess.’ He drew a pad of forms before him.


‘Name?’


‘Asher Sutton.’


‘Origin of fli … Say, wait a minute! Asher Sutton!’


Davis flung the pencil on the desk, pushed away the pad.


‘That’s right.’


‘Why didn’t you tell me that at first?’


‘I didn’t have a chance.’


Davis was flustered.


‘If I had known …’ he said.


‘It’s the beard,’ said Sutton.


‘My father talked about you often. Jim Davis. Maybe you remember him.’


Sutton shook his head.


‘Great friend of your father’s. That is … they knew one another.’


‘How is my father?’ asked Sutton.


‘Great,’ said Davis, enthusiastically. ‘Keeping well. Getting along in years, but standing up …’


‘My father and mother,’ Sutton told him, coldly, ‘died fifty years ago. In the Argus pandemic.’


He heaved himself to his feet, faced Davis squarely.


‘If you’re through,’ he said, ‘I’d like to go to my hotel. They’ll find some room for me.’


‘Certainly, Mr Sutton, certainly. Which hotel?’


‘The Orion Arms.’


Davis reached into a drawer, took out a directory, flipped the pages, ran a shaking finger down a column.


‘Cherry 26-3489,’ he said. ‘The teleport is over there.’


He pointed to a booth set flush into the wall.


‘Thanks,’ said Sutton.


‘About your father, Mr Sutton …’


‘I know,’ said Sutton. ‘I’m glad you tipped me off.’


He swung around and walked to the teleport. Before he closed the door, he looked back.


Davis was on the visaphone, talking rapidly.
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Twenty years had not changed the Orion Arms.


To Sutton, stepping out of the teleport, it looked the same as the day he had walked away. A little shabbier and slightly more on the fuddy-duddy side … but it was home, the quiet whisper of hushed activity, the dowdy furnishings, the finger-to-the-lip, tiptoe atmosphere, the stressed respectability that he had remembered and dreamed about in the long years of alienness.


The life-mural along the wall was the same as ever. A little faded with long running, but the self-same one that Sutton had remembered. The same goatish Pan still chased, after twenty years, the same terror-stricken maiden across the selfsame hills and dales. And the same rabbit hopped from behind a bush and watched the chase with all his customary boredom, chewing his everlasting cud of clover.


The self-adjusting furniture, bought at a time when the management had considered throwing the hostelry open to the alien trade, had been out-of-date twenty years ago. But it still was there. It had been repainted, in soft, genteel pastels, its self-adjustment features still confined to human forms.


The spongy floor covering had lost some of its sponginess and the Cetian cactus must have died at last, for a pot of frankly Terrestrial geraniums now occupied its place.


The clerk snapped off the visaphone and turned back to the room.


‘Good morning, Mr Sutton,’ he said, in his cultured android voice.


Then he added, almost as an afterthought, ‘We’ve been wondering when you would show up.’


‘Twenty years,’ said Sutton, dryly, ‘is long-time wondering.’


‘We’ve kept your old suite for you,’ said the clerk. ‘We knew that you would want it. Mary has kept it cleaned and ready for you ever since you left.’


‘That was nice of you, Ferdinand.’


‘You’ve hardly changed at all,’ said Ferdinand. ‘The beard is all. I knew you the second that I turned around and saw you.’


‘The beard and clothes,’ said Sutton. ‘The clothes are pretty bad.’


‘I don’t suppose,’ said Ferdinand, ‘you have luggage, Mr Sutton.’


‘No luggage.’


‘Breakfast, then, perhaps. We still are serving breakfast.’


Sutton hesitated, suddenly aware that he was hungry. And he wondered for a moment how food would strike his stomach.


‘I could find a screen,’ said Ferdinand.


Sutton shook his head. ‘No. I better get cleaned up and shaved. Send me up some breakfast and a change of clothes.’


‘Scrambled eggs, perhaps. You always liked scrambled eggs for breakfast.’


‘That sounds all right,’ said Sutton.


He turned slowly from the desk and walked to the elevator. He was about to close the door when a voice called:


‘Just a moment, please.’


The girl was running across the lobby … rangy and copper-haired. She slid into the elevator, pressed her back against the wall.


‘Thanks very much,’ she said. ‘Thanks so much for waiting.’


Her skin, Sutton saw, was magnolia-white and her eyes were granite-coloured with shadows deep within them.


He closed the door softly.


‘I was glad to wait,’ he said.


Her lips twitched just a little and he said, ‘I don’t like shoes. They cramp one’s feet too much.’


He pressed the button savagely and the elevator sprang upward. The lights ticked off the floors.


Sutton stopped the cage. ‘This is my floor,’ he said.


He had the door open and was halfway out, when she spoke to him.


‘Mister.’


‘Yes, what is it?’


‘I didn’t mean to laugh. I really-truly didn’t.’


‘You had a right to laugh,’ said Sutton, and closed the door behind him.


He stood for a moment, fighting down a sudden tenseness that seized him like a mighty fist.


Careful, he told himself. Take it easy, boy. You are home at last. This is the place you dreamed of. Just a few doors down and you are finally home. You will reach out and turn the knob and push in the door and it will all be there … just as you remembered it. The favourite chair, the life-paintings on the wall, the little fountain with the mermaids from Venus … and the windows where you can sit and fill your eyes with Earth.


But you can’t get emotional. You can’t go soft and sissy.


For that chap back at the spaceport had lied. And hotels don’t keep rooms waiting for all of twenty years.


There is something wrong. I don’t know what, but something. Something terribly wrong.


He took a slow step … and then another, fighting down the tension, swallowing the dryness of excitement welling in his throat.


One of the paintings, he remembered, was a forest brook, with birds flitting in the trees. And at the most unexpected times one of the birds would sing, usually with the dawn or the going of the sun. And the water babbled with a happy song that held one listening in his chair for hours.


He knew that he was running and he didn’t try to stop.


His fingers curled around the doorknob and turned it. The room was there … the favourite chair, the babble of the brook, the splashing of the mermaids …


He caught the whiff of danger as he stepped across the threshold and he tried to turn and run, but he was too late. He felt his body crumpling forward to crash toward the floor.


‘Johnny!’ he cried and the cry bubbled in his throat. ‘Johnny!’


Inside his brain a voice whispered back. ‘It’s all right, Ash. We’re locked.’


Then darkness came.
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There was someone in the room and Sutton kept his eyelids down, kept his breathing slow.


Someone in the room, pacing quietly. Stopping now before the window to look out, moving over to the mantelpiece to stare at the painting of the forest brook. And in the stillness of the room, Sutton heard the laughing babble of the painted stream against the splashing of the fountain, heard the faint bird notes that came from the painted trees, imagined that even from the distance that he lay he could smell the forest mould and the cool, wet perfume of the moss that grew along the stream.


The person in the room crossed back again and sat down in a chair. He whistled a tune, almost inaudibly. A funny little lilting tune that Sutton had not heard before.


Someone gave me a going over, Sutton told himself. Knocked me out fast, with gas or powder, then gave me an overhauling. I seem to remember some of it … hazy and far away. Lights that glowed and a probing at my brain. And I might have fought against it, but I knew it was no use. And, besides, they’re welcome to anything they found. He hugged himself with a mental smugness. Yes, they’re welcome to anything they pried out of my mind.


But they’ve found all they’re going to find and they have gone away. They left someone to watch me and he still is in the room.


He stirred on the bed and opened his eyes, opened them slowly, kept them glazed and only partly focused.


The man rose from the chair and Sutton saw that he was dressed in white. He crossed the room and leaned above the bed.


‘All right, now?’ he asked.


Sutton raised a hand and passed it, bewildered, across his face.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes, I guess I am.’


‘You passed out,’ the man told him.


‘Something I ate,’ said Sutton.


The man shook his head. ‘The trip, more than likely. It must have been a tough one.’


‘Yes,’ said Sutton. ‘Tough.’


Go ahead, he thought. Go ahead and ask some more. Those are your instructions. Catch me while I’m groggy, pump me like a well. Go ahead and ask the questions and earn your lousy money.


But he was wrong.


The man straightened up.


‘I think you’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘If you aren’t, call me. My card is on the mantel.’


‘Thanks, doctor,’ said Sutton.


He watched him walk across the room, waited until he heard the door click, then sat up in bed. His clothing lay in a pile in the centre of the floor. His case? Yes, there it was, lying on a chair. Ransacked, no doubt, probably photostated.


Spy rays, too, more than likely. All over the room. Ears listening and eyes watching.


But who? he asked himself.


No one knew he was returning. No one could have known. Not even Adams. There was no way to know. There had been no way that he could let them know.


Funny.


Funny the way Davis at the spaceport had recognized his name and told a lie to cover up.


Funny the way Ferdinand pretended his suite had been kept for him for all these twenty years.


Funny, too, how Ferdinand had turned around and spoken, as if twenty years were nothing.


Organized, said Sutton. Clicking like a relay system. Set and waiting for me.


But why should anyone be waiting? No one knew when he’d be coming back. Or if he would come at all.


And even if someone did know, why go to all the trouble?


For they could not know, he thought … they could not know the thing I have, they could not even guess. Even if they did know I was coming back, incredible as it might be that they should know, even that would be more credible by a million times than that they should know the real reason for my coming.


And knowing, he said, they would not believe.


His eyes found the attaché case lying on the chair, and stared at it.


And knowing, he said again, they would not believe.


When they look the ship over, of course, they will do some wondering. Then there might be some excuse for the thing that happened. But they didn’t have time to look at the ship. They didn’t wait a minute. They were laying for me and they gave me the works from the second that I landed.


Davis shoved me into a teleport and grabbed his phone like mad. And Ferdinand knew that I was on the way, he knew he’d see me when he turned around. And the girl – the girl with the granite eyes?


Sutton got up and stretched. A bath and shave, first of all, he told himself. And then some clothes and breakfast. A visor call or two.


Don’t act as if you’ve got the wind up, he warned himself. Act naturally. Pick your nose. Talk to yourself. Pinch out a blackhead. Scratch your back against a door casing. Act as if you think you are alone.


But be careful.


There is someone watching.
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Sutton was finishing breakfast when the android came.


‘My name is Herkimer,’ the android told him, ‘and I belong to Mr Geoffrey Benton.’


‘Mr Benton sent you here?’


‘Yes. He sends a challenge.’


‘A challenge?’


‘Yes. You know, a duel.’


‘But I am unarmed.’


‘You cannot be unarmed,’ said Herkimer.


‘I never fought a duel in all my life,’ said Sutton. ‘I don’t intend to now.’


‘You are vulnerable.’


‘What do you mean, vulnerable? If I go unarmed …’


‘But you cannot go unarmed. The code was changed just a year or two ago. No man younger than a hundred years can go unarmed.’


‘But if one does?’


‘Why, then,’ said Herkimer, ‘anyone who wants to can pot you like a rabbit.’


‘You are sure of this?’


Herkimer dug into his pocket, brought out a tiny book. He wet his finger and fumbled at the pages.


‘It’s right here,’ he said.


‘Never mind,’ said Sutton. ‘I will take your word.’


‘You accept the challenge, then?’


Sutton grimaced. ‘I suppose I have to. Mr Benton will wait, I presume, until I buy a gun.’


‘No need of that,’ Herkimer told him, brightly. ‘I brought one along. Mr Benton always does that. Just a courtesy, you know. In case someone hasn’t got one.’


He reached into his pocket and held out the weapon. Sutton took it and laid it on the table.


‘Awkward-looking thing,’ he said.


Herkimer stiffened. ‘It’s traditional,’ he declared. ‘The finest weapon made. Shoots a .45-calibre slug. Hand-loaded ammunition. Sights are tested in for fifty feet.’


‘You pull this?’ asked Sutton, pointing.


Herkimer nodded. ‘It is called a trigger. And you don’t pull it. You squeeze it.’


‘Just why does Mr Benton challenge me?’ asked Sutton. ‘I don’t even know the man. Never even heard of him.’


‘You are famous,’ said Herkimer.


‘Not that I have heard of.’


‘You are an investigator,’ Herkimer pointed out. ‘You have just come back from a long and perilous mission. You’re carrying a mysterious-appearing attaché case. And there are reporters waiting in the lobby.’


Sutton nodded. ‘I see. When Benton kills someone he likes them to be famous.’


‘It is better if they are,’ said Herkimer. ‘More publicity.’


‘But I don’t know Mr Benton. How will I know who I’m supposed to shoot at?’


‘I’ll show you,’ said Herkimer, ‘on the televisor.’


He stepped to the desk, dialled a number and stepped back.


‘That’s him,’ he said.


In the screen a man was sitting before a chess table. The pieces were in mid-game. Across the board stood a beautifully machined robotic.


The man reached out a hand, thoughtfully played his knight. The robotic clicked and chuckled. It moved a pawn. Benton’s shoulders hunched forward and he bent above the board. One hand came around and scratched the back of his neck.


‘Oscar’s got him worried,’ said Herkimer. ‘He always has him worried. Mr Benton hasn’t won a single game in the last ten years.’


‘Why does he keep on playing, then?’


‘Stubborn,’ said Herkimer. ‘But Oscar’s stubborn, too.’


He made a motion with his hand.


‘Machines can be so much more stubborn than humans. It’s the way they’re built.’


‘But Benton must have known, when he had Oscar fabricated, that Oscar would beat him,’ Sutton pointed out. ‘A human simply can’t beat a robotic expert.’


‘Mr Benton knew that,’ said Herkimer, ‘but he didn’t believe it. He wanted to prove otherwise.’


‘Egomaniac,’ said Sutton.


Herkimer stared at him calmly. ‘I believe that you are right, sir. I’ve sometimes thought the same myself.’


Sutton brought his gaze back to Benton, who was still hunched above the board, the knuckles of one hand thrust hard against his mouth.


The veined face was scrubbed and pink and chubby, and the brooding eyes, thoughtful as they were, still held a fat twinkle of culture and good-fellowship.


‘You’ll know him now?’ asked Herkimer.


Sutton nodded. ‘Yes, I think I can pick him out. He doesn’t look too dangerous.’


‘He’s killed sixteen men,’ Herkimer said, stiffly. ‘He plans to lay away his guns when he makes it twenty-five.’


He looked straight at Sutton and said, ‘You’re the seventeenth.’


Sutton said, meekly, ‘I’ll try to make it easy for him.’


‘How would you wish it, sir?’ asked Herkimer. ‘Formal, or informal?’


‘Let’s make it catch-as-catch-can.’


Herkimer was disapproving. ‘There are certain conventions. …’


‘You can tell Mr Benton,’ said Sutton, ‘that I don’t plan to ambush him.’


Herkimer picked up his cap, put it on his head.


‘The best of luck, sir,’ he said.


‘Why, thank you, Herkimer,’ said Sutton.


The door closed and Sutton was alone. He turned back to the screen. Benton played to double up his rooks. Oscar chuckled at him, slid a bishop three squares along the board and put Benton’s king in check.


Sutton snapped the visor off.


He scraped a hand across his now-shaved chin.


Coincidence or plan? It was hard to know.


One of the mermaids had climbed to the edge of the fountain and balanced her three-inch self precariously. She whistled at Sutton. He turned swiftly at the sound and she dived into the pool, swam in circles, mocking him with obscene signs.


Sutton leaned forward, reached into the visor rack, brought out the INF-JAT directory, flipped the pages swiftly.


INFORMATION – Terrestrial.


And the headings:


Culinary


Culture


Customs


That would be it. Customs.


He found DUELLING, noted the number and put back the book. He reset the dial and snapped the tumbler for direct communication.


A robot’s streamlined, modernistic face filled the plate.


‘At your service, sir,’ it said.


‘I have been challenged to a duel,’ said Sutton.


The robot waited for the question.


‘I don’t want to fight a duel,’ said Sutton. ‘Is there any way, legally, for me to back out? I’d like to do it gracefully, too, but I won’t insist on that.’


‘There is no way,’ the robot said.


‘No way at all?’


‘You are under one hundred?’ the robot asked.


‘Yes.’


‘You are sound of mind and body?’


‘I think so.’


‘You are or you aren’t. Make up your mind.’


‘I am,’ said Sutton.


‘You do not belong to any bona fide religion that prohibits killing?’


‘I presume I could classify myself as a Christian,’ said Sutton. ‘I believe there is a Commandment about killing.’


The robot shook his head. ‘It doesn’t count.’


‘It is clear and specific,’ Sutton argued. ‘It says, “Thou shalt not kill.”’


‘It is all of that,’ the robot told him. ‘But it has been discredited. You humans discredited it yourselves. You never obeyed it. You either obey a law or you forfeit it. You can’t forget it with one breath and invoke it with the next.’


‘I guess I’m sunk then,’ said Sutton.


‘According to the revision of the year 7990,’ said the robot, ‘arrived at by convention, any male human under the age of one hundred, sound in mind and body, and unhampered by religious bonds or belief, which are subject to a court of inquiry, must fight a duel whenever challenged.’


‘I see,’ said Sutton.


‘The history of duelling,’ said the robot, ‘is very interesting.’


‘It is barbaric,’ said Sutton.


‘Perhaps so. But the humans are still barbaric in many other ways as well.’


‘You’re impertinent,’ Sutton told him.


‘I’m sick and tired of it,’ the robot said. ‘Sick and tired of the smugness of you humans. You say you’ve outlawed war and you haven’t, really. You’ve just fixed it so no one dares to fight you. You say you have abolished crime and you have, except for human crime. And a lot of the crime you have abolished isn’t crime at all, except by human standards.’


‘You’re taking a long chance, friend,’ said Sutton, softly, ‘talking the way you are.’


‘You can pull the plug on me,’ the robot told him, ‘any time you want to. Life isn’t worth it, the kind of job I have.’


He saw the look on Sutton’s face and hurried on.


‘Try to see it this way, sir. Through all his history, Man has been a killer. He was smart and brutal, even from the first. He was a puny thing, but he found how to use a club and rocks, and when the rocks weren’t sharp enough he chipped them so they were. There were things, at first, he should not by rights have killed. They should have killed him. But he was smart and he had the club and flints and he killed the mammoth and the sabretooth and other things he could not have faced barehanded. So he won the Earth from the animals. He wiped them out, except the ones he allowed to live for the service that they gave him. And even as he fought with the animals, he fought with others of his kind. After the animals were gone, he kept on fighting … man against man, nation against nation.’
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