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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.













CHAPTER ONE



Mystery on the Liss-Mall


ZAPOKETA ON the Saturn shell. Across the worn and tattered lawns of Nexon Square old Imref Varter came, prying into trash cans, pocketing an occasional piece of metal in the bag-like folds of his voluminous and shabby coat, and generally appearing as disreputable as the seedy square across which he moved. Casual observation would have placed him well over sixty years of age, and his hair was a shorn, stiff stubble which blended so completely with his beard that his head was a virtual ball of fur from which protruded two eyes surmounting ruddy cheeks, a nose, and the occasional flash of surprisingly red lips. One leg was seriously twisted, and this gave his movements an odd, rolling effect, as though he lived on his own private sea, yet for all this his frame was fully erect, and his eyes were constantly alive and watchful in a way that stamped him as no ordinary down and out morsel of humanity.


Despite his generally formidable appearance, the children playing in the square paid him no attention. For many months now his ragged eccentricity had been recognised and accepted in the district. He was regarded as a character to be ignored rather than shunned or feared, and so little impact did his comings and goings now evoke that few could truthfully have remembered where they last saw Imref, and if so, when. This situation of ‘non presence’ suited him nicely. He wanted and needed no confidants, and it kept him below the threshold level of notice by the police. He had a job to do for which invisibility would have suited him even better, but lacking the invention of so vital a cloak, he made clever use of its psychological equivalent: whatever he did or wherever he went, nobody wanted to know.


One far edge of Nexon Square gave suddenly on to the Liss-mal, a street of many characters, and one of the most important thoroughfares of the Zapoketa conurbation. Here a mixture of theatres and clubs and places of entertainment vied with shops and restaurants for the rich pickings from those who regarded the Liss-mal as the hub of the universe. Somewhere in this hotch-potch of commercial developments, where land values were so high that had diamonds been discovered in the earth it would not have paid to dig them out, one could find an establishment to cater for virtually every conceivable need and taste, and one could never be surprised at how bizarre or how mundane these wants could be. Thus next to the ‘sex palace’ of Mistress Sin, probably one of the most expensive and exclusive brothels ever devised, came something called ‘Cherry’s Amazing Holo-Theatre’ currently showing a three-dimensional hologram presentation called A FANTASY JOURNEY THROUGH THE UNIVERSE OF SOLARIA. This in turn was adjacent to a single door which bore the simple message: MAQ ANCOR. REGISTERED ASSASSIN.


It was indeed in these three particular establishments that Imref Varter was interested. They were all housed under the same roof in a purpose-designed building in one of the more expensive sections of the Liss-mal, and his painstaking research had shown that, building costs and land values taken into consideration, not one of these enterprises could be considered a viable commercial proposition. Admittedly the ‘palace’ of Mistress Sin was deservedly popular, but she could have operated the same sort of establishment in the better-class ‘red-light’ district for only one hundredth part of her current rent. True also that Cherry’s Amazing Holo-Theatre was playing to full capacity, but his admission prices were so low that Imref, after keeping a careful tally, knew that Cherry was scarcely covering his daily operating costs. And as for Ancor the Assassin—in three months the man had received not one single client, for the simple reason that those with assassination on their minds had better sense than to walk boldly in through a blatantly-marked door on the most public thoroughfare in Zapoketa.


As his intelligence briefing had suggested, these three establishments had to be a front for something else, but despite many months of patient surveillance and enquiry, Imref Varter found himself still no nearer knowing what shadowy organisation lurked behind these intriguing exteriors. The proprietors seldom left their establishments, the telephone and video taps had picked up nothing at all suspicious, and his own watch for visits by subversive agents had been a complete waste of time. Left to make his own decisions, Imref would have written the case off as an innocuous mystery. Unfortunately his superior in the Service, Dil Carras, was not as easily convinced. There was the question of the great bonded sky-carriers which occasionally made deliveries to the rooftop wharf, usually after dark.


Working his way into the Liss-mal, Imref passed in front of the discreetly curtained ‘palace’ of Mistress Sin. One of the windows had been opened, and the curtains were blowing wide in the breeze. Pausing in his vagrant way, Imref looked in. Several of the local girls who worked in the ‘palace’ were joking with an outstandingly attractive girl with a remarkably greenish skin-tone, who he knew to be the legendary Mistress Sin herself. Although he had had the Saturn Identifile carefully researched, he had been unable to discover her real identity—but this was not too surprising, because the Identifile list for the whole shell contained nearly five times ten to the twenty-second power of names. This number was so unthinkable that had it been possible to review ten names every second, scanning through the entire list would have taken around one and a half million million centuries. Of course, looking only at the female side of the file should have taken only half that time.


The laughing green girl saw the curtains blowing and came over to fix them, noticed Imref outside the window, and threw him out a handful of coins, which he pocketed with every sign of gratitude. The gift of money was a handsome sum but insignificant when compared to his salary as a top-level intelligence agent; but the incident gave him the opportunity of examining this green-skinned enigma from a close distance. He found the experience unexpectedly heady and delicious. She was a natural coquette, and an artist as well, but for all her charms the keen and calculating intelligence which nestled in her eyes was not lost on him, and he made a mental note that she must never be underestimated.


Imref Varter passed on then across the front of Cherry’s Amazing Holo-Theatre, slightly dazzled by the moving three-dimensional images in the showcases, which purported to be scenes from the concentric inner shells which lay within the Saturn shell itself. The power and artistry of such images was immediate and obvious, and Imref felt it difficult to relate such genius to the wizened and bearded little man in sandals and white toga who was fussing around the installation of a new display. He knew this to be Cherry, the owner of the show, and Imref would have mentally marked him as a fool, except that no fool could possibly have produced a holo-show so advanced in technique and so imaginative in form and content. Again, here was one of whom it was wise to be wary.


Imref’s third stop was actually against the door marked: MAQ ANCOR. REGISTERED ASSASSIN.


That Ancor was a registered assassin was probably beyond dispute, but the league or guild with which he was registered had not yet been located. Under cover of a pretended paroxysm of coughing, Imref leant against the wall and tested the door. As always, it was locked, and the slight strip of adhesive tape which he had placed there several days before showed that the entrance could not have been used in the intervening period. He had only twice seen Ancor himself, and what he had seen had been impressive: the man looked like a lion and walked like a cat, had proved impossible to shadow without certain risk of detection, and kept trained fingers perpetually within inches of the weapon pouches at his hips. Of all the mysterious trio on the Liss-mal, Varter had decided, Maq Ancor was undoubtedly the most dangerous.


Continuing on his way along the crowded pavements of the Liss-mal, Imref then took a circuitous route through the side streets which fetched him finally back to the vicinity of Nexon Square. Here, in an alley between the delivery bays of two large stores, was located a public video-phone booth. Entering, he spoke a number carefully into the voice-responsive call mechanism, and when the indicator told him that contact had been established, he felt for the concealed button which would scramble the call beyond all possibility of unauthorised interception. The screen remained dark.


‘Dil?’


‘Listening, Imref. What’s new?’


‘Nothing’s new. The last piece of action was that sky-carrier consignment three days ago.’


‘We tried to check on that. But it was a bonded transit container which had been through so many carriers’ hands and had its documentation changed so many times that it was impossible to say what was supposed to be in it or where it came from.’


‘I still think we’re chasing, rainbows, Dil,’ said Varter. ‘There’s not the slightest suggestion of anything illegal or subversive down on that part of the Liss-mal—which is a heap more than I can say for some of the areas adjacent. Why don’t we stop wasting time on this one, and let me get back to doing something where we get some results to show for the effort?’


‘I still can’t agree with you, Imref. I’ve a gut feeling about that place. We’ve managed to get hold of the architect’s plans of the building, and do you know there’s a workshop at the back of it so large you could build a battlecruiser in there?’


‘So what? Anyone mad enough to try to produce holo-scenes of the whole Solarian universe needs a big workshop. I’ve seen the show, and the effects are shattering. The wonder to me is that such trick holo-shots could be produced in so small a space.’


‘Well I’m not convinced. But I agree with you that it’s high time we moved on to other things. So I propose to have one last crack at busting this thing open.’


‘How do you intend to do that, Dil?’


‘I’ve sat behind this damn desk too long. I want to get back into the field again for a bit. I’m coming down to Zapoketa, and you and I are going to penetrate right into that place and discover what really does go on.’


Imref Varter was silent for a moment, then: ‘I can’t advise it, Dil. I know you spent many years in the field, but you never were a big-city boy.’


‘What are you saying?’


‘I’m saying Zapoketa’s the type of place that you were either born into or else you don’t bother with. I couldn’t trust you to get from the Terminal to the Liss-mal with all your luggage intact and without you being mugged on the way. If you want a penetration made, I’ll do it on my own. Frankly, I think you’d just be a liability,’


‘That’s the trouble with you field men. You always get to thinking that anyone who sits behind a desk automatically becomes deaf, blind, and daft. Well, I’ve got news for you, Imref. I’m still a better field man than you’ll ever be—which is why I head the department while you’re still out there gathering moss. I’ll be at the Zapoketa Terminal in two days. Meet me there, and have your plans prepared. I’m giving myself twenty-four hours to crack something the rest of you haven’t been able to solve in nine months. How does that sound for an executive decision?’


‘Have it your way, Dil,’ said Imref. ‘But let the records show I was against your coming. If this thing does blow up in our faces I’d like at least a little something going for me.’


Although Imref’s tone was light, his face was undoubtedly grave as he cut the connection and turned away. Something about the strange mystery on the Liss-mal made him feel certain that what Dil Carras was proposing to do was unquestionably foolhardy. The look he had seen in the eyes of Mistress Sin, and Maq Ancor’s catlike tread, convinced him that whatever it was in that building was no ordinary thing. He and Dil would have to tread warily indeed if they planned an unauthorised entry.










CHAPTER TWO



Alien Dream


THE TOWNSHIP of Bryhn on the Mars shell, in the principality of Hammanite. A small patch of light in the gloom of an underground room. In the centre, under the light, a low post of no apparent significance, and atop the post the golden spines of a thousand-way multiple-circuit electrical connector. And a drama…


The air in the low cell was so hot as to be almost unbreathable, yet it was tension not temperature which caused the respiration of its occupant to become painful and slow. Confined in a wheeled tank containing his life-support systems and from which only his arms and the top of his torso protruded, Prince Awa-Ce-Land-a felt the warm air sear his straining lungs and watched the monitors below his chin light one after the other with a warning of the imminence of death. Centrally in his thoughts was the dreadful terminal connection under the single lamp. If he had strength and equanimity, he could ignore it, and somehow or the other, with his life-support mechanisms racing out of synchronisation, he would die. He feared however, that as before, when the great monster of permanent extinction seriously challenged his psyche, his resolve would crumble. He would propel himself towards the post, and, taking his own wired connector in his hand, he would once more make that fearful hook-up.


If he did so, then he knew he would survive. His artificial body-processes, again re-sequenced by the most powerful computer in the Solarian universe, would respond immediately and give him great ease and a renewed interest in living. He would be transported from the virtual edge of death and given a literal new lease of life. It was a situation greatly to be desired, and he had done it many times before, but after the first time what had always tempted him to stay his hand was not the process of physical rejuvenation but the accompanying …


ALIEN DREAMS!!!


Whilst that frightful connector was in place every aspect of his being and existence was totally coupled to Zeus, the cybernetic complex which was so powerful that it had taken over from man the task of constructing and regulating the entire Solarian universe. But the linkage brought far more than an adjustment to his physical condition. Whilst the connection remained, even his brain shared some staggering empathy with the artificial intelligence of the giant machine. Although he soon became lost in the gulfs and voids between its mammoth electronic concepts, he was forced mentally to reach out and touch that most frightening entity of all … artificial intelligence … the machine Id … the personality which was the great computer itself. And thus locked together, great, alien dreams would flow from a mind never born of flesh and blood into one only too appallingly dependent on continuing blood supply … oxygen … the removal of waste products …


ALIEN DREAMS!!!


The last of the monitors flared red, and Land-a knew he had very few seconds left in which to reach a decision. Already there was a whistling in his ears rising steadily in intensity, and only his own weak chest muscles were forcing the shallowed movements of his rib cage in the tank. The light before his eyes suddenly seemed intolerably bright, whilst the relative gloom became a sea of impenetrable darkness, and the great shadows of permanent death appeared to hover over his head like dark angels. He looked at the hand which held the fateful coupling, and was frightened by the way it was ghastly white and shaking. Then he made his final deliberate choice, and the coupling dropped down out of sight. He had decided to die rather than once more face the …


ALIEN DREAMS!!!


Then panic hit him like the explosion of a bomb. He had already left it nearly too late for recovery, but the mentally-controlled mechanics of the propulsion system on his tank responded even where muscles might have failed. Hauling the connector back and slamming the self-aligning surfaces on to the terminal plate was quite literally performed with the last remnants of his swiftly-failing energy, and Land-a actually fainted as the connection was made.


He was plunged into ALIEN DREAMS, and these were dreams such as never played in any human brain. The universe was set beneath him, as though he were God, but there was nothing god-like about the interpretation of the scene. Instead, there was an unearthly dispassion and a sense of objectivity, a comprehension of detail which analysed every fragment of every scene down to the most microscopic detail yet simultaneously still encompassed the whole. And strange were the alien fantasies which rode the scene, touched with a curious sense of searching and longing, as though the machine which had built the Solarian universe was looking for something greater than itself with which to share and confirm its sense of being.


Then came the black dreams, the haunting insecurities, the weaknesses and the fears. Like any other advanced intelligence, this vast intellect was riddled with self-doubt and worries about the things it was unable to overcome, and it was in the midst of this traumatic self-search that Land-a saw the tyrant of Hades. Admittedly the view was through a vastly alien perception, but nonetheless it was recognisable as a very potent reality.


The wheeled man had no way of knowing how long these fantasies continued. When he awoke finally, feeling refreshed and renewed, he remained motionless for a long time, stupefied by the imagery which had been impressed into his brain, and trying to shake the trail of alien impressions from his head. Then he drew himself together, wheeled rapidly from the room, and headed for the nearest communications point. Stabbing at the buttons with fingers now cool and precise, he raised his own control operator.


‘Get me the Centre for Solarian Studies at Ajkavit. I want to get a message to Maq Ancor.’


From his observation point high in the building, Maq Ancor had watched Imref’s perambulation along the Liss-mal with a thoughtful frown. Soon the micro-transmitter built into one of the coins which Sine Anura had thrown to the agent became activated by the warmth of the fellow’s pocket and enabled Maq to track his progress back on a way parallel to that by which he had come, and finally to be able to record the conversation in the video-phone booth. The exercise told him nothing new about Imref Varter, whose interest had always been obvious to one with an assassin’s trained instincts. The new piece of information was of the intended penetration of their premises, and it was this that brought deep lines of speculation into the multiple folds of Ancor’s complex face.


He picked up the internal communicator.


‘Nice work, Sine! That bugged coin worked beautifully! But the natives are more restless than we thought.’


‘I wish we didn’t have to do it this way, Maq—in secret. Surely the authorities on Mars shell could have made some sort of contact with the Saturn shell authorities and arranged for us to have a base here legitimately?’


‘You know their reasoning, Sine. A lot of the population on the Saturn shell are direct descendants of enforced emigrants from the Mars shell. Let it be known that there is a route through the shells other than the emigrant route via the spoke shuttles, and all hell could break loose.’


‘Then how much longer before we continue on our way? If they’re watching us that closely, it won’t be long before they start taking action.’


‘They’re already planning it. Somebody called Dil is coming to Zapoketa in a couple of days to join up with our fuzzy old friend Imref. They intend breaking in here to see what we’re up to. The Shellback’s quite ready to fly, but we’ve the final consignment of stores arriving by sky-carrier in three days’ time. It will take us a couple of days to unload the transit container and stow the stuff away, so we can’t reasonably leave here inside a week. But I think we must expect visitors before then.’


‘Maq, how could they get in? Not even a mouse could get through all that steel and concrete.’


‘I don’t know how they’ll try it, but I’ve developed a healthy respect for old Imref. Obvious he may be, but he knows just when to come and when to fade, and he’s sharp with it. If Imref reckons he can penetrate here, then he probably can.’


‘So how will we play it, Maq?’


‘It depends on the way they start the game. If they come in shooting, we don’t have much option but to kill them. But if they make a reasonable approach, I think between us we’ve enough talents to keep them occupied.’


‘Any further word from Professor Soo at Ajkavit?’


‘Not yet, but they’re seven hundred and forty-four million miles distant, so the message journey time is around an hour each way.’ He glanced up as an indicator lit on the screen. ‘Ah! There’s something coming in now. I’ll get it decoded and let you know.’


AJKAVIT UNIVERSITY: SOO CALLING ANCOR. YOUR SUSPICIONS CONFIRMED. LAND-A NOW ADMITS HE DOES ENTER A FORM OF EMPATHIC COUPLING WITH ZEUS WHILE HIS LIFE-SUPPORT SYSTEMS ARE BEING TUNED. THE EMPATHY MANIFESTS ITSELF AS A FORM OF DREAM STATE OR DELIRIUM RATHER THAN A DIALOGUE, AND APPEARS TO BE A WINDOW INTO ZEUS’ DEEPER THOUGHT PROCESSES RATHER THAN A DELIBERATE ATTEMPT BY THE COMPUTER TO CONTROL OR COMMUNICATE WITH THE MAN. YOUR PLANNED EXPEDITION INTO HADES-SPACE SEEMS TO HAVE ITS ORIGIN IN ONE OF THESE EMPATHIC ENCOUNTERS, AND THE SAME ENCOUNTER MAY BE WHAT PROMPTED LAND-A TO ASK THE QUESTION ‘WHAT REALLY DOES HAPPEN TO THE ENFORCED EMIGRANTS WHO ARE CARRIED BY THE SPOKEWAYS BEYOND THE SHELL OF SATURN’.


Ancor transmitted a copy of this to both Cherry and Sine, checked that all his security arrangements were fully operational, then went back to the workshop which housed the Shellback while it was being prepared for their latest expedition through the universe of Solaria. Although he had seen it a thousand times before, he never ceased to be amazed at the supreme ugliness of the little ship, which traded all the niceties of conventional aero-space design for the sheer brute strength of its multiple engines and virtually inexhaustible sources of power. In the confines of the workshop the blocked squareness of the little craft, complex with weapon and instrument projections, made an even greater than usual impact, screaming of strength and utility and the toughness of its shields and the power of its armaments. Although remarkably scarred by sundry forms of violence on previous expeditions, its hull was still as sound as a bell, and Ancor patted it affectionately as he climbed into the hatch.


‘How’s it going, Tez?’


Tez, having done his stint as Cherry’s holo-projectionist, was now engaged in the intricate task of checking and packing the stores they would need in the months ahead.


Tez scratched his head. ‘Nearly finished with this lot, Maq. Then we’ve one further load to come, and we’re ready for take-off. But it beats me how the Shellback ever manages to stagger into the air under the weight of all this lot.’


‘It’s done on the principle of sheer brute force applied at just the right angle. Did you know those new motors Land-a had fitted must be around the most powerful that have ever been devised. If we run them up to full speed, they’re calculated to give us a space-mode velocity of half a million miles an hour, which is five times faster than we’ve ever gone before.’


‘Why do we need such an incredible speed, Maq?’


‘In terms of the distances between the outer shells, the speed isn’t incredible at all. The shell of Uranus is eight hundred and ninety-seven million miles from here, and even at our new speed it will take us all of seventy-five days to reach it. And from Uranus to the Neptune shell is even farther. So such velocities are an absolute necessity if we’re ever to do any form of exploration in a reasonable time.’


‘What ever happened to those faster than light drives we used to read about as kids?’


‘Unfortunately they remained the fiction they always were. Nobody could get around Einstein’s theory of relativity, and nobody ever will. The Shellback is by far the fastest thing in space, and even that is nearing the limits of the maximum speed it will ever be theoretically possible to achieve. We don’t know what lies outside Solaria, but unless there’s something closer than one-hundredth part of a light year, we aren’t ever going to be able to reach it. And even that journey would take the Shellback thirteen years. That’s the reality with the fiction stripped away.’










CHAPTER THREE



Under Attack


THE CONURBATION of Zapoketa on the Saturn shell had grown up around the Hyper-Travel Terminal, which now stood roughly at its centre. Key to the whole complex was the vast golden tube of the Spokeways system, operated by Zeus, whose shuttles constantly raced to cope with the draft of enforced emigrants who daily arrived at its daunting maw. The emigrants were chosen by a computer-based lottery, in which every person born on the shell was registered in the Saturn Identifile, and before they reached marriageable age would receive one of two decisions: irrevocable permission to stay on the shell, or an unalterable command to report to their nearest Spokeway terminal for emigration to some new and outer shell being opened-up for habitation.


The system was harsh and greatly disliked, but with the shell population doubling roughly every thirty years, there were no practical alternatives: some had to leave in order that those who remained had space to live. Even the staggering five times ten to the eighteenth power square miles of habitable land on the Saturn shell, much of it still underpopulated, could not cope with many successive doublings of the population before reaching saturation and a gradual breakdown of facilities and resources. It was a wry fact that if the Saturn shell ever did reach a full level of population, then in a mere thirty years they would need another shell of equivalent size, and in sixty years, another two!


Thus enforced emigration, as unwelcome as it was, was a painful reality of life, and respect for the principle was a fundamental tenet in the structure of all the diverse modes of society which thrived on the surface of the shell. In order to bring in this unending stream of people from the vast areas served by each of the spokes, the Spokeways terminal inevitably became the centre of a multi-mode travel complex which also engaged in all the other aspects of commercial and passenger transport, and it was on the ready availability of these facilities that the vast conurbations like Zapoketa grew.


Dil Carras would be arriving by exospheric liner after a twenty-four hour flight which would have brought him nearly a million miles from his base in Margram. Although he remained as fuzzy, Imref Varter had exchanged his baggy coat for a neater and less conspicuous soft grey suit, and was now picking his way across the vast terminal concourse towards the exospheric arrival bays. The queues of emigrants waiting for their shuttles depressed him. They were those for whom life had apparently been torn asunder, and they waited pale-faced and nervous or in tears for their turn to step into the fateful vessels which would take them … where? They were themselves descended from sometime emigrants from other, inner shells, and logic suggested that this was merely the same pattern being repeated. Unfortunately, the shuttles ran one way only—ever outward through Solaria—and no emigrant had ever been able to return to tell about the place to which he had been transported.


Breaking free of these wan queues, Varter quickened his step, his twisted leg giving him the semblance of a merry, rolling motion as he attempted to reach the gate through which Dil Carras would emerge. Despite having once been a useful man in the field, Dil had never been exposed to the ways of a hypermetropolis such as Zapoketa, and his last few years spent on purely administrative chores would not have improved the situation. His stance and consternation at first encountering such an overwhelming scene would immediately mark him as a stranger, and therefore make him fair game for the amazing range of con-men, pickpockets, muggers, extortionists, and other criminals who made a rich living from the innocents who daily arrived by their millions at the terminal and its environs. Whilst it superficially seemed ridiculous to think of an intelligence agent becoming an easy victim for a petty criminal, it was precisely because Dil would consider himself untouchable that he would fall so easily.


A sudden thickening of the crowd delayed Imref for a while, and by the time he had fought his way through, Dil Carras had some time previously emerged through the arrival gate. From the thunderstruck look on Dil’s face, Imref guessed what had happened. Carras had already lost his return ticket for the million mile trip to a bogus uniformed ‘inspector’, and doubtless that same ticket, probably worth a third of Imref’s yearly salary, had already been sold to a passenger awaiting a flight at a cheaper stand-by rate. It might be possible to recover the ticket or arrange its cancellation, but in the ensuing fuss there was an even chance that most of Dil’s luggage would go missing, and the near certainty that his pockets would be emptied of valuables.


Nearby, an old lady, trapped in the crush, tottered and fell to the ground, Carras started forward to help recover the few pitiful possessions which her dropped bag spilled on the ground. Varter merely growled, threw Carras a couple of security wrist-straps with which to maintain control of his cases, and literally forced his superior away through the crowds to where the hover-taxis slid smoothly down the exit ramp. Snatching at the door of an already-moving taxi, Varter threw himself inside, crushing one of Carras’s cases into the seat with him. Dil hesitated, released his remaining cases to the driver, and watched carefully as they were stowed into the vehicle’s luggage pod. Then he climbed in alongside Varter, and his face was rueful.


‘This is one bloody hell of a place!’ he said.


Varter did not answer. He was doing two things simultaneously: watching the road to ensure that the driver made not the slightest deviation from the route he had been instructed to follow, and watching the luggage pod to make sure that nobody removed the luggage during their frequent halts at jams and intersections. Only when they reached the relative security of the room in the third-rate hotel which he had reserved for them did he condescend to become vocal, and then it was mainly to let loose a torrent of swearwords when it was found that the instruments and documents in the cases which had been in the luggage pod had been mysteriously converted into house-bricks during the journey.


‘Of all the blind, stupid idiots, Dil,’ he said finally, ‘you must be about the shell’s greatest. When travelling through Zapoketa, keep all your money in a locked money belt next to your skin, carry only one piece of luggage, and hold on to it at all times no matter how inconvenient or whatever anybody tells you the rules may be. And be particularly on the look-out for kindly old ladies who faint in the crush, or the pretty young thing who hollers because somebody snatched her purse. There’s a regular training school for fainting old ladies and purseless maidens, and even if you only stop to watch instead of trying to help, you can certainly lose your luggage and probably the contents of your pockets as well.’


Slightly white-faced, Dil Carras was still staring at the bricks which had come to occupy his cases.


‘My God! My God!’ he said. ‘What a hell of a place! Did you know the bastards even took my tie—and I was wearing it at the time.’


‘Mmm!’ Imref showed no evidence of surprise. ‘Some of those boys are so clever they could shave the pubic hair off you while you’re walking along, and you’d never even notice.’


‘Don’t say you told me so!’


‘I wouldn’t waste my breath on it, Dil. I’ve been doing some research on to how we can get into that place on the Liss-mal. The whole building is tighter than a drum, and their intruder-alarm system is set to detect anything from a big flea upwards. I’ve even seen it triggered by a bumble-bee. And as for the fellow who claims to be an assassin—well, I think it’s probably true. He’s got eyes in the back of his head and the soles of his feet as well, as far as I can tell. I can’t tail him even with a team of five, and he’d be a useful fellow to have around if ever we want to re-write our training manuals, because he knows more tricks than you, I, and the rest of the criminal fraternity of Zapoketa all rolled into one.’


‘You’re not suggesting we call it off, are you, Imref?’


‘Not at all. I think I’ve discovered their Achilles-heel. And if we’re going to make that penetration effectively, it’s going to have to be done in a very special way. That will take a great deal of string-pulling by somebody like you.’


Dil Carras glanced around the seedy room with obvious distaste.


‘How can I pull any strings from a place like this?’


Varter pulled a small, shabby, decrepit case out from under the bed, opened it, and showed it to contain a remarkably powerful and comprehensive radio transmitter and receiver. ‘This will easily put you in touch with Margram Base, and the strings can be pulled from there. Now here’s exactly what I suggest we do … ’


The crash of the intruder alarm woke Ancor instantly from his bed. The succeeding barrage of sounds, however, took him not towards the alarm panel but to the window which looked out over the now-dark Liss-mal. A large heavy-goods vehicle loaded with what appeared to be concrete blocks had come hurtling at speed across Nexon Square and plunged straight through the frontage of Mistress Sin’s ‘palace’ taking most of the wall with it. Such was the force of the impact that had the vehicle had a driver, he would certainly be dead, but Ancor suspected that its control would have been entirely automatic, and the whole ‘accident’ quite deliberate. He regarded it as quite a good move on the part of Imref Varter, because in order to still the jangling bells, Ancor would be forced to put a large segment of his alarm system out of operation. Varter could not have known, however, that between Mistress Sin’s and the workshop there was a further bulkhead of solid concrete and steel which it would be difficult to penetrate even with explosives.


Ancor had switched out of circuit the alarms which still responded to the impact of the crash, and was about to call the Zapoketa police to come and investigate the damage when the bells broke out for the second time. This time it was a fire-alert from the region of his own office at the end of the building, and he considered it probable that someone had thrown an incendiary device in through the glass panel of the door. He had no fears about containing the fire, because the whole area could be flooded with carbon dioxide from the firecontrol panel, but a second segment of his alarm system had to be taken out of operation, and his respect for Imref Varter increased considerably. Whilst he wondered what Imref’s next move would be, he contacted Sine and Cherry and the others and sent them all to the workshop. It was only two hours before the sky-carrier was due to arrive at the rooftop wharf with the final delivery of stores, so such an assembly was nearly due anyway, and they would be safer there than elsewhere in the building.


The third set of waking alarms indicated the presence of an actual intruder in Cherry’s holo-theatre. This Ancor viewed as more serious because, although the bulkhead behind Mistress Sin’s continued also behind the theatre, there were at least two doors, both firmly locked, which led through to the main part of the building and the workshop beyond. He knew these doors would not be easy to open, but having gained some idea of Varter’s resourcefulness, Ancor was not prepared to accept that they were inviolable. He put through his call to the Zapoketa police, then went and stationed himself in the corridor from where he could keep an eye on both doors in case one should be opened and an entry attempted.


Even as he placed himself and primed his weapons, however, he sensed that something was amiss. Even despite the two previous false alarms, Varter must have known that the theatre would still be monitored, and he would be unlikely to make such a blatantly obvious attempt at penetration. Was it possible that this, too, was just another decoy, and that the actual entry was being made elsewhere? Ancor called Tez down to take his place and guard the doors, whilst he carried out a rapid inspection of all the other possible points of entry. Having satisfied himself that they were all safe and under no form of attack, he was about to relieve Tez in the corridor when the drone of approaching motors overhead made him change his mind. The sky-carrier was approaching the rooftop wharf, and despite the emergency, there was other work to do.
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