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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.


      











The World-Thinker









I


Through the open window came sounds of the city—the swish of passing air-traffic, the clank of the pedestrian-belt on the ramp below, hoarse undertones from the lower levels. Cardale sat by the window studying a sheet of paper which displayed a photograph and a few lines of type:


FUGITIVE!


Isabel May—Age 21; height 5 feet 5 inches; medium physique.




Hair: black (could be dyed).
Eyes: blue.
Distinguishing characteristics: none.





Cardale shifted his eyes to the photograph and studied the pretty face with incongruously angry eyes. A placard across her chest read: 94E-627. Cardale returned to the printed words.




Sentenced to serve three years at the Nevada Women’s Camp, in the first six months of incarceration Isabel May accumulated 22 months additional punitive confinement. Caution is urged in her apprehension.





The face, Cardale reflected, was defiant, reckless, outraged, but neither coarse nor stupid—a face, in fact, illuminated by intelligence and sensitivity. Not the face of a criminal, thought Cardale.


He pressed a button. The telescreen plumbed into sharp life. “Lunar Observatory,” said Cardale.


The screen twitched to a view across an austere office, with moonscape outside the window. A man in a rose-pink smock looked into the screen. “Hello, Cardale.”


“What’s the word on May?”


“We’ve got a line on her. Quite a nuisance, which you won’t want to hear about. One matter: please, in the future, keep freighters in another sector when you want a fugitive tracked. We had six red herrings to cope with.”


“But you picked up May?”


“Definitely.”


“Keep her in your sights. I’ll send someone out to take over.” Cardale clicked off the screen.


He ruminated a moment, then summoned the image of his secretary. “Get me Detering at Central Intelligence.”


The polychrome whirl of color rose and fell to reveal Detering’s ruddy face.


“Cardale, if it’s service you want—”


“I want a mixed squad, men and women, in a fast ship to pick up a fugitive. Her name is Isabel May. She’s fractious, unruly, incorrigible—but I don’t want her hurt.”




“Allow me to continue what I started to say. Cardale, if you want service, you are out of luck. There’s literally no one in the office but me.”


“Then come yourself.”


“To pick up a reckless woman, and get my hair pulled and my face slapped? No thanks…One moment. There’s a man waiting outside my office on a disciplinary charge. I can either have him court-martialed or I can send him over to you.”


“What’s his offense?”


“Insubordination. Arrogance. Disregard of orders. He’s a loner. He does as he pleases and to hell with the rule-book.”


“What about results?”


“He gets results—of a sort. His own kind of results.”


“He may be the man to bring back Isabel May. What’s his name?”


“Lanarck. He won’t use his rank, which is captain.”


“He seems something of a free spirit…Well, send him over.”


Lanarck arrived almost immediately. The secretary ushered him into Cardale’s office.


“Sit down, please. My name is Cardale. You’re Lanarck, right?”


“Quite right.”


Cardale inspected his visitor with open curiosity. Lanarck’s reputation, thought Cardale, was belied by his appearance. He was neither tall nor heavy, and carried himself unobtrusively. His features, deeply darkened by the hard waves of space, were regular and dominated by a cold directness of the gray eyes and a bold jutting nose. Lanarck’s voice was pleasant and soft.


“Major Detering assigned me to you for orders, sir.”


“He recommended you highly,” said Cardale. “I have a ticklish job on hand. Look at this.” He passed over the sheet with the photograph of Isabel May. Lanarck scrutinized it without comment and handed it back.


“This girl was imprisoned six months ago for assault with a deadly weapon. She escaped the day before yesterday into space—which is more or less trivial in itself. But she carries with her a quantity of important information, which must be retrieved for the economic well-being of Earth. This may seem to you an extravagant statement, but accept it from me as a fact.”


Lanarck said in a patient voice: “Mr. Cardale, I find that I work most efficiently when I am equipped with facts. Give me details of the case. If you feel that the matter is too sensitive for my handling, I will retire and you may bring in operatives better qualified.”


Cardale said crossly: “The girl’s father is a high-level mathematician, at work for the Exchequer. By his instruction an elaborate method of security to regulate transfer of funds was evolved. As an emergency precaution he devised an over-ride system, consisting of several words in a specific sequence. A criminal could go to the telephone, call the Exchequer, use these words and direct by voice alone the transfer of a billion dollars to his personal account. Or a hundred billion.”


“Why not cancel the over-ride and install another?”


“Because of Arthur May’s devilish subtlety. The over-ride is hidden in the computer; it is buried, totally inaccessible, that it might be protected from someone ordering the computer to reveal the over-ride. The only way the over-ride can be voided is to use the over-ride first and issue appropriate orders.”


“Go on.”




“Arthur May knew the over-ride. He agreed to transfer the knowledge to the Chancellor and then submit to a hypnotic process which would remove the knowledge from his brain. Now occurred a rather sordid matter in regard to May’s remuneration, and in my mind he was absolutely in the right.”


“I know the feeling,” said Lanarck. “I’ve had my own troubles with the scoundrels. The only good bursar is a dead bursar.”


“In any event there follows an incredible tale of wrangling, proposals, estimates, schemes, counter-proposals, counter-schemes and conniving, all of which caused Arthur May a mental breakdown and he forgot the over-ride. But he had anticipated something of the sort and he left a memorandum with his daughter: Isabel May. When the authorities came for her father, she refused to let them in; she performed violent acts; she was confined in a penal institution, from which she escaped. Regardless of rights and wrongs she must be captured, more or less gently, and brought back—with the over-ride. You will surely understand the implications of the situation.”


“It is a complicated business,” said Lanarck. “But I will go after the girl, and with luck I will bring her back.”


Six hours later Lanarck arrived at Lunar Observatory. The in-iris expanded; the boat lurched through.


Inside the dome Lanarck unclamped the port, stepped out. The master astronomer approached. Behind came the mechanics, one of whom bore an instrument which they welded to the hull of Lanarck’s spaceboat.


“It’s a detector cell,” the astronomer explained. “Right now it’s holding a line on the ship you’re to follow. When the indicator holds to the neutral zone, you’re on her track.”


“And where does this ship seem to be headed?”


The astronomer shrugged. “Nowhere in Tellurian space. She’s way past Fomalhaut and lining straight out.”


Lanarck stood silent. This was hostile space Isabel May was entering. In another day or so she would be slicing the fringe of the Clantlalan System, where the space patrol of that dark and inimical empire without warning destroyed all approaching vessels. Further on opened a region of black stars, inhabited by nondescript peoples little better than pirates. Still farther beyond lay unexplored and consequently dangerous regions.


The mechanics were finished. Lanarck climbed back into the boat. The out-iris opened; he drove his craft through, down the runway, and off into space.


A slow week followed, in which distance was annihilated. Earth empire fell far astern: a small cluster of stars. To one side the Clantlalan System grew ever brighter, and as Lanarck passed by the Clantlalan space-spheres tried to close with him. He threw in the emergency bank of generators and whisked the warboat far ahead. Someday, Lanarck knew, he would slip down past the guard ships to the home planet by the twin red suns, to discover what secret was held so dear. But now he kept the detector centered in the dial, and day by day the incoming signals from his quarry grew stronger.


They passed through the outlaw-ridden belt of dark stars, and into a region of space unknown but for tales let slip by drunken Clantlalan renegades—reports of planets covered with mighty ruins, legends of an asteroid littered with a thousand wrecked spaceships. Other tales were even more incredible. A dragon who tore spaceships open in its jaws purportedly wandered through this region, and it was said that alone on a desolate planet a godlike being created worlds at his pleasure.


The signals in the detector cell presently grew so strong that Lanarck slackened speed for fear that, overshooting his quarry, the cell would lose its thread of radiation. Now Isabel May began to swing out toward the star-systems which drifted past like fireflies, as if she sought a landmark. Always the signals in the detector cell grew stronger.


A yellow star waxed bright ahead. Lanarck knew that the ship of Isabel May was close at hand. Into that yellow star’s system he followed her, and lined out the trail toward the single planet. Presently, as the planet globed out before him, the signals ceased entirely.


The high clear atmosphere braked the motion of Lanarck’s spaceboat. He found below a dun, sun-baked landscape. Through the telescope the surface appeared to be uniformly stony and flat. Clouds of dust indicated the presence of high winds.


He had no trouble finding Isabel May’s ship. In the field of his telescope lay a cubical white building: the only landmark visible from horizon to horizon. Beside the building sat Isabel May’s silver spaceboat. Lanarck swooped to a landing, half-expecting a bolt from her needle-beam. The port of the spaceboat hung open, but she did not show herself as he came down on his crash-keel close by.


The air, he found, was breathable. Buckling on his needle-beam, he stepped out on the stony ground. The hot gale tore at him, buffeting his face, whipping tears from his eyes. Wind-flung pebbles bounding along the ground stung his legs. Light from the sun burned his shoulders.


Lanarck inspected the terrain, to discover no sign of life, either from the white building or from Isabel May’s spaceboat. The ground stretched away, bare and sundrenched, far into the dusty distances. Lanarck looked to the lonely white structure. She must be within. Here was the end of the chase which had brought him across the galaxy.









II


Lanarck circled the building. On the leeward side, he found a low dark archway. From within came the heavy smell of life: an odor half-animal, half-reptile. He approached the entrance with his needle-beam ready.


He called out: “Isabel May!” He listened. The wind whistled by the corner of the building; little stones clicked past, blowing down the endless sun-dazzled waste. There was no other sound.


A sonorous voice entered his brain.


“The one you seek is gone.”


Lanarck stood stock-still.


“You may come within, Earthman. We are not enemies.”


The archway loomed dark before him. Step by step he entered. After the glare of the white sun the dimness of the room was like a moonless night. Lanarck blinked.


Slowly objects about him assumed form. Two enormous eyes peered through the gloom; behind appeared a tremendous domelike bulk. Thought surged into Lanarck’s brain. “You are unnecessarily truculent. Here will be no occasion for violence.”




Lanarck relaxed, feeling slightly at a loss. Telepathy was not often practised upon Earth. The creature’s messages came like a paradoxically silent voice, but he had no knowledge how to transmit his own messages. He hazarded the experiment.


“Where is Isabel May?”


“In a place inaccessible to you.”


“How did she go? Her spaceboat is outside, and she landed but a half-hour ago.”


“I sent her away.”


Keeping his needle-beam ready, Lanarck searched the building. The girl was nowhere to be found. Seized by a sudden fearful thought, he ran to the entrance and looked out. The two spaceboats were as he had left them. He shoved the needle-beam back into the holster and turned to the leviathan, in whom he sensed benign amusement.


“Well, then—who are you and where is Isabel May?”


“I am Laoome,” came the reply. “Laoome, the one-time Third of Narfilhet—Laoome the World-Thinker, the Final Sage of the Fifth Universe…As for the girl, I have placed her, at her own request, upon a pleasant but inaccessible world of my own creation.”


Lanarck stood perplexed.


“Look!” Laoome said.


Space quivered in front of Lanarck’s eyes. A dark aperture appeared in midair. Looking through, Lanarck saw hanging apparently but a yard before his eyes a lambent sphere—a miniature world. As he watched, it expanded like a toy balloon.


Its horizons vanished past the confines of the opening. Continents and oceans assumed shape, flecked with cloud-wisps. Polar ice-caps glinted blue-white in the light of an unseen sun. Yet all the time the world seemed to be but a yard distant. A plain appeared, rimmed by black, flinty mountains. The color of the plain, a ruddy ocher he saw presently, was due to a forest-carpet of rust-colored foliage. The expansion ceased.


The World-Thinker spoke: “That which you see before you is matter as real and tangible as yourself. I have indeed created it through my mind. Until I dissolve it in the same manner, it exists. Reach out and touch it.”


Lanarck did so. It was actually only a yard from his face, and the red forest crushed like dry moss under his fingertips.


“You destroyed a village,” commented Laoome, and caused the world to expand once more at a breathtaking rate, until the perspectives were as if Lanarck hung a hundred feet above the surface. He was looking into the devastation which his touch had wrought a moment before. The trees, far larger than he had supposed, with boles thirty or forty feet through, lay tossed and shattered. Visible were the ruins of rude huts, from which issued calls and screams of pain, thinly audible to Lanarck. Bodies of men and women lay crushed. Others tore frantically at the wreckage.


Lanarck stared in disbelief. “There’s life! Men!”


“Without life, a world is uninteresting, a lump of rock. Men, like yourself, I often use. They have a large capacity for emotion and initiative, a flexibility to the varied environments which I introduce.”


Lanarck gazed at the tips of his fingers, then back to the shattered village. “Are they really alive?”


“Certainly. And you would find, should you converse with one of them, that they possess a sense of history, a racial heritage of folklore, and a culture well-adapted to their environment.”




“But how can one brain conceive the detail of a world? The leaves of each tree, the features of each man—”


“That would be tedious,” Laoome agreed. “My mind only broadly conceives, introduces the determinate roots into the hypostatic equations. Detail then evolves automatically.”


“You allowed me to destroy hundreds of these—men.”


Curious feelers searched his brain. Lanarck sensed Laoome’s amusement.


“The idea is repugnant? In a moment I shall dissolve the entire world…Still, if it pleases you, I can restore it as it was. See!”


Immediately the forest was unmarred, the village whole again, secure and peaceful in a small clearing.


Awareness came to Lanarck of a curious rigidity in the rapport he had established with the World-Thinker. Looking about, he saw that the great eyes had glazed, that the tremendous black body was twitching and jerking. Now Laoome’s dream-planet was changing. Lanarck leaned forward in fascination. The noble red trees had become gray rotten stalks and were swaying drunkenly. Others slumped and folded like columns of putty.


On the ground balls of black slime rolled about with vicious energy pursuing the villagers, who in terror fled anywhere, everywhere.


From the heavens came a rain of blazing pellets. The villagers were killed, but the black slime-things seemed only agonized. Blindly they lashed about, burrowed furiously into the heaving ground to escape the impacts. More suddenly than it had been created, the world vanished. Lanarck tore his gaze from the spot where the world had been. He looked about and found Laoome as before.


“Don’t be alarmed.” The thoughts came quietly. “The seizure is over. It occurs only seldom, and why it should be I do not know. I imagine that my brain, under the pressure of exact thought, lapses into these reflexive spasms for the sake of relaxation. This was a mild attack. The world on which I am concentrating is usually totally destroyed.”


The flow of soundless words stopped abruptly. Moments passed. Then thoughts gushed once more into Lanarck’s brain.


“Let me show you another planet—one of the most interesting I have ever conceived. For almost a million Earth years it has been developing in my mind.”


The space before Lanarck’s eyes quivered. Out in the imaginary void hung another planet. As before, it expanded until the features of the terrain assumed an earthly perspective. Hardly a mile in diameter, the world was divided around the equator by a belt of sandy desert. At one pole glimmered a lake, at the other grew a jungle of lush vegetation.


From this jungle now, as Lanarck watched, crept a semi-human shape. A travesty upon man, its face was long, chinless and furtive, with eyes beady and quick. The legs were unnaturally long; the shoulders and arms were undeveloped. It slunk to the edge of the desert, paused a moment, looking carefully in both directions, then began a mad dash through the sand to the lake beyond.


Halfway across, a terrible roar was heard. Over the close horizon bounded a dragon-like monster. With fearsome speed it pursued the fleeing man-thing, who outdistanced it and gained the edge of the desert by two hundred feet. When the dragon came to the limits of the sandy area, it halted and bellowed an eery mournful note which sent shivers along Lanarck’s spine. Casually now, the man-thing loped to the lake, threw himself flat and drank deeply.


“An experiment in evolution,” came Laoome’s thought. “A million years ago those creatures were men like yourself. This world is oddly designed. At one end is food, at the other drink. In order to survive, the ‘men’ must cross the desert every day or so. The dragon is prevented from leaving the desert by actinic boundaries. Hence, if the men can cross the desert, they are safe.


“You have witnessed how admirably they have adapted to their environment. The women are particularly fleet, for they have adjusted to the handicap of caring for their young. Sooner or later, of course, age overtakes them and their speed gradually decreases until finally they are caught and devoured.


“A curious religion and set of taboos have evolved here. I am worshipped as the primary god of Life, and Shillal, as they call the dragon, is the deity of Death. He, of course, is the basic concern of their lives and colors all their thoughts. They are close to elementals, these folk. Food, drink, and death are intertwined for them into almost one concept.


“They can build no weapons of metal against Shillal, for their world is not endowed with the raw materials. Once, a hundred thousand years ago, one of their chiefs contrived a gigantic catapult, to hurl a sharp-pointed tree-trunk at Shillal. Unluckily, the fibers of the draw-cord snapped and the chief was killed by the recoil. The priests interpreted this as a sign and—


“Look there! Shillal catches a weary old woman, sodden with water, attempting to return to the jungle!”


Lanarck witnessed the beast’s great gulping.


“To continue,” Laoome went on, “a taboo was created, and no further weapons were ever built.”


“But why have you forced upon these folk a million years of wretched existence?” asked Lanarck.


Laoome gave an untranslatable mental shrug. “I am just, and indeed benevolent,” he said. “These men worship me as a god. Upon a certain hillock, which they hold sacred, they bring their sick and wounded. There, if the whim takes me, I restore them to health. So far as their existence is concerned, they relish the span of their lives as much as you do yours.”


“Yet, in creating these worlds, you are responsible for the happiness of the inhabitants. If you were truly benevolent, why should you permit disease and terror to exist?”


Laoome again gave his mental shrug. “I might say that I use this universe of our own as a model. Perhaps there is another Laoome dreaming out the worlds we ourselves live on. When man dies of sickness, bacteria live. Dragon lives by eating man. When man eats, plants and animals die.”


Lanarck was silent, studiously preventing his thoughts from rising to the surface of his mind.


“I take it that Isabel May is upon neither of these planets?”


“That is correct.”


“I ask that you make it possible for me to communicate with her.”


“But I put her upon a world expressly to assure her safety from such molestation.”


“I believe that she would profit by hearing me.”


“Very well,” said Laoome. “In justice I should accord to you the same opportunity that I did her. You may proceed to this world. Remember, however, the risk is your own, exactly as it is for Isabel May. If you perish upon Markavvel, you are as thoroughly dead as you might be upon Earth. I can not play Destiny to influence either one of your lives.”


There was a hiatus in Laoome’s thoughts, a whirl of ideas too rapid for Lanarck to grasp. At last Laoome’s eyes focused upon him again. An instant of faintness as Lanarck felt knowledge forced into his brain.


As Laoome silently regarded him, it occurred to Lanarck that Laoome’s body, a great dome of black flesh, was singularly ill-adapted to life on the planet where he dwelt.




“You are right,” came the thoughts of Laoome. “From a Beyond unknown to you I came, banished from the dark planet Narfilhet, in whose fathomless black waters I swam. This was long ago, but even now I may not return.” Laoome lapsed once more into introspection.


Lanarck moved restlessly. Outside the wind tore past the building. Laoome continued silent, dreaming perhaps of the dark oceans of ancient Narfilhet. Lanarck impatiently launched a thought.


“How do I reach Markavvel? And how do I return?”


Laoome fetched himself back to the present. His eyes settled upon a point beside Lanarck. The aperture which led into his various imaginary spaces was now wrenched open for the third time. A little distance off in the void, a spaceboat drifted. Lanarck’s eyes narrowed with sudden interest.


“That’s a 45-G—my own ship!” he exclaimed.


“No, not yours. One like it. Yours is still outside.” The craft drew nearer, gradually floated within reach.


“Climb in,” said Laoome. “At present, you will find Isabel May in the city which lies at the apex of the triangular continent.”


“But how do I get back?”


“Aim your ship, when you leave Markavvel, at the brightest star visible. You will then break through the mental dimensions into this universe.”


Lanarck reached his arm into the imaginary universe and pulled the imagined spaceboat close to the aperture. He opened the port and gingerly stepped in as Laoome’s parting thoughts reached him.


“Should you fall into danger, I cannot modify the natural course of events. On the other hand, I will not intentionally place dangers in your way. If such befall you, it will be due solely to circumstance.”









III


Lanarck slammed shut the port, half-expecting the ship to dissolve under his feet. But the ship was solid enough. He looked back. The gap into his own universe had disappeared, leaving in its place a brilliant blue star. He found himself in space. Below glimmered the disk of Markavvel, much like other planets he had approached from the void. He tugged at the throttle, threw the nose hard over and down. Let the abstracts take care of themselves. The boat dropped down at Markavvel.


It seemed a pleasant world. A hot white sun hung off in space; blue oceans covered a large part of the surface. Among the scattered land masses he found the triangular continent. It was not large. There were mountains with green-forested slopes and a central plateau: a not un-Earthlike scene, and Lanarck did not feel the alien aura which surrounded most extra-terrestrial planets.


Sighting through his telescope Lanarck found the city, sprawling and white, at the mouth of a wide river. He sent his ship streaking down through the upper atmosphere, then slowed and leveled off thirty miles to sea. Barely skimming the sparkling blue waves, he flew toward the city.




A few miles to the left an island raised basalt cliffs against the ocean. In his line of sight there heaved up on the crest of a swell a floating black object. After an instant it disappeared into the trough: a ramshackle raft. Upon it a girl with tawny golden hair desperately battled sea-things which sought to climb aboard.


Lanarck dropped the ship into the water beside the raft. The wash threw the raft up and over and down on the girl.


Lanarck slipped through the port and dived into clear green water. He glimpsed only subhuman figures paddling downward, barely discernible. Bobbing to the surface, he swam to the raft, ducked under, grasped the girl’s limp form, pulled her up into the air.


For a moment he clung to the raft to catch his breath, while holding the girl’s head clear of the water. He sensed the return of the creatures from below. Dark forms rose in the shadow cast by the raft, and a clammy, long-fingered hand wound around his ankle. He kicked and felt his foot thud into something like a face. More dark forms came up from the depths. Lanarck measured the distance to his spaceboat. Forty feet. Too far. He crawled onto the raft, and pulled the girl after him. Leaning far out, he recovered the paddle and prepared to smash the first sea-thing to push above water. But instead, they swam in tireless circles twenty feet below.


The blade of the paddle had broken. Lanarck could not move the unwieldy bulk of the raft. The breeze, meanwhile, was easing the spaceboat ever farther away. Lanarck exerted himself another fifteen minutes, pushing against the water with the splintered paddle, but the gap increased. He cast down the paddle in disgust and turned to the girl who, sitting cross-legged, regarded him thoughtfully. For no apparent reason, Lanarck was reminded of Laoome in the dimness of his white building, on the windy world. All this, he thought, looking from clear-eyed girl to heaving sun-lit sea to highlands of the continent ahead, was an idea in Laoome’s brain.


He looked back at the girl. Her bright wheat-colored hair frothed around her head in ringlets, producing, thought Lanarck, a most pleasant effect. She returned his gaze for a moment, then, with jaunty grace, stood up.


She spoke to Lanarck who found to his amazement that he understood her. Then, remembering Laoome’s manipulation of his brain, extracting ideas, altering, instilling new concepts, he was not so amazed.


“Thank you for your help,” she said. “But now we are both in the same plight.”


Lanarck said nothing. He knelt and began to remove his boots.


“What will you do?”


“Swim,” he answered. The new language seemed altogether natural.


“The Bottom-people would pull you under before you went twenty feet.” She pointed into the water, which teemed with circling dark shapes. Lanarck knew she spoke the truth.


“You are of Earth also?” she asked, inspecting him carefully.


“Yes. Who are you and what do you know of Earth?”


“I am Jiro from the city yonder, which is Gahadion. Earth is the home of Isabel May, who came in a ship such as yours.”


“Isabel May arrived but an hour ago! How could you know about her?”


“‘An hour’?” replied the girl. “She has been here three months!” This last a little bitterly.


Lanarck reflected that Laoome controlled time in his universes as arbitrarily as he did space. “How did you come to be here on this raft?”


She grimaced toward the island. “The priests came for me. They live on the island and take people from the mainland. They took me but last night I escaped.”




Lanarck looked from the island to the city on the mainland. “Why do not Gahadion authorities control the priests?”


Her lips rounded to an O. “They are sacred to the Great God Laoome, and so inviolate.”


Lanarck wondered what unique evolutionary process Laoome had in progress here.


“Few persons thus taken return to the mainland,” she went on. “Those who win free, and also escape the Bottom-people, usually live in the wilderness. If they return to Gahadion they are molested by fanatics and sometimes recaptured by the priests.”


Lanarck was silent. After all, it concerned him little how these people fared. They were beings of fantasy, inhabiting an imaginary planet. And yet, when he looked at Jiro, detachment became easier to contemplate than to achieve.


“And Isabel May is in Gahadion?”


Jiro’s lips tightened. “No. She lives on the island. She is the Thrice-Adept, the High Priestess.”


Lanarck was surprised. “Why did they make her High Priestess?”


“A month after she arrived, the Hierarch, learning of the woman whose hair was the color of night, even as yours, tried to take her to Drefteli, the Sacred Isle, as a slave. She killed him with her weapon. Then when the lightnings of Laoome did not consume her, it was known that Laoome approved, and so she was made High Priestess in place of the riven Hierarch.”


The philosophy, so Lanarck reflected, would have sounded naive on Earth, where the gods were more covert in their supervision of human affairs.


“Is Isabel May a friend of yours—or your lover?” asked Jiro softly.


“Hardly.”


“Then what do you want with her?”


“I’ve come to take her back to Earth.” He looked dubiously across the ever-widening gap between the raft and his spaceboat. “That at least was my intention.”


“You shall see her soon,” said Jiro. She pointed to a long black galley approaching from the island. “The Ordained Ones. I am once more a slave.”


“Not yet,” said Lanarck, feeling for the bulk of his needle-beam.


The galley, thrust by the force of twenty long oars, lunged toward them. On the afterdeck stood a young woman, her black hair blowing in the wind. As her features became distinct, Lanarck recognized the face of Cardale’s photograph, now serene and confident.


Isabel May, looking from the silent two on the raft to the wallowing spaceboat a quarter-mile distant, seemed to laugh. The galley, manned by tall, golden-haired men, drew alongside.


“So Earth Intelligence pays me a visit?” She spoke in English. “How you found me, I cannot guess.” She looked curiously at Lanarck’s somber visage. “How?”


“I followed your trail, and then explained the situation to Laoome.”


“Just what is the situation?”


“I’d like to work out some kind of compromise to please everyone.”


“I don’t care whether I please anyone or not.”


“Understandable.”


The two studied each other. Isabel May suddenly asked, “What is your name?”


“Lanarck.”


“Just Lanarck? No rank? No first name?”


“Lanarck is enough.”




“Just as you like. I hardly know what to do with you. I’m not vindictive, and I don’t want to handicap your career. But ferrying you to your spaceboat would be rather quixotic. I’m comfortable here, and I haven’t the slightest intention of turning my property over to you.”


Lanarck reached for his needle-beam.


She watched him without emotion. “Wet needle-beams don’t work well.”


“This one is the exception.” Lanarck blasted the figurehead from the galley.


Isabel May’s expression changed suddenly. “I see that I’m wrong. How did you do it?”


“A personal device,” replied Lanarck. “Now I’ll have to request that you take me to my spaceboat.”


Isabel May stared at him a moment, and in those blue eyes Lanarck detected something familiar. Where had he seen eyes with that expression? On Fan, the Pleasure Planet? In the Magic Groves of Hycithil? During the raids on the slave-pens of Starlen? In Earth’s own macropolis Tran?


She turned and muttered to her boatswain, a bronzed giant, his golden hair bound back by a copper band. He bowed and moved away.


“Very well,” said Isabel May. “Come aboard.”


Jiro and Lanarck clambered over the carven gunwale. The galley swept ahead, foaming up white in its wake.


Isabel May turned her attention to Jiro, who sat looking disconsolately toward the island Drefteli. “You make friends quickly,” Isabel told Lanarck. “She’s very beautiful. What are you planning for her?”


“She’s one of your escaped slaves. I don’t have any plans. This place belongs to Laoome; he makes all plans. I’m interested only in getting you out. If you don’t want to come back to Earth, give me the document which you brought with you, and stay here as long as you like.”


“Sorry. The document stays with me. I don’t carry it on my person, so please don’t try to search me.”


“That sounds quite definite,” said Lanarck. “Do you know what’s in the document?”


“More or less. It’s like a blank check on the wealth of the world.”


“That’s a good description. As I understand this sorry affair, you became angry at the treatment accorded your father.”


“That’s a very quiet understatement.”


“Would money help soothe your anger?”


“I don’t want money. I want revenge. I want to grind faces into the mud; I want to kick people and make their lives miserable.”


“Still…don’t dismiss money. It’s nice to be rich. You have your life ahead of you. I don’t imagine you want to spend it here, inside Laoome’s head.”


“Very true.”


“So name a figure.”


“I can’t measure anger and grief in dollars.”


“Why not? A million? Ten million? A hundred million?”


“Stop there. I can’t count any higher.”


“That’s your figure.”


“What good will money do me? They’ll take me back to Nevada.”


“No. I’ll give you my personal guarantee of this.”


“Meaningless. I know nothing about you.”


“You’ll learn during the trip back to Earth.”




Isabel May said: “Lanarck, you are persuasive. If the truth be known, I’m homesick.” She turned away and stood looking over the ocean. Lanarck stood watching her. She was undeniably attractive and he found it difficult to take his eyes from her. But as he settled on the bench beside Jiro, he felt a surge of a different, stronger, feeling. It irritated him, and he tried to put it aside.









IV


Wallowing in the swells, the spaceboat lay dead ahead. The galley scudded through the water at a great rate, and the oarsmen did not slacken speed as they approached. Lanarck’s eyes narrowed; he jumped upright shouting orders. The galley, unswerving, plowed into the spaceboat, grinding it under the metal-shod keel. Water gushed in through the open port; the spaceboat shuddered and sank, a dark shadow plummeting into green depths.


“Too bad,” remarked Isabel. “On the other hand, this puts us more on an equal footing. You have a needle-beam, I have a spaceboat.”


Lanarck silently seated himself. After a moment he spoke. “Where is your own needle-beam?”


“I blew it up trying to recharge it from the spaceboat generators.”


“And where is your spaceboat?”


Isabel laughed at this. “Do you expect me to tell you?”


“Why not? I wouldn’t maroon you here.”


“Nevertheless, I don’t think I’ll tell you.”


Lanarck turned to Jiro. “Where is Isabel May’s spaceboat?”


Isabel spoke in a haughty voice: “As High Priestess to Almighty Laoome, I command you to be silent!”


Jiro looked from one to the other. She made up her mind. “It is on the plaza of the Malachite Temple in Gahadion.”


Isabel was silent. “Laoome plays tricks,” she said at last. “Jiro has taken a fancy to you. You’re obviously interested in her.”


“Laoome will not interfere,” said Lanarck.


She laughed bitterly. “That’s what he told me—and look! I’m High Priestess. He also told me he wouldn’t let anyone come to Markavvel from the outside to molest me. But you are here!”


“My intention is not to molest you,” said Lanarck curtly. “We can as easily be friends as enemies.”


“I don’t care to be a friend of yours. And as an enemy, you are no serious problem. Now!” Isabel called, as the tall boatswain came near.


The boatswain whirled on Lanarck. Lanarck twisted, squirmed, heaved, and the golden-haired boatswain sprawled back into the bilge, where he lay dazed.


A soft hand brushed Lanarck’s thigh. He looked around, smoothing his lank black hair, and found Isabel May smiling into his face. His needle-beam dangled from her fingers.


Jiro arose from the bench. Before Isabel could react, Jiro had pushed a hand into her face, and with the other seized the needle-beam. She pointed the weapon at Isabel.


“Sit down,” said Jiro.


Weeping with rage, Isabel fell back upon the bench.




Jiro, her young face flushed and happy, backed over to the thwart, needle-beam leveled.


Lanarck stood still.


“I will take charge now,” said Jiro. “You—Isabel! Tell your men to row toward Gahadion!”


Sullenly Isabel gave the order. The long black galley turned its bow toward the city.


“This may be sacrilege,” Jiro observed to Lanarck. “But then I was already in trouble for escaping from Drefteli.”


“What do you plan in this new capacity of yours?” Lanarck inquired, moving closer.


“First, to try this weapon on whomever thinks he can take it away from me.” Lanarck eased back. “Secondly—but you’ll see soon enough.”


White-tiered Gahadion rapidly drew closer across the water.


Isabel sulked on the bench. Lanarck had little choice but to let matters move on their own momentum. He relaxed against a thwart, watching Jiro from the corner of his eye. She stood erect behind the bench where Isabel sat, her clear eyes looking over the leaping sparkles of the ocean. Breeze whipped her hair behind and pressed the tunic against her slim body. Lanarck heaved a deep sad sigh. This girl with the wheat-colored hair was unreal. She would vanish into oblivion as soon as Laoome lost interest in the world Markavvel. She was less than a shadow, less than a mirage, less than a dream. Lanarck looked over at Isabel, the Earth girl, who glared at him with sullen eyes. She was real enough.


They moved up the river and toward the white docks of Gahadion. Lanarck rose to his feet. He looked over the city, surveyed the folk on the dock who were clad in white, red and blue tunics, then turned to Jiro. “I’ll have to take the weapon now.”


“Stand back or I’ll—” Lanarck took the weapon from her limp grasp. Isabel watched in sour amusement.


A dull throbbing sound, like the pulse of a tremendous heart, came down from the heavens. Lanarck cocked his head, listening. He scanned the sky. At the horizon appeared a strange cloud, like a band of white-gleaming metal, swelling in rhythm to the celestial throbbing. It lengthened with miraculous speed, until in all directions the horizon was encircled. The throb became a vast booming. The air itself seemed heavy, ominous. A terrible idea struck Lanarck. He turned and yelled to the awestruck oarsmen who were trailing their oars in the river.


“Quickly—get to the docks!”


They jerked at their oars, frantic, yet the galley moved no faster. The water of the river had become oily smooth, almost syrupy. The boat inched close to the dock. Lanarck was grimly aware of the terrified Isabel on one side of him, Jiro on the other.


“What is happening?” whispered Isabel. Lanarck watched the sky. The cloud-band of bright metal quivered and split into another which wabbled, bouncing just above.


“I hope I’m wrong,” said Lanarck, “but I suspect that Laoome is going mad. Look at our shadows!” He turned to look at the sun, which jerked like a dying insect, vibrating through aimless arcs. His worst fears were realized.


“It can’t be!” cried Isabel. “What will happen?”


“Nothing good.”


The galley lurched against a pier. Lanarck helped Isabel and Jiro up to the dock, then followed.


Masses of tall golden-haired people milled in panic along the avenue.


“Lead me to the spaceboat!” Lanarck had to shout to make himself heard over the tumult of the city. His mind froze at a shocking thought: what would happen to Jiro?


He pushed the thought down. Isabel pulled at him urgently. “Come, hurry!”




Taking Jiro’s hand, he ran off after Isabel toward the black-porticoed temple at the far end of the avenue.


A constriction twisted the air; down came a rain of warm red globules: small crimson jellyfish which stung naked flesh like nettles. The din from the city reached hysterical pitch. The red plasms increased to become a cloud of pink slime, now oozing ankle-deep on the ground.


Isabel tripped and fell headlong in the perilous mess. She struggled until Lanarck helped her to her feet.


They continued toward the temple, Lanarck supporting both girls and keeping an uneasy eye on the structures to either side.


The rain of red things ceased, but the streets flowed with ooze.


The sky shifted color—but what color? It had no place in any spectrum. The color only a mad god could conceive.


The red slime curdled and fell apart like quicksilver, to jell in an instant to millions upon millions of bright blue manikins three inches high. They ran, hopped, scuttled; the streets were a quaking blue carpet of blank-faced little homunculi. They clung to Lanarck’s garments, they ran up his legs like mice. He trod them under, heedless to their squeals.


The sun, jerking in small spasmodic motions, slowed, lost its glare, became oblate. It developed striations and, as the stricken population of Gahadion quieted in awe, the sun changed to a segmented white slug, as long as five suns, as wide as one. It writhed its head about and stared down through the strange-colored sky at Markavvel.


In a delirium, the Gahadionites careened along the wide avenues. Lanarck and the two girls almost were trod under as they fought past a cross-street.


In a small square, beside a marble fountain, the three found refuge. Lanarck had reached a state of detachment: a conviction that this experience was a nightmare.


A blue man-thing pulled itself into his hair. It was singing in a small clear baritone. Lanarck set it upon the ground. His mind grew calmer. This was no nightmare; this was reality, however the word could be interpreted! Haste! The surge of people had passed; the way was relatively open. “Let’s go!” He pulled at the two girls who had been watching the slug which hung across the sky.


As they started off, there came the metamorphosis Lanarck had been expecting, and dreading. The matter of Gahadion, and all Markavvel, altered into unnatural substances. The buildings of white marble became putty, slumped beneath their own weight. The Malachite Temple, an airy dome on green malachite pillars, sagged and slid to a sodden lump. Lanarck urged the gasping girls to greater speed.


The Gahadionites no longer ran; there was no destination. They stood staring up, frozen in horror by the glittering slug in the sky. A voice screamed: “Laoome, Laoome!” Other voices took up the cry: “Laoome, Laoome!”


If Laoome heard, he gave no sign.


Lanarck kept an anxious eye on these folk, dreading lest they also, as dream-creatures, alter to shocking half-things. For should they change, so would Jiro. Why take her to the spaceboat? She could not exist outside the mind of Laoome…But how could he let her go?


The face of Markavvel was changing. Black pyramids sprouted through the ground and, lengthening tremendously, darted upward, to become black spikes, miles high.


Lanarck saw the spaceboat, still sound and whole, a product of more durable mind-stuff, perhaps, than Markavvel itself. Tremendous processes were transpiring beneath his feet, as if the core of the planet itself were degenerating. Another hundred yards to the spaceboat! “Faster!” he panted to the girls.


All the while they ran, he watched the folk of Gahadion. Like a cold wind blowing on his brain, he knew that the change had come. He almost slowed his steps for despair. The Gahadionites themselves knew. They staggered in unbelieving surprise, regarding their hands, feeling their faces.


Too late! Unreasonably Lanarck had hoped that once in space, away from Markavvel, Jiro might retain her identity. But too late! A blight had befallen the Gahadionites. They clawed their shriveling faces, tottered and fell, their shrunken legs unable to support them.


In anguish Lanarck felt one of the hands he was holding become hard and wrinkled. As her legs withered, he felt her sag. He paused and turned, to look sadly upon what had been Jiro.


The ground beneath his feet lurched. Around him twisted dying Gahadionites. Above, dropping through the weird sky, came the slug. Black spikes towered tremendously over his head. Lanarck heeded none of these. Before him stood Jiro—a Jiro gasping and reeling in exhaustion, but a Jiro sound and golden still! Dying on the marble pavement was the shriveled dream-thing he had known as Isabel May. Taking Jiro’s hand, he turned and made for the spaceboat.


Hauling back the port, he pushed Jiro inside. Even as he touched the hull, he realized that the spaceboat was changing also. The cold metal had acquired a palpitant life of its own. Lanarck slammed shut the port, and, heedless of fracturing cold thrust-tubes, gushed power astern.


Off careened the spaceboat, dodging through the forest of glittering black spines, now hundreds of miles tall, swerving a thousand miles to escape the great slug falling inexorably to the surface of Markavvel. As the ship darted free into space, Lanarck looked back to see the slug sprawled across half a hemisphere. It writhed, impaled on the tall black spikes.


Lanarck drove the spaceboat at full speed toward the landmark star. Blue and luminous it shone, the only steadfast object in the heavens. All else poured in turbulent streams through black space: motes eddying in a pool of ink.


Lanarck looked briefly toward Jiro, and spoke. “Just when I decided that nothing else could surprise me, Isabel May died, while you, Jiro the Gahadionite, are alive.”


“I am Isabel May. You knew already.”


“I knew, yes, because it was the only possibility.” He put his hand against the hull. The impersonal metallic feel had altered to a warm vitality. “Now, if we escape from this mess, it’ll be a miracle.”


Changes came quickly. The controls atrophied; the ports grew dull and opaque, like cartilage. Engines and fittings became voluted organs; the walls were pink moist flesh, pulsing regularly. From outside came a sound like the flapping of pinions; about their feet swirled dark liquid. Lanarck, pale, shook his head. Isabel pressed close to him.


“We’re in the stomach of—something.”


Isabel made no answer.


A sound like a cork popped from a bottle, a gush of gray light. Lanarck had guided the spaceboat aright; it had continued into the sane universe and its own destruction.


The two Earth-creatures found themselves stumbling on the floor of Laoome’s dwelling. At first they could not comprehend their deliverance; safety seemed but another shifting of scenes.


Lanarck regained his equilibrium. He helped Isabel to her feet; together they surveyed Laoome, who was still in the midst of his spasm. Rippling tremors ran along his black hide, the saucer eyes were blank and glazed.




“Let’s go!” whispered Isabel.


Lanarck silently took her arm; they stepped out on the glaring wind-whipped plain. There, the two spaceboats, just as before. Lanarck guided Isabel to his craft, opened the port and motioned her inside. “I’m going back for one moment.”


Lanarck locked the power-arm. “Just to guard against any new surprises.”


Isabel said nothing.


Walking around to the spaceboat in which Isabel May had arrived, Lanarck similarly locked the mechanism. Then he crossed to the white concrete structure.


Isabel listened, but the moaning of the wind drowned out all other sounds. The chatter of a needle-beam? She could not be sure.


Lanarck emerged from the building. He climbed into the boat and slammed the port. They sat in silence as the thrust-tubes warmed, nor did they speak as he threw over the power-arm and the boat slanted off into the sky.


Not until they were far off in space did either of them speak.


Lanarck looked toward Isabel. “How did you know of Laoome?”


“Through my father. Twenty years ago he did Laoome some trifling favor—killed a lizard which had been annoying Laoome, or something of the sort.”


“And that’s why Laoome shielded you from me by creating the dream Isabel?”


“Yes. He told me you were coming down looking for me. He arranged that you should meet a purported Isabel May, that I might assess you without your knowledge.”


“Why don’t you look more like the photograph?”


“I was furious; I’d been crying; I was practically gnashing my teeth. I certainly hope I don’t look like that.”


“How about your hair?”


“It’s bleached.”


“Did the other Isabel know your identity?”


“I don’t think so. No, I know she didn’t. Laoome equipped her with my brain and all its memories. She actually was I.”


Lanarck nodded. Here was the source of the inklings of recognition. He said thoughtfully: “She was very perceptive. She said that you and I were, well, attracted to each other. I wonder if she was right.”


“I wonder.”


“There will be time to consider the subject…One last point: the documents, with the override.”


Isabel laughed cheerfully. “There aren’t any documents.”


“No documents?”


“None. Do you care to search me?”


“Where are the documents?”


“Document, in the singular. A slip of paper. I tore it up.”


“What was on the paper?”


“The over-ride. I’m the only person alive who knows it. Don’t you think I should keep the secret to myself?”


Lanarck reflected a moment. “I’d like to know. That kind of knowledge is always useful.”


“Where is the hundred million dollars you promised me?”


“It’s back on Earth. When you get there you can use the over-ride.”


Isabel laughed. “You’re a most practical man. What happened to Laoome?”




“Laoome is dead.”


“How?”


“I destroyed him. I thought of what we just went through. His dream-creatures—were they real? They seemed real to me, and to themselves. Is a person responsible for what happens during a nightmare? I don’t know. I obeyed my instincts, or conscience, whatever it’s called, and killed him.”


Isabel May took his hand. “My instincts tell me that I can trust you. The over-ride is a couplet:


‘Tom, Tom, the piper’s son
Stole a pig and away he run.’









V


Lanarck reported to Cardale. “I am happy to inform you that the affair is satisfactorily concluded.”


Cardale regarded him skeptically. “What do you mean by that?”


“The over-ride is safe.”


“Indeed? Safe where?”


“I thought it best to consult with you before carrying the over-ride on my person.”


“That is perhaps over-discreet. What of Isabel May? Is she in custody?”


“In order to get the over-ride I had to make broad but reasonable concessions, including a full pardon, retraction of all charges against her, and official apologies as well as retributive payments for false arrest and general damage. She wants an official document, certifying these concessions. If you will prepare the document, I will transmit it, and the affair will be terminated.”


Cardale said in a cool voice: “Who authorized you to make such far-reaching concessions?”


Lanarck spoke indifferently. “Do you want the over-ride?”


“Of course.”


“Then do as I suggest.”


“You’re even more arrogant than Detering led me to expect.”


“The results speak for themselves, sir.”


“How do I know that she won’t use the over-ride?”


“You can now call it up and change it, so I’m given to understand.”


“How do I know that she hasn’t used it already, to the hilt?”


“I mentioned compensatory payments. The adjustment has been made.”


Cardale ran his fingers through his hair. “How much damages?”


“The amount is of no great consequence. If Isabel May had chosen to make intemperate demands, they would only partially balance the damage she has suffered.”


“So you say.” Cardale could not decide whether to bluster, to threaten, or to throw his hands in the air. At last he leaned back in his chair. “I’ll have the document ready tomorrow, and you can bring in the over-ride.”


“Very well, Mr. Cardale.”




“I’d still like to know, unofficially, if you like, just how much she took in settlement.”


“We requisitioned a hundred and one million, seven hundred and sixty-two dollars into a set of personal accounts.”


Cardale stared. “I thought you said that she’d made a temperate settlement!”


“It seemed as easy to ask for a large sum as a small.”


“No doubt even easier. It’s a strange figure. Why seven hundred and sixty-two dollars?”


“That, sir, is money owing to me for which the bursar refuses to issue a voucher. It represents expenses in a previous case: bribes, liquor and the services of a prostitute, if you want the details.”


“Any why the million extra?”


“That represents a contingency fund for my own convenience, so that I won’t be harassed in the future. In a quiet and modest sense it also reflects my annoyance with the bursar.”


Lanarck rose to his feet. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the same time, sir.”


“Until tomorrow, Lanarck.”











I’ll Build Your Dream Castle


When Farrero first met Douane Angker, of Marlais and Angker, Class III Structors, something in his brain twisted, averted itself; and, looking down at the curl on Angker’s tough mouth, he knew the feeling flowed in both directions. Angker, short and solid, had concentrated in him a heavy unctuous vitality, the same way a cigar stub holds the strongest juices.


Farrero did not, on this occasion, meet Leon Marlais, the other half of the firm, nor did he during the entire length of his job. He would not have recognized him face to face on the pedestrip—because Marlais chose not to be known. His mania for privacy transcended an ordinary taste for seclusion and approached obsession.


Angker held to no such aloofness. The panel to his office stood always wide. All day technicians in the adjoining workroom could look in to see him shouldering, driving, battering through his work; watch him barking orders into the telescreen, flourishing a clenched hand for emphasis.


Farrero stayed away from the office, appearing only for new assignments. He assumed his work was satisfactory. If not, he felt sure Angker would have fired him, and with gusto. However, the day he knocked at Angker’s door to report on the Westgeller job, he knew he was in for trouble.


“Come in!” called Angker, not looking up. Farrero, who was somewhat deaf, turned up his hearing-aid and sauntered forward.


“Good morning,” said Farrero.


Angker responded only with a brief glance upward.


Farrero dropped two strips of microfilm on the desk. “Ready for execution. I’ve shown them to Westgeller, got his O.K.”


“Westgeller? I suppose he can pay for the place.” Angker tipped the strips down the slot in his desk.


“Your credit office likes him,” said Farrero. From where he stood, Angker’s lowered and foreshortened face looked like a rudely molded mask. “He makes heavy glass,” said Farrero. “The stuff tourist submarines are built from. He’s also got a finger in Moon Mining.”


The screen on the far wall glowed, projected the holographic image of a large solid house backed by a gloomy wall of fir trees. It was an old-fashioned house, with high gables and many chimneys, as if it were intended to fight year after year of winter snow. Its colors were a dark red, with gray and white trim, and the sun-cells of the roof glowed a rich burnished copper. Behind, the great fir trees marched almost up to the house; the trunks of many others could be seen dwindling off through the dim aisles. At the front a lawn rolled gently down to banks of bright flower-beds. It was clearly a Class III house.
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