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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.


      




 


 


 




“Yet some there be that by due steps aspire


To lay their hands on just that golden key


That opes the palace of Eternity.”


Milton








PART ONE—The Humans





I


IN SPITE OF all his efforts, Tavernor was unable to remain indoors when it was time for the sky to catch fire.


Tension had been gnawing at his stomach for most of the evening, and the repair job on the boat turbine seemed to have grown progressively more difficult, although he knew it was simply that his concentration was failing. Finally, he laid his welding pistol down and switched off the lights above the workbench.


Immediately there was a nervous fluttering among the caged leatherwings at the opposite end of the long room. The compact, bat-like creatures disliked any sudden change in light intensity. Tavernor went to the cage and steadied it with his hands, feeling the wires vibrate like harpstrings under his fingers. He put his face close to the cage, swallowing as the cool air from the wingbeats caught in his throat, and projected his thoughts towards the squeaking, silver-eyed mammals.


Be calm, little friends. All is well. All is well …


The clamor within the cage ceased almost at once, and the leatherwings returned to their perches, the mercury-specks of their eyes shining at him in the similitude of intelligence.


“That’s better,” Tavernor whispered, aware that the creatures’ telepathic faculties had picked up the undercurrents of his own edginess.


He locked the workshop door behind him, crossed the living room and went out of the single-story building into the warm October night. The year on Mnemosyne had almost five hundred days, and there were virtually no seasons, but men had carried their own calendars into space. Back on Earth’s northern hemisphere, trees were being transmuted to copper and gold—so it was October on Mnemosyne and a hundred other colonized worlds.


Tavernor checked the time with his watch. Less than five minutes to go.


He took his pipe from his pocket, loaded it with moist strands of tobacco and lit up. The ignited glowing shreds on top writhed upwards and Tavernor pressed them down with a work-hardened fingertip, calming himself with the rites of patience. He leaned against the wall of the darkened house while the smoke carried its message of sanity away on the night air. Tavernor imagined the fragrance reaching into nests and burrows in the surrounding forest, and wondered what their furry inhabitants would make of it. They had had barely a hundred years to get used to humanity’s presence on their world, and—with the exception of the leatherwings—had maintained a somber, watchful reserve.


At two minutes before zero hour Tavernor transferred his attention to the sky. The heavens above Mnemosyne were unlike those of any planet he had ever visited. Many geological ages earlier two large moons had coursed overhead, drawing closer and closer together until they had collided. Traces of that cosmic impact could be found all over the craters, but the main evidence was in the sky.


A shell of lunar fragments—many of them large enough for their irregularity of outline to be visible to the naked eye—constantly drifted on the background of fainter stars, forming a curtain that reached from pole to pole. The pattern of brilliant shards never repeated itself, and adding to the spectacle was the fact that the screen was dense enough for eclipses to take place on a continuous basis. As Mnemosyne’s shadow swept across the sky groups of moonlets would pass from white right through the colors of the spectrum, vanish into blackness, then reappear, to run the penumbral gamut in reverse. The total light cast was about equal to that of a normal moon but as it was diffused, coming from every part of the sky, there were no shadows—just a faint silvery ambience.


Against a sky like that, even a first magnitude star was difficult to pick out, but Tavernor knew exactly where to look. His eyes fastened on the single, wavering speck of light that was Neilson’s Star. Almost seven light-years distant, it was lost in the kaleidoscope of Mnemosyne’s night sky, but its insignificance was soon to be a thing of the past.


As the final seconds ticked away, the tension inside Tavernor’s guts increased until he could feel it as a hard bullet of apprehension. I’m indulging this thing, he told himself. After all, the event itself had taken place seven years ago. That had been when Earth’s Stellar Engineering Corps (the vast egotism of the title never failed to dismay Tavernor) had selected Neilson’s Star, noting with approval that it was of the classical type for their purpose. A close binary, the popularized reports had stated. Principal component, in the giant sequence of the Hertz-sprung-Russell diagram; secondary component, small and dense; planets, none. Prognosis for modification: excellent.


That was when the Corps’ great butterfly ships had come swarming on their magnetic wings, surrounding the doomed giant, raking its surface with the stings of their lasers, pouring in energy at gamma ray frequencies until the influx reached insupportable intensities, until…


Tavernor’s teeth clenched on the mouthpiece of his pipe as—with the suddenness of a room lamp being switched on—the house, the surrounding forest, the distant mountain ranges, the whole sky, all was bathed in hard white light. Its source was Neilson’s Star, which was now a point of searing brilliance so fierce that he had to jerk his eyes away from it. Even at the distance of seven light-years the nova’s initial fury could have pricked through his retinas. Forgive us, he thought; please forgive us.


The forest lay still for a disbelieving moment, as though stunned by the nova’s intangible hammer-blow, then it erupted in protest against this supremely unnatural event. A billion wings beat the air in a kind of diffused explosion. The flood of light pouring down from the transformed sky was dimmed momentarily as every creature capable of flight projected itself into the air, wheeled and darted for safety. Their concerted defiance of gravity gave Tavernor the fleeting sensation that it was he who was sinking; and then the sound reached him. Screams, squawks, whistles, whimpers, roars, clicks, hisses, combined with the flurry of wings, clatter of dry leaves, scampering of feet, followed by …


Utter silence.


The forest watched and waited.


Tavernor found himself gripped by the ghastly stillness, reduced to the level of one of Mnemosyne’s forest creatures, virtually mindless, yet he had in that moment a sense of being aware of Life’s relationship to the space-time continuum in a way that men no longer understood. The vast and transparent parameters of the eternal problem seemed to parade on the surface of the gestalt mind of which he might suddenly have become a part. Life. Death. Eternity. The numinous. Panspermism. Tavernor felt a tremendous elation. Panspermism—the concept of ubiquitous life. Justification for believing that every mind in existence was linked to every other mind that had ever been? If so, then novae and supernovae were only too well understood by the quivering inhabitants of the dark burrows and shielded nests around him. How many times in this galaxy alone had a star gone berserk? A million times? And in the eternity of galaxies? How many civilizations, how many incomputable billions of lives had been blasted out of existence by the star-death? And had each being, intelligent or otherwise, in that last withering second, fed the same message into the panspermic all-mind, making it available to every sentient creature that would ever exist in the continuum’s dark infinities? Look out, little brother whether you walk, crawl, swim, burrow or fly—when the sky suddenly floods with light, make your peace, make your peace …


Tavernor felt his elation increase—he was on the brink of understanding something important—and then, because the emotion was a product of his individuality, the nebulous contact was lost, with an accelerating yearning slide into normalcy. There was a moment of disappointment, but even that vanished into something less than a memory. He re-lit his pipe and tried to get used to the altered appearance of his surroundings. Statements issued by the War Bureau had said that for two weeks Neilson’s Star would become about a million times brighter than before, but would nonetheless still be ten thousand times less brilliant than Mnemosyne’s own sun. The effect was similar to bright moonlight on Earth, Tavernor realized. Only the suddenness of the illumination had made it awesome, after all—the suddenness and his knowledge of the deadly purpose behind it.


The sound of a ground-effect machine approaching from the direction of the Center disturbed Tavernor’s reverie. Tuning his ears to the engine note, he recognized the smoothly expensive whine of Lissa Grenoble’s personal machine even before he saw its headlights splaying their topaz fingers through the trees. His heart began to thud steadily and peacefully. He remained immobile until the vehicle had almost reached the house, then became aware that he was deliberately trying to display the attributes she most admired in him—solidity, self-sufficiency, brooding physical power. There’s no fool like a middle-aged fool, he thought, as he shouldered himself off the wall.


He caught the handle of the passenger door and steadied the machine as it sank to the ground. Lissa got out at the far side, smiling whitely. As always, the sight of her turned his inside into a volcano which had its base somewhere in his loins. Framed by shoulder-length black hair, Lissa’s face was dominated by a generous mouth and large gray eyes. Her nose was slightly upturned and a little too broad for classical beauty. It was a face that was almost a caricature of warm femininity, perfectly matching a body in which breasts and thighs were slightly more ample than current fashion demanded.


“Engine still sounds good,” he remarked, for want of something better to say.


Lissa Grenoble was the daughter of Howard Grenoble, the planetary administrator, but Tavernor had met her in the same way that he usually met people on Mnemosyne—through being asked to repair a machine. The planet was virtually without metallic deposits, and no butterfly ship could ply through its shell of lunar fragments with cargo from Earth or any of the nearer manufacturing centers. So even Mnemosyne’s first family, which was also its richest, preferred to pay for repeated repairs to an older vehicle, rather than go to the fantastic expense of importing a new one by way of butterfly ship, orbital station and reactor-powered stage ship.


“Of course the engine sounds good,” Lissa replied lightly. “You made it better than new, didn’t you?”


“You’ve been reading my promotional literature.” Tavernor was flattered in spite of himself.


Lissa came around the vehicle, caught his arm and leaned against him, purposefully. He kissed her once, drinking in the incredible reality of her the way a thirsting man gulps his first draught of water. Her tongue felt hot, hotter than any human’s ought to feel.


“Hey!” He broke away from her. “You started early tonight.”


“What do you mean, Mack?” Lissa pouted beautifully.


“Sparks. You’ve been drinking sparks.”


“Don’t be silly. Do I smell of sparks?”


Tavernor sniffed doubtfully, twisting his head away as she playfully tried to nip the end of his nose. The volatile, meadows-in-summer aroma of sparks was absent, but he was not quite satisfied. He never drank the dream-liquor himself, preferring whiskey—another reminder that Lissa was nineteen and he was exactly thirty years older. People no longer showed their age much, so there was no physical barrier between them; but the years were there in his mind just the same.


“Let’s go inside,” he said. “Away from this ghastly light.”


“Ghastly? I think it’s romantic.”


Tavernor frowned. Lissa was laying it on too thick. “Romantic! You know what it means?” He glanced up at the intense point of light, now easily the most prominent object in the sky, which Neilson’s Star had become.


“Yes, of course. It means they’re opening a high-speed commercial lane to Mnemosyne.”


“No.” Tavernor felt his tension return. “The war’s coming this way.”


“Now you are being silly.”


Lissa tugged his arm and they went into the house. Tavernor reached for the light switch, but she stayed his hand, closing with him again. He responded instinctively, then part of his mind which never relaxed its guard injected a niggling little idea through the emotional turmoil. This, he thought, is the clumsiest attempt at a seduction I’ve ever seen.


Feeling somehow like a cheat, Tavernor abstracted himself sufficiently to be able to review his relationship with Melissa Grenoble, from the time they had met three months earlier until the present moment. Although the attraction had been both instantaneous and mutual, the friendship had been an uneasy one, mainly because of the difference between their positions in Mnemosyne’s tightly knit social structure. Howard Grenoble’s appointment was perhaps the least political of its kind in the Federation—thanks to the planet’s numerous peculiarities—but he still carried the rank of Administrator, and his daughter was not expected to become involved with …


“Just think of it, Mack,” Lissa was whispering. “Ten whole days on the south coast. Just the two of us.”


Tavernor tried to focus on her words. “Your father would love that.”


“He won’t know. There’s a painting exhibition going south at the same time. I told him I was going on it. Kris Shelby’s organizing the trip, and you know he’s the soul of discretion …”


“You mean he can be bought like a stick of gum.”


“What’s that got to do with us?” There was the faintest edge of impatience in Lissa’s voice.


“Why are you doing this?” He used calculated stolidity, trying to anger her. “Why now?”


She hesitated, then spoke with a matter-of-factness he found strangely disturbing. “I want you, Mack. I want you, and there’s a limit to how long I can wait. Is that so difficult to understand?”


Standing with her in the confined darkness, breast to breast, thigh to thigh, Tavernor felt his detachment begin to crumble. Why not? The blood-red thought hammered at him. Why not? Aware of his capitulation, Lissa snaked her arms around his neck and sighed comfortably as he lowered his face to hers. He froze for a second and abruptly pushed her away, filled with a sudden bleak anger.


In her open mouth, visible only because of the room’s utter blackness, he had seen golden fireflies spinning.


“You shouldn’t have stopped me switching on the lights,” Tavernor commented a few minutes later as they drove towards the Center, following the glittering surface of a forest stream.


“Mack! Are you going to tell me what’s the matter?”


“You can kill the smell of sparks easily enough—the luminescence is a little tougher.”


“I …”


“What’s it all about, Lissa?”


“I’ve told you already.” Her voice was dull.


“Of course. Our beautiful natural relationship. But you had to tank up on sparks first.”


“I don’t see what difference my having a drink makes.”


“Lissa,” he said impatiently. “If we can’t be honest with each other, let’s not speak at all.” Listen to me, he thought. Old Man Tavernor.


There was a long silence, during which he concentrated on keeping the fast-skimming vehicle in the center of the stream. The trees on each bank were limned from above with silver from Neilson’s Star, and on their undersurfaces with gold from the machine’s powerful headlights, giving them a look of unreality. Tinsel trees lining a fairy highway. Tavernor edged the throttle forward and the finely tuned engine responded immediately.


Traveling at close to a hundred miles an hour, the vehicle screamed out into the stream’s final broadening sweep and arrowed out to sea, slicing the tops off waves and converting them into an undulating plume of white spray which faded away far to the rear. The broad black ocean lay ahead, and Tavernor had a sudden urge to escape the war he knew to be coming by pushing the throttle to the end of its slot and holding a straight course, scribing a bright line on the dark waters, until the turbines destroyed themselves, and him, and the vast storehouse of his guilt …


“That’s interesting,” Lissa said conversationally. “The rev counter’s gone all the way into the red. I’ve never managed to get it through the orange sector.”


“That,” said Tavernor, gratefully returning to his senses, “was before I made your power plant better than new. Remember?” He slowed the vehicle to a more respectable speed and eased it into a wide turn which brought the lights of the Center marching across the windshield. “Thanks, Lissa.”


“For what?”


“Nothing, perhaps, but thanks just the same. Where are we going?”


“I’m not sure.” Lissa paused, and Tavernor found himself listening intently, wondering at his own suspicions. “Oh, yes I am! I’d like to go to Jamai’s.”


“I don’t know, sweetie.” Tavernor fenced instinctively. “I doubt if I could face those goddam twitching mirrors tonight.”


“Oh, don’t be an old troll. I’d like to go to Jamai’s.”


Tavernor caught the faintest possible emphasis on the word “old,” and knew at once he was engaged in an occult duel, fighting with invisible swords. Lissa was trying—with what she doubtlessly regarded as great subtlety—to pressure him. First there had been the amateurish attempt at seduction, now she was maneuvering to get him to go to a certain bar.


“All right—let’s go to Jamai’s.”


Tavernor wondered why he had agreed so readily. Curiosity? Or was it some kind of penance for the fact that he was thirty years her senior, that he was too old and experienced for her to manipulate him and, therefore, was failing her in some way he scarcely understood?


He maintained a broody silence until the vehicle had swept up one of The Center’s approach ramps and was nestled down in a parking area close to the sea front. Lissa took his hand when they got out and walked close to him, trying to shelter from the salted breezes, until they were on the brightly-lit boulevard which curved around the bay. The windows of the big stores poured their brilliance out to be lost in the sentient-seeming ocean, defying the realization that Man was a newcomer to this world. As she walked, Lissa wistfully pointed out items of clothing and jewelry which appealed to her, keeping up her customary pretense that she was unable to afford anything she fancied.


Tavernor scarcely listened. Lissa’s strange behavior had made him feel a lurking unease which brought with it a heightened awareness of his surroundings. There seemed to be many more military uniforms than usual on the streets tonight. Mnemosyne was as far from the combat areas as it was possible to get and still be within the Federation, but the conflict with the Pythsyccans had been raging for almost half a century now, and soldiers were to be found on every world. Some were resting or convalescing, others were vaguely busy in the service of the non-combat branches which proliferate so freely in technological warfare. All the same, Tavernor thought, I don’t remember seeing so many uniforms before. Is this something to do with the blowing of Neilson’s Star? So soon?


When they reached Jamai’s, Lissa went in first. Tavernor followed her into the long, redly-lit room and glanced around, concealing his caution, while Lissa greeted a group of her friends ranged at the bar. They glittered and tinkled like human mobiles, exuding the joyful complacency of intellectuals out for a night on the town. All around them, the mirrors surged and shrank.


“Darling! How nice to see you!” Kris Shelby unfolded his tall, immaculate figure from the bar with a progressive wave-like movement which reminded Tavernor of someone twitching a silk rope.


“Hello, Kris.” Lissa smiled and, still holding Tavernor’s hand, brought him into the space the group had made for her at the bar.


“Hello, Mack.” Shelby pretended just to have spotted Tavernor. He smiled thinly. “And how’s my jolly artisan tonight?”


“Don’t know—I never take much interest in your playmates.” Tavernor stared blandly into the taller man’s face and had the pleasure of seeing the smile disappear. Shelby was rich, had real graphic talent, was a leading light in the art colony which made up so much of Mnemosyne’s permanent population. All these things, in his own estimation, gave him a natural claim on Lissa and he had not been fully able to conceal his irritation when she brought Tavernor into the circle.


“What are you hinting at, Mack?” Shelby had become majestic, pulling rank.


“Nothing,” Tavernor said seriously. “You asked me how your jolly artisan was, and I said I didn’t know the gentleman in question. I was suggesting that you should ask him yourself. Perhaps if you called your apartment …”


Shelby adopted a bored expression. “You have a tendency to overdo things.”


“Sorry. I didn’t realize I’d touched on a sensitive area,” Tavernor said doggedly, and a girl at the rear of the group giggled, causing Shelby to glance coldly at her.


“I’d like a drink,” Lissa said quickly.


“Allow me.” Shelby signaled a barman with a lacy flourish. ‘What will it be, Lissa?”


“Sparks.”


“Any special variety?”


“No—just straight relaxers.”


“I’ll have bourbon,” Tavernor put in, unasked, aware he was allowing his dislike for Lissa’s friends to push him into a record display of churlishness. When the drink arrived he swallowed half, set the glass on the bar and put an elbow on each side of it. He glared at his reflection as it flowed and distorted in one of the mirrors that completely sheathed the walls. The mirrors were flexible and changed their shape as solenoids behind them exerted pressures in a random sequence dictated by the heat patterns radiated from the customers’ skins, cigarettes or drinks. On a night when business was good at Jamai’s the walls went mad, convulsing and pounding like the chambers of a gigantic heart.


Tavernor disliked the place intensely. He leaned on the bar, wondering what it was that Lissa thought she had in common with Shelby and his crew of cultural gadflies. For them, the war simply doesn’t exist, he thought—and was intrigued by the irrationality of his emotions. He had come to Mnemosyne to forget the war and what it had done to him, yet was angered by people who succeeded in remaining untouched as the great butterfly ships of the Federation sailed out on the ionic winds of space …


He was so deep in his own thoughts that the argument had been going on for several minutes before he became aware of it.


A red-haired giant in the pale gray whipcords of the Interstellar Mobile Divisions had been sullenly drinking beer at the far end of the long bar. Tavernor had noted the man’s presence as soon as he came in, but he had missed the arrival of a second soldier who had taken a position at the opposite end, close to the door. The latter was dressed in the darker grays of the Tactical Reserve. He was as tall as the other man, but leaner, and had a white desperate face.


“Lousy reservist,” the redhead was snarling drunkenly as Tavernor tuned in on the argument. “Nothing to do but eat, drink and screw real soldiers’ wives.”


The Reservist looked up from his drink. “You again, Mullan. How can you be in every bar I go into?”


Mullan repeated his original remark, word for word.


“Wouldn’t have thought any woman would marry you,” the Reservist commented acidly.


“Waddya say?” Mullan’s deep-throated bellow brought a sudden silence to the whole room.


The Reservist apparently had traces of imagination. “I said that any woman who would marry you would be safe in a cell full of rapists.”


“Waddya say?”


“I said … Ah, get lost.” The thinner man made a contemptuous gesture and returned to his drink.


“Say that again.”


The Reservist rolled his eyes towards the ceiling, but said nothing. Tavernor glimpsed a white-jacketed bartender disappearing into a phone booth at the other side of the room. The redhead gave an inarticulate roar of fury and began making his way along the bar. He did it by putting one huge, orange-fuzzed hand on the chest of the man next to him, hurling him backwards, and moving on to the next. By the time he had removed four of Jamai’s clientele from his path the others had got the idea and there was a rush to get away from the bar. Nobody thought of objecting to the giant’s impropriety.


The group centering on Lissa and Shelby moved out of the line of action in a flurry of excitement, with a ripple of laughter from the glittering, tinkling girls. This isn’t real, Tavernor thought, it’s part of a bad movie. He picked up his glass and was preparing to rejoin Lissa when he caught the triumphant look in Shelby’s eyes.


“That’s right, Mack,” Shelby said soothingly. “Come over here—where it’s safe.”


Numbly, swearing inwardly, Tavernor set his glass down again.


“Don’t be silly, Mack.” Lissa’s voice was taut with alarm. “It isn’t worth it.”


“That’s right, Mack—it isn’t worth it,” Shelby mimicked.


“Stop it,” Lissa half-screamed.


Tavernor turned his back on them and leaned on the bar, staring down into his whiskey, while self-recrimination raged in his brain. What’s wrong with me? Why do I allow people like Shelby to …


A hand like the scoop of a crane closed over his left shoulder and dragged him backwards. He locked his muscles, clamping himself to the smooth wood of the counter, and the hand slipped off him. The redhead gave an incredulous grunt and took a fresh grip on Tavernor’s shoulder. During the first contact Tavernor had sized the big man up, judged him to be a proficient but not especially gifted hand-to-hand combatant, and had decided on a mode of fighting which should put him away quickly but without any lasting damage. He allowed himself to be pulled sideways and his right fist came around in a blurred arc which terminated in the bulge of flesh just below the other man’s ribs. The redhead was too big and heavy to be knocked backwards. He sank vertically as though being lowered into the basement, then the light returned to his eyes and he straightened up again and made to grab Tavernor’s throat.


Tavernor ducked under the converging hands and was shifting his balance to deliver another blow when the familiar, querulous whine of a stungun sounded behind him. He had time for the startled realization that he had been shot by the white-faced Reservist.


Then it got very dark in Jamai’s.


By all the rules, Tavernor should have lost consciousness immediately—but he had stopped stungun charges many times in his life and his nervous system had almost learned to sustain the brutal shock. Almost, but not quite. There was a mindless period during which light was non-directional, swirling over him like sound; voices, the noises of the bar, suddenly acquired polarity, became meaningless radial sprays of vibration.


Eons later came a moment of sensibility. He was out in the street, where the night breezes were seeded with salt water, and rough hands were lifting him into a vehicle. The interior had an evocative smell—dust, engine oil, rope. An army vehicle? On Mnemosyne?


“Is he all right?” The voice was that of a woman.


“He’s all right. How about the money?”


“Here you are. Are you sure he isn’t hint?”


“Yeah. I’m not so sure about Mullan, though. You didn’t say anything about this guy being a gladiator.”


“Forget about Mullan,” the woman said. “You’re both being well paid.”


Tavernor groaned. He had recognized Lissa’s voice—and the pain of the betrayal was something that stayed with him as he fell down the dark, echoing well of night.




II


THE CELL WAS eight feet square, windowless, and so utterly new that Tavernor was able to find little spirals of bright, clean metal in the corner behind the toilet facilities. It smelled of resin and plastic, and appeared never to have had a previous occupant.


He found the last fact vaguely disturbing—there was no way of knowing where he was being imprisoned. This certainly was not the cell block in either The Center’s police building or the Federal administration complex south of the city. Tavernor had seen both while working on maintenance contracts, and remembered that the cells were bigger, older and had windows. Besides, neither the police nor the Federal men would have left him alone for so long. His watch showed that almost five hours had passed since he had regained consciousness to find himself lying fully clothed on an oblong of resilient green plastic that served as a bed.


He got to his feet and kicked the door with the flat of his foot. The featureless white metal absorbed the blow with a sound that suggested massive solidity. Tavernor swore savagely and lay down again, staring into the luminescent plane of the ceiling.


It had been Lissa’s voice, all right. It had been Lissa who had paid the Reservist to set Tavernor up and then knock him down. The whole melodramatic scene at Jamai’s had been contrived—but for what reason? Why should Lissa go out to his place, primed with sparks, try to seduce him, and when that had failed maneuver him into a bar where she had set a trap? Could it be a joke? He had known Shelby’s crowd to go to some pretty fantastic lengths when they thought they were on to something funny, but surely Lissa would not have gone along with them. Or would she? Tavernor suddenly realized there was much he did not know about Melissa Grenoble. And at the moment, he could not even tell whether it was night or day …


His rage spilled over once again. He leaped up from the bed and was hurling himself at the door when he saw that a small panel had opened in it. A pair of hard gray eyes was staring at him through the aperture.


“Open the door.” Tavernor spoke harshly to cover his surprise. “Let me out of here.”


The eyes regarded him unwinkingly for a moment, then the panel snapped shut. A few seconds later the door swung open. Beyond it were three men in dark green uniforms of infantrymen. One was a heavily built sergeant with a closely shaven yet blue chin, down which an old laser scar spilled like porridge. The other two men were experienced-looking pfcs who carried rifles with a carelessness which did not deceive anybody. All three looked hostile and ready for any trouble Tavernor might care to offer.


“What the hell’s going on here?” Tavernor demanded, deliberately using inflections which would let a practiced ear know that he had once held military rank.

OEBPS/Images/9780575111103.jpg
- OF E;mz

GATEWAY‘* F SPSHE NQT A L5

N

R AT A





OEBPS/Images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





