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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Finally there came a time when Man was ready to admit that he was barred from space. He had first suspected it in that day when Van Allen found the radiation belts that encircled Earth, and the men at Minnesota used balloons to trap the solar protons. But Man had dreamed so long that even in the face of this he could not forsake the dream without giving it a try.


So he went ahead and tried – and he kept on trying even after astronauts had died to prove he couldn’t do it. Man was too frail for space. He died too easily. He died either of the primary radiations hurled out by the sun or of the secondaries to which the metal of his ship gave birth.


At length Man knew the dream had failed and there was a bitterness and a disillusion in looking at the stars, for the stars were farther now than they had ever been.


After many years, after great thundering in the sky, after a hundred million heartbreaks, Man finally gave up.


It was just as well he did.


There was a better way.
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Shepherd Blaine sensed that he was in some sort of house, or, if not a house exactly, in something’s dwelling place. For there was an orderliness and a sense of proportion and of form which did not occur in nature, even in an alien nature on the planet of an unknown star far removed from Earth.


His treads left no tracks upon the floor as they had left tracks upon the sand dunes before he had come upon this dwelling place, if that was what it was. The wind was a whisper only as compared with the howling of the desert storm through which he’d forged for hours.


The floor was hard and smooth and of a bright blue color and very easy for him to roll along. There were forms scattered here and there that might have been furniture or equipment or artifacts of some aesthetic value and they all were blue as well and the shape of them was not the wild, haphazard shape of a surface carved by wind or sun or weather, but the clean-cut lines, straight or curved as they might be, of functional apparatus.


And yet the stars still shone and the distant sun was there, dim as it might be, and so this place he had stumbled on was certainly no enclosure.


Blaine moved forward slowly with all his sensors out, turned up to full capacity, and the sense of house persisted and, a little after that, the sense of life as well.


He felt a thin thread of excitement mount inside himself. For it was not often that one found life at all. It was a memorable occasion when one found intelligence. And here, from the smoothness of the bright blue floor, from these artifacts, was intelligence.


His pace slowed to a crawl, his treads whispering on the floor, his sensors out and working, and the whirring of the tape that sucked up sight and sound and shape and smell and form, recording temperature and time and magnetics and all the other phenomena which existed on this planet.


Far off he saw the life – the thing that sprawled limply on the floor, as a lazy man might sprawl, not doing anything, not expecting to do anything, but just lying there.


Blaine moved toward it, still keeping his slow pace, and the sensors gathered in the knowledge of this sprawling life and the recorders sucked it up.


It was pink; an exciting pink, not a disgusting pink as pink so often can be, not a washed-out pink, nor an anatomical pink, but a very pretty pink, the kind of pink the little girl next door might wear at her seventh birthday party.


It was looking at him – maybe not with eyes – but it was looking at him. It was aware of him. And it was not afraid.


Finally he reached it. He came up to within six feet of it and there he stopped and waited.


It was a fairly massive thing, twelve feet high or so in the middle of it, and it sprawled across an area twenty feet or more in diameter. It towered above the smallness of the machine that happened to be Blaine, but there was no menace in it. Nor a friendliness. There was nothing yet. It was just a lump.


And this was the tough part of it, Blaine reminded himself. This was the moment when you could make or break. The move that he made now might set the pattern for all his future relationship with this thing he faced.


So he stayed perfectly still and did not a single thing. The sensors pulled back in and barely kept alive, the tape scarcely moved at all.


And it was tough to wait, for he was running out of time. There was very little left.


Then he sensed the flutter, picked up by the sophisticated electronic innards of the machine which for the moment was his body; the flutter of the being that sprawled pinkly on the floor – the flutter of a thought half-formed, the beginning of communication, the breaking of the ice.


Blaine tensed, fighting down the elation that surged inside of him. For it was foolish to become elated yet – there was no certain indication of telepathic power. Although the flutter had the feeling of it, a certain connotation …


Hang on, he told himself, hang on!


Hold onto that time!


Just thirty seconds left!


The flutter stirred again, louder and sharper now, as if the creature squatting there before him had cleared its mental throat before attempting speech.


It was seldom that one contacted a telepathic creature. Other abilities and traits and idiosyncrasies that made telepathy seem a pallid thing were not at all uncommon, but only rarely did they prove as useful as the plain, old-fashioned telepathic art.


And the creature spoke.


Hi, pal, it said. I trade with you my mind.


Blaine’s mind screamed soundlessly in outraged surprise that came very close to panic. For, suddenly, without warning, he was a double thing – himself and this other creature. For one chaotic instant he saw as the creature saw, felt as the creature felt, knew what the creature knew. And in that same instant he was likewise Shepherd Blaine, Fishhook explorer, a mind from out of Earth and very far from home.


And in that same instant, as well, his time clicked to an end.


There was a sense of rushing, as if space itself might be thundering past at a fantastic rate of speed. Shepherd Blaine, protesting, was jerked across five thousand light years into one specific spot in northern Mexico.
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He crawled upward from the well of darkness into which he had been plunged, groping his way with a blind persistence that was almost driven instinct. And he knew where he was – he was sure he knew – but he could not grasp the knowledge. He had been in this well before, many times before, and it was familiar to him, but there was a strangeness now that had never been before.


It was himself, he knew, in which the strangeness lay – almost as if he were another, as if he were only half himself, and the other half of him were tenanted by an unknown being that was backed against a wall and spat in overriding fear and mewled in loneliness.


He clawed his way upward from the well, and his mind fought in frantic urgency against the mewling strangeness in him even as he sensed that it was no use to fight, that the strangeness was a thing that had come to live with him and be a part of him so long as he existed.


He rested for a moment from the climbing and tried to sort out himself, but he was too many things and in too many places and it was utterly confusing. He was a human being (whatever that might be) and he was a scurrying machine and he was an alien Pinkness sprawling on a bright blue floor and he was a mindlessness that fell through aeons of screaming time which finally figured out, when one nailed down the mathematics of it, to the fraction of a second.


He crawled out of the well, and the blackness went away and there was soft light. He was lying flat upon his back and he finally was home and he felt the old, old thankfulness that he’d made it once again.


And finally he knew.


He was Shepherd Blaine and he was an explorer for Fishhook, and he went far out in space to nose out stranger stars. He went out many light years and at times he found certain things of some significance and other times he didn’t. But this time he had found a thing, and a part of it had come back home with him.


He sought for it and found it in the corner of his mind, rolled tight against its fear, and he tried to comfort it even as he feared it. For it was a terrible thing, he told himself, to be caught inside an alien mind. And, on the other hand, it was a lousy deal to have a thing like this trapped inside his mind.


It’s tough on both of us, he said, talking to himself and to this other thing which was a part of him.


He lay there quietly – wherever he was lying – and tried to put himself in order. He had gone out some thirty hours before – not he, himself, of course, for his body had stayed here – but his mind had gone out, and with it the little scurrying machine, to this unguessed planet that spun around an unknown sun.


The planet had been no different than a lot of other planets, just a howling wilderness, and that was what a lot of them turned out to be when you came stumbling down upon them. This time a howling wilderness of sand although it could just as well have been a jungle or a desert of ice or a bare and naked place of nothing but primeval rock.


For almost thirty hours he had roamed the sand and there had been nothing there. Then suddenly he had come upon the great blue room with the Pinkness sprawling in it, and when he had come home the Pinkness, or a shadow of the Pinkness, had come back with him.


It crawled out from where it had been hiding, and he felt the touch of it again, the knowing and the feeling and the knowledge. His blood crawled like icy slush gurgling in his veins, and he went rigid with the musty smell and the slimy feel of alienness, and he could have shouted in pure terror, but he did not shout. He lay there, quite unstirring, and the Pinkness scurried back to its nook once more and lay there tightly curled.


Blaine opened his eyes and saw that the lid of the place in which he lay had been tilted back, and the glare of brightness that was a hooded light bulb was stabbing down at him.


He took inventory of his body and it was all right. There was no reason for it not to be all right, for it had lain here and rested for all of thirty hours.


He stirred and raised himself so that he sat up, and there were faces, staring at him, faces swimming in the light.


‘A tough one?’ asked one face.


They all are tough,’ said Blaine.


He climbed from the coffinlike machine and shivered, for he suddenly was cold.


‘Here’s your jacket, sir,’ one of the faces said, a face that surmounted a white smock.


She held it for him, and he shrugged into it.


She handed him a glass, and he took a sip of it and knew that it was milk. He should have known it would be. As soon as anyone got back they gave him a glass of milk. With something in it, maybe? He had never thought to ask. It was just one of the many little things that spelled out Fishhook to him and to all the others like him. Fishhook, in its century or more, had managed to accumulate an entire host of moldy traditions, all of them fuddy-duddy in varying degrees.


It was coming back – familiar now as he stood there sipping at his glass of milk – the great operations room with its rows of glistening star machines, some of which were closed while the rest stood open. And in the closed ones lay others like himself, their bodies left behind and their minds far out in space.


‘What time is it?’ he asked.


‘Nine P.M.,’ said a man who held a clipboard in his hand.


The alienness was creeping in his mind again, and the words were there once more: Hi, pal. I trade with you my mind!


And now, in the light of human reason, it was crazier than hell. A form of greeting more than likely. A sort of shaking hands. A shaking of the minds. And when one thought of it, a lot more sensible than the shaking of the hands.


The girl reached out and touched him on the arm. ‘Finish up your milk,’ she said.


If it were a mind-shake, it was a lasting one, for the mind was staying on. He could feel it now, an alien dirtiness, lurking just below the level of his consciousness.


‘The machine got back O.K.?’ he asked.


The man with the clipboard nodded. ‘Not a bit of trouble. We sent down the tapes.’


Half an hour, Blaine thought calmly, and was surprised that he could be so calm. Half an hour was all he had, for that was the length of time required to process the tapes. They always, he knew, ran through the exploratory tapes as soon as they came in.


It would all be there; all the data would be down, telling all the story. There would be no question of it, no doubt of what had happened. And before they read it, he must be out of reach.


He looked around the room and once again he felt the satisfaction and the thrill and pride that he had felt, years ago, when he’d first been brought into this room. For here was the heartthrob of Fishhook itself; here was the reaching out, here the dipping into distant places.


It would be hard to leave, he knew; hard to turn his back upon, for much of him was here.


But there was no question of it – he simply had to go.


He finished up the milk and handed the waiting girl the glass. He turned toward the door.


‘Just a minute,’ said the man, holding out the clipboard. ‘You forgot to sign out, sir.’


Grumbling, Blaine pulled the pencil from beneath the clip and signed. It was a lot of foolishness, but you went through the motions. You signed in and you signed out and you kept your mouth tight shut, and all of Fishhook acted as if the place would fall into a heap of dust if you missed a single lick.


He handed back the board.


‘Excuse me, Mr Blaine, but you failed to note when you would return for evaluation.’


‘Make it nine tomorrow morning,’ Blaine told him curtly.


They could put down anything they wished, for he wasn’t coming back. He had thirty minutes left – less than thirty minutes now – and he needed all of it.


For the memory of that night of three years ago was becoming sharper with every passing second. He could remember, not the words alone, but the very tone of them. When Godfrey Stone had phoned that night there had been a sound of sobbing in his breath, as if he had been running, and there had been a sense of panic.


‘Good night, everyone,’ said Blaine.


He went out into the corridor and closed the door behind him, and the place was empty. The flanking doors were closed, although lights burned in some of them. The corridor was deserted and everything was quiet. But even in the quietness and the emptiness there was still a sense of massive vitality, as if all of Fishhook might have stood on watch. As if all the mighty complex never slept at all – all the laboratories and experimental stations all the factories and the universities, all the planning boards and the vast libraries and repositories and all the rest of it never closed an eye.


He stood for a moment, considering. And it all was simple. He could walk out of here and there was not a thing to stop him. He could get his car out of the parking lot just five blocks away and head northward for the border. But it was, he told himself, too simple and direct. It was too obvious. It was just the thing that Fishhook would figure him to do.


And there was something else – the nagging thought, the clinging, monstrous doubt: did he really need to run?


Five men in the three years since Godfrey Stone – and was that evidence?


He went striding down the corridor, and his mind was busy sorting out the doubts, but even as he sorted he knew there was no room for doubts. Whatever doubt might rise, he knew that he was right. But the tightness was an intellectual rightness and the doubt emotional.


He admitted to himself that it all boiled down to a single factor: he did not want to flee from Fishhook. He liked being here; he liked the work he did; he didn’t want to leave.


But he had fought that out with himself many months ago. He’d reached a decision then. When the time came, he would go. No matter how much he might want to stay, he’d drop everything and run.


For Godfrey Stone had known and in his desperate fleeing he had taken out the time to make one desperate call – not a call for help, but a cry of warning.


‘Shep,’ he had said, sobbing out the words as if he had been running. ‘Shep, listen to me and don’t interrupt. If you ever should go alien, take it on the lam. Don’t wait around a minute. Just take it on the lam.’


And then the receiver had crashed down and that was all there was.


Blaine remembered how he’d stood there, with the phone still in his fist.


‘Yes, Godfrey,’ he had said into the silence at the other end. ‘Yes, Godfrey, I’ll remember. Thank you and good luck.’


And there’d not been word again. He had never heard from Godfrey Stone again.


If you ever should turn alien, Godfrey Stone had said. And now he had turned alien, for he could feel the alienness, like a lurking second self crouched inside his brain. And that had been the manner in which he had turned alien. But what about the others? Certainly not all of them had met a Pinkness, five thousand light years distant. How many other ways might a man turn alien?


Fishhook would know that he was alien. There was no way to stop them knowing. They’d know when they processed the tapes. Then they’d have him in and turn a peeper on him – for while the tapes might say that he was alien, they could not tell in what manner or to what extent he might have turned an alien. The peeper would talk very friendly to him even sympathetically, and all the time he would be rooting out the alien in his mind – rooting it out of hiding to find out what it was.


He reached the elevator and was punching at the button when a door just down the hall came open.


‘Oh, Shep, I see it’s you,’ said the man standing in the door. ‘I heard you going down the hall. I wondered who it was.’


Blaine swung around. ‘I just got back,’ he said.


‘Why don’t you come in for a while?’ Kirby Rand invited. ‘I was getting ready to open up a bottle.’


There was no time to hesitate. Blaine knew. He either went in and had a drink or two or he gave a curt refusal. And if there were a curt refusal, Rand would become suspicious. For suspicion was Rand’s business. He was section chief of Fishhook security.


Thanks,’ said Blaine, as unruffled as he could. ‘For a short one only. There’s a girl. I shouldn’t keep her waiting.’


And that, he told himself, would block any well-intentioned invitation to take him out to dinner or to go out and see a show.


He heard the elevator coming up, but he walked away from it. There was nothing he could do. It was a dirty break, but there was no help for it.


As he walked through the door, Rand thumped him on the shoulder in round good fellowship.


‘Good trip?’ he asked.


‘Not a bit of trouble.’


‘How far out?’


‘About five thousand.’


Rand wagged his head. ‘I guess that’s a foolish one to ask,’ he said. ‘They all are far out now. We’ve just about finished off all the near-by ones. Another hundred years from now, we’ll be going out ten thousand.’


‘It makes no difference,’ Blaine told him. ‘Once you get going, you are there. Distance seems to be no factor. Maybe when we get way out we may pick up a lag. Halfway across the galaxy. But I doubt it even then.’


‘The theoretical boys think not,’ said Rand.


He walked across the office to the massive desk and picked up the bottle that was standing there. He broke the seal and spun the cap.


‘You know, Shep,’ he said, ‘this is a fantastic business we are in. We tend to take it in our stride and it becomes at times a bit humdrum to us. But the fantasy is there.’


‘Just because it came so late to us,’ said Blaine. ‘Just because we passed up the ability so long. It was in us all the time and we never used it. Because it wasn’t practical. Because it was fantastic. Because we couldn’t quite believe it. The ancients grabbed the edge of it, but they didn’t understand it. They thought that it was magic.’


That’s what a lot of folks still think,’ said Rand.


He rustled up two glasses and got ice out of the wall refrigerator. He poured out generous helpings.


‘Drink up,’ he said, handing Blaine a glass.


Rand lowered himself into the chair behind the desk.


‘Sit down,’ he said to Blaine. ‘You aren’t in that much of a rush. And you lose something in the drinking when you stay standing up.’


Blaine sat down.


Rand put his feet up on the desk, settled back in comfort.


No more than twenty minutes left!


And sitting there, with the glass clutched in his hand, in that second of silence before Rand should speak again, it seemed to Blaine once more that he could hear the throbbing of the huge thing that was Fishhook, as if it were one great sentient being lying here against the nighttime Mother Earth of northern Mexico, as if it had heart and lungs and many throbbing veins and it was this throbbing which he heard.


Across the desk Rand crinkled his face into a gracious mask of geniality.


‘You guys have all the fun,’ he said. ‘I sometimes envy you.’


‘It’s a job,’ Blaine told him carelessly.


‘You went out five thousand years today. You got something out of it.’


‘I suppose there was some satisfaction,’ Blaine admitted. ‘The intellectual thrill of knowing where you were. Actually, it was better than the usual run. I think I rustled up some life.’


Tell me,’ said Rand.


‘Not a thing to tell. I found this thing when time was running out. I didn’t have a chance to do anything at all before I was jerked back home. You’ve got to do something about that, Kirby. It can get damn embarrassing.’


Rand shook his head. ‘I’m afraid that’s out,’ he said.


‘You should give us some discretion,’ Blaine insisted. ‘The time limit should not be so arbitrary. You keep a man out the total length of time – the entire thirty hours – when there is no earthly reason for him staying on. Then you yank him back when he’s on the very verge of something.’


Rand grinned at him.


‘Don’t tell me you can’t do it,’ said Blaine. ‘Don’t pretend that it’s impossible. Fishhook has cords of scientists, stacked up in solid rows –’


‘Oh, I suppose it’s possible,’ Rand told him. ‘We just like to keep control.’


‘Afraid of someone staying?’


That’s possible,’ said Rand.


‘What for?’ demanded Blaine. ‘You’re not a man out there. You’re nothing but a human mind caged in a smart machine.’


‘We like it as it is,’ said Rand. ‘After all, you guys are valuable. We must take safety measures. What if you got into a jam five thousand years from home? What if something happened and you were unable to exercise control? We would lose you then. But this way it’s automatic. When we send you out, we know you’re coming back.’


‘You value us too highly,’ Blaine told him dryly.


‘Not at all,’ said Rand. ‘Do you realize how much we have invested in you? Do you realize how many men we sift through before we find one that we can use? One who is both a telepath and a rather special kind of teleporter, one who has the mental balance to stand up to the impact of some of the things he finds out there, and, finally, one who is capable of loyalty to Fishhook.’


‘You buy the loyalty,’ said Blaine. ‘There is no one of us who ever claimed he was underpaid.’


That,’ Rand told him, ‘is not what I am talking about and you know it isn’t.’


And you, Blaine asked inaudibly – what are the qualifications for security? Peeping could be one of them – the ability to look into another’s mind – but there’d never been any evidence in all the years he had known Rand that the man actually was a peeper. If he were a peeper, then why should he use men in his department whose sole purpose consisted of their ability to peep?


‘I can’t see what all this has to do,’ said Blaine, ‘with not giving us some time control. We could—’


‘And I don’t see why you should fret yourself,’ Rand countered. ‘You’ll be going back to your precious planet. You can pick up where you left off.’


‘Of course I’m going back. I found it, didn’t I? That sort of makes it mine.’


He finished off the drink, put the glass down on the desk.


‘Well, I’m off,’ he said. ‘Thank you for the drink.’


‘Of course,’ said Rand. ‘Wouldn’t think of keeping you. You’ll be back tomorrow?’


‘Nine o’clock,’ said Blaine.
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Blaine walked through the massive, ornate entrance that fronted on the plaza and under ordinary circumstance he would have stopped there for a moment to soak in this best part of the day.


The street lamps were soft blobs of light, and the fronds were rustling in the evening breeze. The strollers on the walks seemed disembodied shadows, and the cars went sliding past in a sort of breathless haste, but quietly, very quietly. And over all of it hung the magic haze of an autumn night.


Tonight he did not stop. There was no time to stop.


Eight minutes now. Eight little lousy minutes.


Five blocks to get his car out of the parking lot and he didn’t have the time. He couldn’t take the chance. He had to leave the car.


And there was something else – there was Kirby Rand. Why, on this of all nights, had Rand popped out his door and asked him in to have a drink?


There was nothing that he could put his finger on, but he felt a vague disquiet at his talk with Rand. It was almost as if the man had known he was stealing time from him, as if he might have sensed that there was something wrong.


But all of that was past, Blaine told himself. It had been hard luck, of course, but it was not disastrous. In fact, there might even be some advantage to it. If he had got his car, Fishhook would have known exactly where to look for him. But forced to stay within the city, he could vanish in a matter of ten minutes.


He strode swiftly down the walk and turned in a direction away from the parking lot.


Give me ten minutes more, he told himself, almost as if it were a prayer. With a ten-minute start, there were a dozen places he could hide himself – hide himself to gain a little breathing space, to do a little thinking and to make some plans. For now, without a car, he simply had no plans.


He’d get those ten minutes, he was sure, if he only could be so lucky as to meet no one who might recognize him.


He felt the terror welling up as he strode along, a terror rising like a froth foaming in his skull. And it was not his terror; it was not human terror. It was abysmal and black, a screaming, clawing terror that had its origin in a mind that could hide no longer from the horrors of an alien planet, that could no longer huddle inside an alien brain, that finally found it unbearable to face up to a frightening situation that was made almost unendurable by a total lack of background.


Blaine fought against the terror, teeth gritted in his mind, knowing with one thin, undulled edge of understanding that it was not himself who had tripped the terror, but this other, this lurker in the brain.


And realized, even as he thought it, that he could scarcely separate the two of them – that they were bound inexorably together, that they shared a common fate.


He started to run but forced himself to stop with the last ounce of resolution in him. For he must not run; he must in no wise attract attention to himself.


He lurched off the walk and collided with the trunk of a massive tree, and his hands went out to grasp and hug it, as if by the mere act of contact with something earthly he might gain some strength.


He stood there against the tree, hanging on as best he could – and hanging on was all. Slowly the terror began to drain back into some inner recess of his skull, crawling back into its hole, hiding piteously again.


It’s all right, he told the thing. You stay right where you are. Don’t worry. Leave everything to me. I will handle this.


It had tried to get away. It had tried its best to burst free of where it was and, having failed, now was pulling back into the one safe corner of the pen in which it found itself.


No more of this, Blaine thought. I can’t afford another one like this. If another came, he knew, he could not stand against it. He could not keep himself from running from the terror, slobbering and screaming in horror as he ran. And that would be the end for him.


He let loose of the tree and stood stiff and straight beside it, forcing himself to stand stiff and straight against his weakness and his rubber legs. He felt the chill dampness of the perspiration which had started out on him and he was panting like a man who had run a race.


How could he run and hide, he asked himself; how could he get away with this monkey on his back? Himself alone was bad enough. He could not hope to do it if he had to drag along a frightened, whimpering alien.


But there was no way to lose the alien, no way he knew of at the moment to shake it loose of him. He was stuck with it and he must get along with it the best way that he could.


He moved out from the tree and went on down the walk, but more slowly and less surely, trying to still the shaking in him, trying to pump some strength into his wobbly legs. And through it all, he suddenly realized that he was ravenous with hunger. The wonder was, he told himself, that he had not sooner been aware of it, for except for the glass of milk, he had had no food for more than thirty hours. Rest – rest that had amounted to a deep, unbroken sleep – but not a bite of food.


The cars went sliding past, whispering on their airjets, with the soft, low murmur of the nuclear engines like an undertone.


One pulled to the curb just ahead of him, and a head stuck out.


‘Shep,’ said the head, ‘how lucky! I was hoping I would find you.’


Blaine stood in panic for an instant and he felt the alien terror rising once again, but he crammed it back into its corner with every shred of mental power he had.


He made his voice calm and fought to keep it even.


‘Freddy,’ he said. ‘It’s a long time since I’ve seen you.’


For it was Freddy Bates, man of no apparent occupation, although it was vaguely understood that he represented someone or other in this place where almost every other person was a lobbyist or representative or petty diplomat or undercover agent.


Freddy opened the door.


‘Hop in,’ he said. ‘We’re going to a party.’


And this might be it, thought Blaine. This might be the way to start where he was going. It was better, certainly, than anything he had in mind. Fishhook would never in a million years think to find him at a party. And another thing: a party would be an easy place to slip away from. There would be so many people that none of them would notice when or where one of them might go. There would be, he was almost certain, at least one car with the key left carelessly in its ignition lock. There would be food – and he needed food.


‘Come on,’ said Freddy. ‘It is one of Charline’s parties.’


Blaine slid into the car and sank into the seat. The door hissed shut, and Freddy swung the car into a traffic lane.


‘I told Charline,’ said Freddy, settling down to chatter, ‘that a party simply could not be a party without a soul from Fishhook. I volunteered to go out and snare a Fishhook personage.’


‘You goofed,’ Blaine told him shortly. ‘I am no personage.’


‘Except,’ said Freddy, ‘you travelers have such horrendous tales to tell.’


‘You know,’ said Blaine, ‘that we never tell them.’


Freddy clicked his tongue. ‘Secrecy,’ he said.


‘You’re wrong,’ said Blaine. ‘It’s rules and regulations.’


‘Of course. And that’s the reason rumor is a rampant wildfire in this town. Let something happen in the afternoon up here on the hill and by evening it is being told in the finest detail in the lowest dives.’


‘But usually not correct.’


‘Perhaps not in its more lurid and exact description, but at least in principle.’


Blaine did not answer. He settled back in the seat and turned his head toward the window, watching the lighted streets slide past and above the streets the massive, terraced blocks of buildings that were Fishhook. And marveled at the unfailing wonder of this sight which after all the years never failed to thrill him. Knowing as he thought it that it was not the sight itself, for there were grander in the world, but the fabulous significance which fell like a mantle on the city.


For here, he thought, in fact, if not in name, was the capital of Earth. Here lay the hope and greatness of the future, here was the human link with other worlds deep in outer space.


And he was leaving it.


Incredible as it seemed, with all his love of it and all his devotion to it and all his faith in it, he was running from it like a frightened rabbit.


‘What are you guys going to do with all of it?’ asked Freddy.


‘All of what?’


‘All the knowledge, all the secrets, all the concepts that you are raking in.’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Blaine.


‘Regiments of scientists,’ said Freddy, ‘working happily away. Corps of technologists doping out new angles. How far ahead of the rest of us are you – a million years or so?’


‘You’re talking to the wrong man,’ said Blaine. ‘I don’t know a thing. I just do my job. And if you’re needling me, you should know that I don’t needle.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said Freddy. ‘It’s an obsession with me.’


‘You and a million other people. Bitching at Fishhook is a worldwide pastime.’


‘Look at it my way,’ said Freddy, earnestly. ‘I’m sitting on the outside. I’m not even looking in. Here I see this great monstrosity, this human paragon, this superhuman project, and I feel an envy of everyone who’s in it and a sense of not belonging and distinctly second-rate. Do you wonder the world hates Fishhook’s guts?’


‘Do they?’


‘Shep,’ said Freddy, solemnly, ‘you should get around.’


‘No particular need. I hear enough of it without going anywhere. My question was: Do they hate Fishhook really?’


‘I think they do,’ said Freddy. ‘Maybe not right here. All the talk in this town is mostly fashionable. But get out in the provinces. They really hate it there.’


The streets now were not so closely hemmed nor the lights so bright. There were fewer business places and the residences were thinning out. The traffic had diminished.


‘Who’ll be at Charline’s?’ asked Blaine.


‘Oh, the usual crowd,’ said Freddy. ‘Plus this the usual zoo. She’s the crazy sort. Without any inhibitions, scarcely with a social sense. You might bump into almost anyone.’


‘Yes, I know,’ said Blaine.


The thing stirred inside his brain, almost a sleepy stir.


It’s all right, Blaine told it. Just settle down and snooze. We have got it made. We are on our way.


Freddy swung the car off the main road and followed a secondary that went winding up a canyon. The air took on a chill. In the dark outside one could hear the trees talking back and forth and there was the smell of pine.


The car turned an abrupt curve, and the house was shining on a bench above – a modernistic cliff dwelling plastered in the canyon’s wall like a swallow’s nest.


‘Well,’ said Freddy, joyously, ‘here we finally are.’
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The party was beginning to get noisy – not boisterous, but noisy. It was beginning to acquire that stale air of futility to which, in the end, all parties must fall victim. And there was something about it – about the sour smell of too many cigarettes, the chill of the canyon breeze through the open windows, the shrill and vacant sound of human chatter – that said it was getting late – late and time to go, although it really wasn’t. It wasn’t midnight yet.


The man named Herman Dalton stretched his long legs out, slumping in the chair, the big cigar thrust into one corner of his mouth, and his hair like a new-built brush pile from his running hands through it.


‘But I tell you, Blaine,’ he rumbled, ‘there’s got to be an end to it. The time will come, if something isn’t done, when there’ll be no such thing as business. Fishhook, even now, has driven us flat against the wall.’


‘Mr Dalton,’ Blaine told him wearily, ‘if you must argue this, you should find someone else. I know nothing about business and even less of Fishhook despite the fact I work there.’


‘Fishhook’s absorbing us,’ said Dalton, angrily. ‘They’re taking away our very livelihood. They’re destroying a fine system of conventions and of ethics built very painfully through the centuries by men deeply dedicated to the public service. They are breaking down the commercial structure which has been built so carefully. They’re ruining us, slowly and inexorably, not all of us at once, but surely, one by one. There is the matter, for example, of this so-called butcher vegetable. You plant a row of seeds, then later you go out and dig up the plants as you would potatoes, but rather than potatoes you have hunks of protein.’


‘And so,’ said Blaine, ‘for the first time in their lives, millions of people are eating meat they couldn’t buy before, that your fine, brave system of conventions and of ethics didn’t allow them to earn enough to buy.’


‘But the farmers!’ Dalton yelled. ‘And the meat market operators. Not to mention the packing interests …’


‘I suppose,’ suggested Blaine, ‘it would have been more cricket if the seeds had been sold exclusively to the farmers or the supermarkets. Or if they were sold at the rate of a dollar or a dollar and a half apiece instead of ten cents a packet. That way we’d keep natural meat competitive and the economy safe and sound. Of course, then, these millions of people—’


‘But you do not understand,’ protested Dalton. ‘Business is the very lifeblood of our society. Destroy it and you destroy Man himself.’


‘I doubt that very much,’ said Blaine.


‘But history proves the position of commercialism. It has built the world as it stands today. It opened up the new lands, it sent out the pioneers, it erected the factories and it—’


‘I take it, Mr Dalton, you read a lot of history.’


‘Yes, Mr Blaine, I do. I am particularly fond of—’


‘Then, perhaps, you’ve noticed one other thing as well. Ideas and institutions and beliefs in time outlive their usefulness. You’ll find it in page after page of all our history – the world evolves and the people and their methods change. Has it ever occurred to you that business as you think of it may have outlived its usefulness? Business has made its contribution and the world moves on. Business is just another dodo …’


Dalton came straight out of his slump, his hair standing straight on end, the cigar dangling in his mouth.


‘By God,’ he cried, ‘I believe you actually mean it. Is that what Fishhook thinks?’


Blaine chuckled dryly. ‘No, it’s what I think. I have no idea what Fishhook may be thinking. I am not in Policy.’


And that was the way it went, Blaine told himself. No matter where you went, that was the way it was. There was always someone who tried to root out a hint, a clue, a tiny secret that might pertain to Fishhook. Like a group of hopping vultures, like a bunch of peeping Toms – athirst to know what was going on, suspecting, perhaps, much more was going on than was actually the case.


The city was a madhouse of intrigue and of whispering and of rumor – filled with representatives and operatives and pseudo-diplomats. And this gent in the chair across from him, Blaine speculated, was here to place a formal protest against some new outrage perpetrated upon some proud commercial unit by some new Fishhook enterprise.


Dalton settled back into his chair. He got a fresh and deadly grip upon the big cigar. His hair fell back again, it seemed, into some semblance of once having known a comb.


‘You say you’re not in Policy,’ he said. ‘I believe you told me you are a traveler.’


Blaine nodded.


‘That means that you go out in space and visit other stars.’


‘I guess that covers it,’ said Blaine.


‘You’re a parry, then.’


‘I suppose you’d call me that. Although I’ll tell you frankly it is not a name that is regularly employed in polite society.’


The rebuke was lost on Dalton. He was immune to shame.


‘What’s it like?’ he asked.


‘Really, Mr Dalton, I cannot begin to tell you.’


‘You go out all alone?’


‘Well, not alone. I take a taper with me.’


‘A taper?’


‘A machine. It gets things down on tape. It is full of all sorts of instruments, highly miniaturized, of course, and it keeps a record of everything it sees.’


‘And this machine goes out with you—’


‘No, damn it. I told you. I take it out with me. When I go out, I take it along with me. Like you’d take along a brief case.’


‘Your mind and that machine?’


‘That’s right. My mind and that machine.’


‘Think of it!’ said Dalton.


Blaine did not bother with an answer.


Dalton took the cigar out of his mouth and examined it intently. The end that had been in his mouth was very badly chewed. The end of it was shredded, and untidy strips hung down. Grunting with concentration, he tucked it back into his mouth, twirling it a bit to wind up the shreds.


‘To get back to what we were talking about before,’ he announced pontifically. ‘Fishhook has all these alien things and I suppose it is all right. I understand they test them rather thoroughly before they put them on the market. There’d be no hard feelings – no sir, none at all – if they’d only market them through regular retail channels. But they don’t do that. They will allow no one to sell any of these items. They’ve set up their own retail outlets and, to add insult to injury, they call these outlets Trading Posts. As if, mind you, they were dealing with a bunch of savages.’
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