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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


HARRISON got to the hotel less than ten minutes after the manager had visio’d him. Two men followed him in, one of them sauntering casually across to the desk and giving no sign of recognition.


Twenty yards away the squad car hummed a throbbing note as it generated the screen which would impenetrably surround the hotel until Harrison had finished.


The man at the desk said: “Room with bath for two days.”


“Earth atmosphere, sir?” said the desk clerk.


“Do I look like a Martian?”


“No, sir. Certainly not, sir.”


“Well, then …”


Harrison turned to the man who was with him and jerked his thumb in the direction of a door adjoining the desk.


“Come on, Brady.”


The desk clerk said: “Excuse me, sir, if you want to see the manager——”


“Interplanetary Investigation Bureau,” said Harrison tersely. “The manager sent for us.”


He knocked once, and pushed the door open without waiting for an answer. The manager got up from behind his desk and began talking at once.


“Glad you got here so fast. But let’s get it straight. I don’t want to make a big thing of this.”


“You don’t want to make a big thing of it?”


“I’ve got the reputation of the hotel to think of.”


“Too bad,” said Harrison tersely. “You sent for us.”


“Yes, but I don’t want to scare all the folks away.” The manager peered at him. “Who are you, anyway? Why didn’t Lanza come?”


“Lanza’s gone back home to Earth. I’m in charge now.”


“Oh.” The manager sounded dubious. “Lanza.” he said, “was always very—well, cooperative.”


“So we heard. That’s one reason why he was recalled.”


“Look … This is a good class hotel. I can’t afford to frighten business away. I want this thing cleared up quickly and without a lot of fuss, whatever it is.”


“Whatever it is,” Harrison echoed. He narrowed his bleak grey eyes and squinted ironically at the plump little man. “Shall I tell you what it is?”


“One of these damned mimic races, I suppose.”


“Yes. A specimen of one of them. The smartest of them all—a Uranian.”


“Oh,” said the manager blankly.


“Never had a Uranian in your hotel before?”


“No.”


“You’ve got a lot to learn. And this one is deadly. He’s escaped from the penal colony over at Pellucin.”


The manager uttered an unhappy moan and clutched his fat paunch.


“I knew it would happen sooner or later. I knew it. I always said there’d be trouble from that colony.”


“Why did you choose this planet, then?” said Harrison shortly. “Why didn’t you open a hotel some place else? No,” he added quickly, as the anguished man showed every sign of launching into a detailed answer, “don’t bother. Leave it. Forget I asked.”


Brady, hearing footsteps outside, opened the door and watched a long-limbed girl coming across the hall. She was headed for the main door. He slipped out and followed her. A moment later he came in and said:


“Dame wanted to go out for a walk in the grounds.”


“You told her the place was cut off?”


“Yeah. She still went on out.”


Harrison shrugged. “She’ll walk smack into the wall of force. She’ll be back.”


Brady said: “You don’t think maybe this is a false alarm, chief?”


The manager made an indignant noise in his throat, and Harrison wagged his head.


“Thanks for the suggestion, Brady. But for the time being we’ll act on the assumption that it’s genuine.”


Brady nodded. “Always like to get it square,” he said. He had an odd, toneless voice, and rather heavy, immobile features. When Harrison spoke to him again, his response came with a sort of formal neatness, as though relays had clicked somewhere and provided him with a cut-and-dried formula.


“Go and see the house detective,” Harrison said, “and then do some quiet snooping.”


“I’ll do that,” said Brady. “The usual routine.”


“If you get a chance to apply the refraction test, use it——”


“Naturally. That’s the way I’m built, chief.”


“Shoot if you have to—but remember they’re hard to kill.”


When Brady had gone, plodding out with sober determination, Harrison turned back to the manager. “I suppose we can take it that it wasn’t a mirage?”


“It was no mirage,” squealed the manager indignantly.


“All right, then. Tell me just what it was.”


“I told you over the visio.”


“Details,” said Harrison; “let’s have details. You know we’re in a tricky position on this planet. Nobody loves the I.I.B. The locals don’t like the penal colony, and they don’t like the Bureau. If there’s going to be any rough stuff, we want a clear case.” He leaned back and made sure that the door was shut. “All right, let’s have it.”


The Hotel Cosmos was one of the most impressive buildings in Junction City. It could certainly claim to be the most impressive hotel. The others weren’t even worthy of the name of hotel. Itinerant spacemen from the ships that converged on this springboard planet, this bleak but invaluable world that was a junction between two great star systems, weren’t looking for quietness and civilised surroundings. After being cooped up in ships for months on end, they wanted to raise hell. Nobody stopped here for long: a night, or perhaps at the most two or three nights while ships were being refuelled or sometimes repaired in the spacious docks.


Gambling saloons lined the rowdy streets. It was a town of ephemeral pleasures. You didn’t stay here, and you didn’t care what the place was like. There was no question of politeness, of leaving the place as you would have wished to find it. You got drunk and threw away some of the space credits that had been piling up during those weary months of travel. Perhaps you had a woman. The women weren’t all you might have wished for, but at least they were young. Few of them lived to be old.


Freighters and military ships put in, and their crews ravaged the town. From time to time a grim prison ship would settle down and deliver its cargo of misery to the colony of Pellucin. Then it would return with official freight. It never took anyone away from the penal colony. Prisoners who came to Pellucin came to stay.


Passenger vessels rarely called at this raw, rough outpost. When one did come in, on some inter-galactic trip, the passengers might arrange to be awakened from their luxurious suspended animation just out of curiosity, so that when they got home they could say they had seen Junction City. Their curiosity was, as a rule, soon satisfied, and in no time at all they would be seeking refuge in Hotel Cosmos. Here they would huddle into the bar or look out from the long perslite windows of the lounge on to the sprawling, garish town below, speculating about the awful things that might be going on there. The hotel also catered for the administrators and officials who passed through. It was well equipped, ready to cope with anyone from the known planetary systems. It could even make shift to accommodate unexpected newcomers in its specially pressurised rooms, with an adjustable atmospheric control plant.


The owner and manager was Mr. Oliver. Plump and eternally perspiring, he rarely left the shelter of his own building. He liked the artificial Earth gravity of his well appointed rooms rather than the giddy lightness of the outdoors. Besides, there were too many crooks out there who would have been glad to hold him up and beat some of his money out of him. He trembled when he thought of the jungle creatures who prowled around out there. They resented his hotel just as they resented the strong I.I.B. representation on the planet and the penal colony hundreds of miles away, over on the cold side of the world: the colony was no real nuisance to them, but it kept reminding them of their own possible futures, and they found that irritating.


The natives of the planet had, at first, neither welcomed nor resented the pioneers who established the original station here. They were slender bipeds with frail wings that assisted movement, enabling them to skim above the ground after a good thrust away with their feet, but that could not sustain them in flight for any great distance and that would not work at any considerable altitude. They had lived simple unambitious lives. It was only in the course of time that, having slowly and almost indifferently learned to read and to acquire various ideas from the newcomers, they developed nationalistic convictions and began to demand their freedom. They had never made any use of this freedom when they had had it, and could not even now be called an oppressed race—only a small part of the planet was in foreign hands—but with the stubborn illogicality that was such a feature of their make-up they took every opportunity of protesting to the Bureau about fancied abuses and insults. They were great arguers and pleaders, with a talent for disconcerting irrelevancies that led every argument into confusion. The military authorities and the Bureau had little time for such endless, frustrating discussions. They had discovered that it was best not to provoke trouble in the first place. Steer clear of the Peebies—that was good policy. Remember the lawsuits and interminable complaints and the long-drawn-out bickering over that Peebie who was shot by mistake during the investigation into the Casey’s Saloon murder. Remember, and watch your step …


Harrison knew the instructions. He knew them, and as a recent arrival on the planet he was determined to play safe.


“But this was no mirage,” Mr. Oliver insisted.


He had been coming along the second floor corridor of the hotel, walking quietly so that he might have a chance of coming unexpectedly on one of the staff—Sirian refugees, most of them, flatteringly obsequious by nature but also incorrigibly lazy—taking an unauthorised rest. He turned the corner, and saw one of the guests, a Sirian squadron commander, coming out of his room and going towards the lift. And then, when the lift had gone down, the same man came once more out of the room and padded silently off in the direction of the second floor lounge.


“I thought I was seeing things. Well, who wouldn’t? But I glanced into the lounge, and there he was—one of them was, anyway—looking through the official directory. And I went downstairs—fast—and there was the other, in the bar. He spends a lot of time in the bar, that one … that is, one of them does—I mean, the one I think he is …” He flapped his arms despairingly.


Harrison said: “You didn’t call the local police?”


“Peebie police?” said Oliver scornfully. “Can’t trust ’em a yard. And I didn’t want to look a fool. I thought the best thing was to check with you. But I didn’t know it was going to be like this. I——”


There was a rap on the door. Oliver looked at Harrison. Harrison nodded. Oliver called out:


“Come in.”


The door opened, and a young woman came in. She was tawny haired and had a proud, beautiful mouth. She was long-legged without being lanky. Even in the middle of his lamentations the manager could not repress a fat, yearning smile. She brought magic and excitement into the room.


She said: “Mr. Oliver, I can’t get out of the building. Something’s happened. What does all this mean?”


Then she turned and saw Harrison. Her brown-flecked eyes opened wide, and a flush ran warmly under her smooth cheeks.


“You …! What are you doing here?”


Harrison fumbled incredulously for words. He saw that she was as lovely as ever, and knew that his belief that he had forgotten her was nonsense. He hadn’t forgotten, and never could: and that was bad.


At last he managed to say: “I volunteered. I thought it was time I got away. Any objections?”


“It’s nothing to do with me,” she said tautly.


Isn’t it? his eyes silently asked her. She looked away.


“I’m so very sorry, Miss Lovat,” said the manager, automatically falling into his professional manner. “It’s most distressing, I know. Most distressing. But this officer is here to—er—to make some routine enquiries, and it has been necessary to close the hotel for a short period. You won’t be inconvenienced for long, I promise you.”


“Don’t be too free with your promises,” advised Harrison.


There was a moment’s silence. Then the girl said:


“Still playing bloodhounds?”


“When there’s a nasty smell,” he said curtly, “it’s my job to follow it.”


“And you have authority to stop anyone going out of this building?”


“Yes,” said Harrison. “Until we’ve got the … the creature we’re looking for.”


She stared at him imperiously for a few seconds, as though to defy him, then turned and went out of the room.


Harrison felt a constriction in his throat. To have come so far to get away from her and all memories of her, and then to walk right into her like this! It was too much. With an effort he wrenched his mind back to affairs of the immediate present.


“What,” ventured the manager fearfully, “can this Uranian do?”


“A lot of things.” Harrison crossed to the visio panel on the wall and registered an emergency call. The screen glowed a dull steely colour, expectant, anticipatory. “You’re sure,” he said to Oliver, “that nobody left the building between the time you called me and the time I arrived?”


“Nobody. I had the house detective at the back like you told me. You got here fast, I’ve got to hand it to you.” He smiled fawningly.


The screen shone with sudden brilliance, and the face of a stern, middle-aged man in dark uniform came vividly into focus.


“Warden Blenkinsop here.”


“I.I.B. operator, Junction City, here, Warden,” said Harrison crisply. “We think we’ve got your runaway here in Hotel Cosmos.”


“Hold him!”


“That’s what we’re figuring on doing. But we could do with a line on him. I know the refraction test—when it works—but how can we be sure of pinning him down when he’s identified?”


“You need an electronic locker.”


“Whatever that may be, we haven’t got it.”


“I should hope not. They’re not for everyone to play with. We’ll get one over to you. Can you keep the place closed for half an hour?”


“I reckon so.”


“Hotel Cosmos, you say? Lousy joint.”


The manager spluttered furiously.


Harrison: “I’ll try to identify him——”


“Don’t stick your neck out too far. If you can just keep things ticking over until we get there, you’ll be doing all right.”


The screen dimmed.


The manager began to moan like a fretful child.


Harrison said: “One thing, Mr. Oliver: you’ve got to keep your mouth shut. We’ll go easy until we know where we are. But you can help us.”


Oliver’s lips trembled. “How?”


“I’m going to go up to the second floor lounge, and you can come with me.”


“But——”


“We’ll have Brady in the room, too. I’ll get the Sirian—or the make-believe Sirian—to talk to me, and you two can watch him. You see, these Uranians are unstable: their molecular structure is quite different from ours, and in their natural state they look more like rather thick clouds than ordinary living creatures. They seem to be able to rearrange their structure at will, and they have remarkable imitative faculties.”


He remembered grimly some of his experiences with the multitudinous races of the known galaxies. A special agent of his day didn’t find things as easy as detectives of an earlier generation had done. When you found someone who had been stabbed in a locked room you couldn’t go through the twentieth century routine. You had to include among your theories the assumption that it could have been done by some creature capable of dissolving and inserting itself through the atoms of a steel door. You were always finding new slants on the perfect murder, and you hadn’t got any hard and fast rules to go on. Telepathic beings who could kill from a distance, creatures with enough controlled force in their bodies to murder with a touch of the little finger and leave no trace … Harrison had known these and many others besides. He remembered his first encounter with a Uranian, when every witness swore to a murder’s being committed by a Martian, and when none of the investigators had yet known about the strange capabilities of the Uranians. That Martian had nearly paid the penalty. You just had to follow your nose, knowing that anything was possible in this century and finding out more and more things as you went along.


He went on: “The first time I met up with a Uranian he had shaped himself into a Martian in order to murder a delegate to a big peace convention. Nearly started another war. Those creatures have a power that we still don’t fully understand: I’ve heard a vague sort of explanation about them reacting to the waves and impulses that an Earthman or a Martian, or any other being, leaves on the air in passing—the Uranian resonates himself into sympathy with them, and shapes himself into a perfect facsimile. He even reacts to brain vibrations, and for the time that he’s playing the part he has all the memories and knowledge of the creature he’s imitating. The simpler the organism, the easier he finds it, of course.”


“But you can’t ever catch him out, can you? How do you know which is the real being and which the imitation?”


“That’s where you can help us. It requires a certain amount of mental tension for our Uranian friend to hold the illusion. He can manage it on a whole crowd if he isn’t asked to concentrate on talking to one particular member of the crowd. And he can hold himself steady if he’s just talking to one person. But he has limitations. You’ll find he always answers you as he thinks you’ll expect him to answer. It’s no good trying to trip him up by talking about things that have never happened: he can dig into his acquired memory and answer you perfectly. But if you know the character of the real person very well, you can trip the Uranian up by making him give an answer he thinks you’re expecting, when all the time you know that the person in question would actually not have responded like that. But you need to be smart.”


“Yes,” said Oliver unhappily.


“There’s another way that works better—when it works at all. If you can get him in a group, and start talking to him, he has to concentrate on what you’re saying, and in putting over the illusion of his genuineness to you. While he’s doing that, he can’t give his full attention to maintaining the illusion with the other folk in the room. If you’re lucky, he may relax just enough to let them see that he’s not real—something goes haywire with his light refraction, so that the other people have one or two moments when they seem to be able to see through him. Once they’ve done that, you know you’ve got a fake.”


“And then what do you do?”


“You either blast him,” said Harrison grimly, “knowing that because of the transparency of his real molecular structure you’ll also blast a lot of things right behind him … or else you paralyse him with some special equipment. You don’t carry equipment like that about with you for everyday use. This electronic locker the Warden was talking about must be something like that.”


“We’d better not do anything until he comes.”


“I think a little preliminary investigation is called for,” said Harrison. “It’ll save time later on.”


The door opened and Brady came in, followed by a short little man with bad teeth and a lot of dandruff on his collar.


“Just in time, Brady,” said Harrison. “We’re going up to the lounge.”


“Just been there,” said Brady smoothly.


“Anyone in there?”


“Two Arcturus Line officers, and a Sirian.”


Oliver and Harrison exchanged glances.


Harrison said: “What was the Sirian doing?”


“Looked to me as though he was having a nightmare,” said the little man. “My name’s Macdonald,” he added in an adenoidally polite tone. “House detective. You’re Captain Harrison. Pleased to meet you.”


“Yes, all right,” said Harrison. “What do you mean about a nightmare?”


“If you ask me,” said Brady, “the bird was drunk. Draped over an armchair, wagging his head.”


Oliver said abruptly: “Was there anyone in the bar as you passed?”


“Only a dame. Drinking pink gins, by the look of it. And she was some dame,” added Brady informatively.


Harrison said: “Leave her alone.”


“I never touched her,” said Brady.


“Come on, let’s go.”


They trailed out of the office, and Harrison stopped them outside the door.


“This won’t do,” he said. “You—Macdonald—better stay down here and keep an eye on things. Mr. Oliver and Brady, you go ahead. I’ll come in right behind you, but we’re not together—remember that. Keep an eye on this Sirian while I talk to him, and if he flickers, let me know … afterwards. Afterwards, not before. Then we’ll keep tabs on him until the penal colony boys get here and freeze him. Right?”


Brady nodded mechanically. The manager did not trust himself to speak.


Harrison watched them going towards the lift. He himself went up the stairs, whistling quietly. On the way up he passed the other man who had booked a room, but they did not exchange any sign of recognition. Harrison wanted someone on hand—someone who was there to be called on if the official approach failed and it was necessary to fall back on other methods. His dealings with Uranians had been few, but he knew them to be endlessly resourceful: it was as well to have someone on the premises who had no apparent connection with the Bureau.


He entered the lounge. Brady and Oliver were staring with unconvincing ardour at the flickering telenews in the corner.


The Sirian was hunched in a chair. He looked pretty far gone. But that could all be part of the act. If people expected him to be drunk, he would be drunk. But why should they expect that? Had the Sirian himself acquired, in his short time here, a reputation for knocking back liquor?


Harrison slumped into a chair nearby, and studied him with what looked like amiable curiosity.


Sirians were odd-looking creatures. With one leg and one widely splayed foot, they hopped rather than walked, yet contrived to look dignified. They each had one eye, set in the middle of what approximated to the forehead. Of their three arms, two were used in the same way as an Earthman’s arm, while the third had been developed for really strenuous manual work: it was both a strong lever and a balancing limb, holding things securely while the other two hands worked. Sirians were simpler in structure than Earthmen, but their mental powers were highly developed in some ways. They learned quickly—but were not terribly good when it came to applying that learning. They might have been Earth’s trade rivals if only they had not had an ingrained pessimism; the weight of generations seemed to lie heavily on them, and they could never shake off an inexplicable revulsion that was continually turning them away from industrial development. Harrison had heard a lot about the echoes of superstition that still, in the Sirian’s mind, clashed with modern technological skills. This character certainly looked as though his past had been unkind to him.
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