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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.


      




Introduction


Along time ago (upwards of sixty years), in a galaxy far, far away (it was Brooklyn, actually, but that’s quite a distance from where I live now) a high-school chum gave me a beaten-up copy of a pulp magazine called Planet Stories. I was just in the first heady rapture of discovering the science fiction magazines, and he had found a copy of the Summer, 1942 issue of Planet around his house, probably something his father had read and discarded, and thought, quite rightly, that I would like to have it.


I was already a devoted reader of Astounding Science Fiction and Amazing Stories and Fantastic Adventures, but Planet was new to me. I fell upon it with rapture. The magazine, seven years old at the time, was mussed and scuffed and had lost its cover, but to me it was a treasurehouse of wonders. Somewhere along the eons I replaced it with a fine shiny copy, which is sitting beside me as I write this, so I can tell you exactly what it contained: three novelets, by Ross Rocklynne, Ray Cummings, and Manly Wade Wellman, five short stories, and an 11-page column of fan letters from readers. (More about that letter column in a moment.)


The specialty of Planet Stories was tales of action and adventure, colorful yarns set on other worlds. The lead story, Ross Rocklynne’s “Task to Lahri,” with a lovely, moody two-page illustration by an artist named Leydenfrost, dealt with the visit of a spacefarer from Earth to the tenth world of our solar system, where a lost race lived in the hollow interior. Wellman’s “Venus Enslaved” was a tale of a castaway Earthman and crossbow-armed Amazons in conflict with the gigantic bestial Frogmasters of our neighbor planet. Nelson Bond’s “Operation Chaos” told of an attempt to run the blockade of the spaceways that the Outer Planets Alliance had set up.


You get the idea. Space opera, wild and fast and furious. I loved it. I was fourteen years old. I rushed out to the newsstand to see if Planet Stories still existed, and, yes, there it was: the Winter, 1949 issue, featuring “The Dead-Star Rover,” which the cover blurb called a “startling novel” by Robert Abernathy, and “Sword of Fire,” described as “a novelet of an Enslaved Universe” by Emmett McDowell. I handed over twenty cents for it. A day or two later I visited a second-hand bookstore where, for a dime more, I picked up the previous issue, Fall, 1949, which gave me my introduction to the work of Leigh Brackett (“Enchantress of Venus”). Over the next few years I assiduously collected a complete file of the magazine, going back to the first issue in 1939, and I faithfully bought and read every new issue that appeared until the magazine expired in the summer of 1955.


By the summer of 1955 I had precociously begun my own writing career, with a couple of story sales in 1954 and then a whole slew of them the following year. One magazine that I was desperately eager to crash was Planet, but I was just a little too late for that. I had already begun submitting stories of my own to the magazine as far back as 1950, and its editor at the time, Jerome Bixby, had read them sympathetically and claimed to see in them the work of someone who would be a successful writer someday—but he didn’t buy any of them. My work didn’t reach a really professional level until about 1954, and by then Planet, to my eternal regret, was wobbling toward its doom and buying no new material. So I never did get a chance to have some grand and gaudy space adventure published in that grand and gaudy magazine.


Let’s go back to the letter column of that battered, coverless 1942 issue that my high-school friend had given me in 1949, though. Among the fans whose letters were published in it was a certain Larry Shaw of Schenectady, New York. Soon I would learn, by looking at back-issue magazines, that Shaw was a regular contributor of such letters to the magazines, and was known in the science-fiction world as a shrewd critic of the genre. He left Schenectady eventually to become the editor of a hot-rod magazine, and by 1953 he was working as associate editor of one of the best s-f magazines of the day, If. He and I met at my first science-fiction convention, in Philadelphia in September, 1953, and we took an immediate liking to each other. I was then just on the threshold of my writing career, and he gave me some useful, encouraging advice.


By the summer of 1955 Larry had left If to become the editor of another new magazine, Infinity Science Fiction. That fall I visited his office in midtown Manhattan, told him of the success I was suddenly having as a writer, and offered him a story, which he bought and published in the fourth issue, dated August, 1956. He bought another and used it in the fifth issue. From then until the magazine went out of business in 1958 I would be a regular contributor.


And one day in the summer of 1956 Larry said to me, “We’re going to revive Planet Stories. How would you like to write some space-action stuff for us?”


He wasn’t going to call it Planet Stories, of course. At that time the name still belonged to the company that once had published it. He wasn’t going to use the old shaggy-edged pulp format, either, because the day of the pulp magazine was over. The new magazine would bear the appropriately explicit title of Science Fiction Adventures and it would be printed in what was now the standard digest-sized format for fiction magazines.


Naturally, I jumped at the opportunity. I told Larry how much I had loved the old magazine and how deeply I regretted never having had a chance to write for it—and then, in July, 1956, I sat down and produced a 20,000-word story with the resounding Planet-style title of “Battle for the Thousand Suns.” Larry bought it on the spot and asked for a second story of the same length, which I wrote a week later in collaboration with my writing partner of that era, Randall Garrett: “Secret of the Green Invaders.” When the first issue of Science Fiction Adventures appeared in September, 1956, I was responsible for half the fiction in it. (The issue also contained a novella by Edmond Hamilton and a three-page story by a new writer named Harlan Ellison.)


That was the beginning of my long and fruitful relationship with Larry Shaw’s Science Fiction Adventures, a magazine that lacked the flamboyant pulpy appearance of the old Planet Stories but came very close to reincarnating its spirit. Over the next couple of years, I would write the magazine practically single-handedly, reveling in the opportunity to tell outrageously exciting tales of the space lanes, and I have put some of the best of those tales together in the volume you are holding now.


Even before the first issue had appeared, Larry had handed me a rough sketch of a cover painting showing a giant alien being (with the sort of pointy ears we would one day associate with Mr. Spock) holding a test tube that contained a man and a scantily-clad woman. “Write a novella around that illustration for the second issue,” Larry said, and in September, 1956—about a week after I had won my first Hugo, as most promising new writer of the year—I turned out “Slaves of the Star Giants,” a story of time travel rather than space travel, which was the cover story in the February, 1957 issue. By now it was understood that I would write a novella for every issue of the magazine. For the third issue, which had a magnificent red-toned cover by Ed Emsh, I gave him “Spawn of the Deadly Sea,” a kind of Viking story about a conquered Earth, one that would have fit perfectly into the old Planet Stories we all had known and loved. And in the fourth issue I began the trilogy of novellas under the pseudonym of “Calvin M. Knox” that I called the “Chalice of Death” series, which I eventually put together to form a novel, and which is not included here because the complete novel will be released in a different book from the present publisher. (Which, by no coincidence, calls itself “Planet Stories” too.)


I kept up the pace in just about all of the succeeding issues. The fifth issue ran “This World Must Die,” which I expanded into the novel “The Planet Killers” and which also is being reprinted elsewhere in its longer form. “The Flame and the Hammer” came out in issue six, September, 1957. The seventh issue, dated October, 1957 (the magazine now was appearing every month), was devoted almost entirely to my novel-length “Thunder Over Starhaven,” and this, too, you can find in the forthcoming Chalice of Death Planet Stories omnibus. (Larry insisted on printing it under the pseudonym of “Ivar Jorgenson,” which I had used once or twice in other magazines, though most stories under that byline—spelled “Jorgensen,” however—had been the work of a writer named Paul Fairman. Fairman was rightly annoyed, though publishers kept on sticking it on my work all the same.)


Issue eight, for some reason skipping a month and bearing the date of December, 1957, was also almost entirely the work of my busy typewriter: “Valley Beyond Time,” reprinted here, was the lead novella, and right behind it came the second of Calvin Knox’s “Chalice” stories. And so it went into 1958: my “Hunt the Space-Witch!” another “Ivar Jorgenson” novella, led off the January, 1958 issue, number nine. It too is reprinted here. The tenth issue brought the third “Chalice” novella, and the eleventh, April, 1958, contained my 40,000-word novel “Shadow on the Stars,” which eventually was published as a separate novel and now is included in one of my novel omnibuses.


Hard times were coming to the science-fiction magazines of that period, though. One of the biggest magazine distributors of the time abruptly went out of business in the spring of 1958, taking a lot of magazines with it. Science Fiction Adventures, to my great sorrow, was one of those that folded. (The final issue, dated June, 1958, contained two short stories of mine, but no novellas—I must have been busy that month meeting some other editor’s deadline.) Generally, though, I kept the novellas flowing to editor Shaw’s desk even as the end was approaching, and, therefore, when Science Fiction Adventures went under he found himself left with a hefty inventory of Silverberg space operas. He had no choice but to use them in the surviving companion magazine, Infinity, which ostensibly was devoted to a more serious, contemplative kind of science fiction. (And for which I had written a great many stories also.) So the October, 1958 issue of Infinity featured “a great CALVIN KNOX novel” that had been intended for the other magazine, complete with a bright red Emsh cover that proclaimed in big letters, “WAS SHE A WOMAN—OR A MONSTER?” (Monsters were very big in magazine publishing just then.) The story was “The Silent Invaders,” which I later expanded into a novel. But I think the shorter version is superior, and that is the one that is included here.


Then, in the November, 1958 Infinity, lurking behind another Emsh cover depicting a really revolting alien being, came “Spacerogue,” my final novella for Larry Shaw in the old Planet Stories vein, which for some reason was published here under the pseudonym of “Webber Martin.” That was the end of the line. Infinity went out of business, I turned my attention to other kinds of science fiction (and a lot of non-science-fiction writing too), and the rest is, well, nostalgia.


But here they are again, brought together for the first time—seven of the action-adventure novellas that I wrote more than half a century ago for Larry Shaw’s Science Fiction Adventures, a magazine that was for both of us a way of showing our love for the wonderful old Planet Stories of our youthful years.


Robert Silverberg
December, 2009




Slaves of the Star Giants




Chapter One


Dark violet shadows streaked the sky, and the forest was ugly and menacing. Lloyd Harkins leaned against the bole of a mighty red-brown tree and looked around dizzily, trying to get his bearings.


He knew he was there, not here. Here had vanished so suddenly that there had been no sense of transition or of motion—merely a strange subliminal undertone of loss, as the world he knew had melted and been replaced with—what?


He heard a distant, ground-shaking sound of thunder, growing louder. Birds with gleaming, toothy beaks and wide-sweeping wings wheeled and shrieked in the shadowed sky, and the air was cold and damp. Harkins held his ground, clinging tightly to the enormous tree as if it were his last bastion of reality in a world of dreams.


And the tree moved.


It lifted from its base, swung forward and upward, carrying Harkins with it. The sound of thunder grew nearer. Harkins shut his eyes, opened them, gaped in awe.


Some ten feet to the right, another tree was moving.


He threw his head back, stared upward into the cloud-fogged sky, and verified the fact he wanted to deny: the trees were not trees.


They were legs.


Legs of a being huge beyond belief, whose head rose fifty feet or more above the floor of the dark forest. A being who had begun to move.


Harkins dug his hands frantically into the leg, gripping it as he swung wildly through a fifteen-foot arc with each stride of the monstrous creature. Gradually, the world around him took shape again, and slowly he re-established control over his fear-frozen mind.


Through the bright green blurs of vegetation he was able to see the creature on which he rode. It was gigantic but vaguely manlike, wearing a sort of jacket and a pair of shorts which terminated some twenty-five feet above Harkins’ head. From there down, firm red-brown skin the texture of wood was visible. Harkins could even distinguish dimly a face, far above, with pronounced features of a strange and alien cast.


He began to assemble his environment. It was a forest—where? On Earth, apparently—but an Earth no one had ever known before. The bowl of the sky was shot through with rich, dark colors, and the birds that screeched overhead were nightmare creatures of terrifying appearance.


The earth was brown and the vegetation green, though all else had changed.


Where am I? Harkins asked over and over again.


And—Why am I here?


And—How can I get back?


He had no answers. The day had begun in ordinary fashion, promising to be neither more nor less unusual than the day before or all the days before that. Shortly after noon, on the 21st of April, 1957, he had been on his way to the electronics laboratory, in New York City, on the planet Earth. And now he was here, wherever here might be.


His host continued to stride through the forest, seemingly unconcerned about the man clinging to his calf. Harkins’ arms were growing tired from the strain of hanging on, and suddenly the new thought occurred: Why not let go? He had held on only through a sort of paralysis of the initiative, but now he had regained his mental equilibrium. He dropped off.


He hit the ground solidly and sprawled out flat. The soil was warm and fertile-smelling, and for a moment he clung to it as he had to the “tree” minutes before. Then he scrambled to his feet and glanced around hastily, looking for a place to hide and reconnoiter.


There was none. And a hand was descending toward him—red-brown, enormous, tipped with gleaming, pointed fingernails six inches long. Gently, the giant hand scooped Harkins up.


There was a dizzying moment as he rose fifty feet, held tenderly in the giant’s leathery embrace. The hand opened, and Harkins found himself standing on an outspread palm the size of a large table, staring at a strange oval face with deep-set, compassionate eyes and a wide, almost lipless mouth studded with triangular teeth. The being seemed to smile almost pityingly at Harkins.


“What are you?” Harkins demanded.


The creature’s smile grew broader and more melancholy, but there was no reply—only the harsh wailing of the forest birds, and the distant rumbling of approaching thunder. Harkins felt himself being lowered to the giant’s side, and once again the being began to move rapidly through the forest, crushing down the low-clustered shrubs as it walked. Harkins, his stomach rolling agonizingly with each step, rode cradled in the great creature’s loosely-closed hand.


After what must have been ten minutes or more, the giant stopped. Harkins glanced around, surprised. The thunder was close now, and superimposed on it was the dull boom of toppling trees. The giant was standing quite still, legs planted as solidly as tree trunks, waiting.


Minutes passed—and then Harkins saw why the giant had stopped. Coming toward them was a machine—a robot, Harkins realized—some fifteen feet high. It was man-shaped, but much more compact; a unicorn-like spike projected from its gleaming nickel-jacketed forehead, and instead of legs it moved on broad treads. The robot was proceeding through the forest, pushing aside the trees that stood in its way with casual gestures of its massive forearms, sending them toppling to the right and left with what looked like a minimal output of effort.


The giant remained motionless, staring down at the ugly machine as it went by. The robot paid no attention to Harkins’ host, and went barrelling on through the forest as if following some predetermined course.


Minutes later it was out of sight leaving behind it a trail of uprooted shrubs and exposed tree-roots. As the robot’s thunder diminished behind them, the giant resumed his journey through the forest. Harkins rode patiently, not daring to think any more.


After a while longer a clearing appeared—and Harkins was surprised and pleased to discover a little cluster of huts. Man-sized huts, ringed in a loose circle to form a village. Moving in the center of the circle were tiny dots which Harkins realized were people, human beings, men.


A colony?


A prison camp?


The people of the village spotted the giant, and gathered in a small knot, gesticulating and pointing. The giant approached within about a hundred yards of the village, stooped, and lowered Harkins delicately to the ground.


Dizzy after his long journey in the creature’s hand, Harkins staggered, reeled, and fell. He half expected to see the giant scoop him up again, but instead the being was retreating into the forest, departing as mysteriously as he had come.


Harkins got to his feet. He saw people running toward him—wild-looking, dangerous people. Suddenly, he began to feel that he might have been safer in the giant’s grip.




Chapter Two


There were seven of them, five men and two women. They were probably the bravest. The rest hung back and watched from the safety of their huts.


Harkins stood fast and waited for them. When they drew near, he held up a hand.


“Friend!” he said loudly. “Peace!”


The words seemed to register. The seven paused and arrayed themselves in an uneasy semicircle before Harkins. The biggest of the men, a tall, broad-shouldered man with unruly black hair, thick features and deep-set eyes, stepped forward.


“Where are you from, stranger?” he growled in recognizable, though oddly distorted, English.


Harkins thought it over, and decided to keep acting on the assumption that they were as savage as they looked. He pointed to the forest. “From there.”


“We know that,” the tall man said. “We saw the Star Giant bring you. But where is your village?”


Harkins shrugged. “Far from here—far across the ocean.” It was as good a story as any, he thought. And he wanted more information about these people before he volunteered any about himself. But one of the two women spoke up.


“What ocean?” Her voice was scornful. She was a squat, yellow-faced woman in a torn, dirty tunic. “There are no oceans near here.” She edged up to Harkins, glared intently at him. Her breath was foul. “You’re a spy,” she said accusingly. “You’re from the Tunnel City, aren’t you?”


“The Star Giant brought him,” the other woman pointed out calmly. She was tall and wild-looking, with flowing blonde hair that looked as if it had never been cut. She wore ragged shorts and two strips of cloth that covered her breasts. “The Star Giants aren’t in league with the city dwellers, Elsa,” the woman added.


“Quiet,” snapped the burly man who had spoken first. He turned to Harkins. “Who are you?”


“My name is Lloyd Harkins. I come from far across the ocean. I don’t know how I came here, but the Star Giant”—this part would be true, at least—”found me and brought me to this place.” He spread his hands. “More I cannot tell you.”


“Uh. Very well, Lloyd Harkins.” The big man turned to the other six. “Kill him, or let him stay?”


“How unlike you to ask our opinions, Jorn!” said the squat woman named Elsa. “But I say kill him. He’s from the Tunnel City. I know it!”


The man named Jorn faced the others. “What say you?”


“Let him live,” replied a sleepy-looking young man. “He seems harmless.”


Jorn scowled. “The rest of you?”


“Death,” said a second man. “He looks dishonest.”


“He looks all right to me,” offered the third. “And to me,” said the fourth. “But I vote for death. Elsa is seldom wrong.”


Harkins chewed nervously at his lower lip. That made three votes for death, two in his favor. Jorn was staring expectantly at the sullen-faced girl with long hair.


“Your opinion, Katha?”


“Let him live,” she said slowly.


Jorn grunted. “So be it. I cast my vote for him also. You may join us, stranger. But mine is the deciding vote—and if I reverse it, you die!”


They marched over the clearing single file to the village, Jorn leading, Harkins in the rear followed by the girl Katha. The rest of the villagers stared at him curiously as he entered the circle of huts.


“This is Lloyd Harkins,” Jorn said loudly. “He will live among us.”


Harkins glanced tensely from face to face. There were about seventy of them, altogether, ranging from gray-beards to naked children. They seemed oddly savage and civilized all at once. The village was a strange mixture of the primitive and cultured.


The huts were made of some unfamiliar dark green plastic substance, as were their clothes. A bonfire burnt in the center of the little square formed by the ring of huts. From where he stood, Harkins had a clear view of the jungle—a thickly-vegetated one, which had obviously not sprung up overnight. He could see the deeply-trampled path which the Star Giant had made.


He turned to Jorn. “I’m a stranger to this land. I don’t know anything about the way you live.”


“All you need to know is that I’m in charge,” Jorn said. “Listen to me and you won’t have any trouble.”


“Where am I going to stay?”


“There’s a hut for single men,” Jorn said. “It’s not very comfortable, but it’s the best you can have.” Jorn’s deep eyes narrowed. “There are no spare women in this village, by the way. Unless you want Elsa, that is.” He threw back his head and laughed raucously.


“Elsa’s got her eyes fixed on one of the Star Giants,” someone else said. “That’s the only kind can satisfy her.”


“Toad!” The squat woman known as Elsa sprang at the man who had spoken, and the ferocity of her assault knocked him to the ground. Elsa climbed on his chest and began banging his head against the ground. With a lazy motion, Jorn reached down and plucked her off.


“Save your energy, Elsa. We’ll need you to cast spells when the Tunnel City men come.”


Harkins frowned. “This Tunnel City—where is it? Who lives there?”


Jorn swung slowly around. “Either you’re a simpleton or you really are a stranger here. The Tunnel City is one of the Old Places. Our enemies live there, in the ruins. They make war on us—and the Star Giants watch. It amuses them.”


“These Tunnel City men—they’re men, like us? I mean, not giants?”


“They’re like us, all right. That’s why they fight us. The different ones don’t bother.”


“Different?”


“You’ll find out. Stop asking questions, will you? There’s food to be gathered.” Jorn turned to a corn-haired young villager nearby. “Show Harkins where he’s going to stay—and then put him to work in the grain field.”


A confused swirl of thoughts cascaded through Harkins’ mind as the young man led him away. Slowly, the jigsaw was fitting together.


The villagers spoke a sort of English, which spiked Harkins’ theory that he had somehow been cast backward in time. The alternative, hard as it was to accept, was plain: he was in the future, in a strangely altered world.


The Star Giants—who were they? Jorn had said they watched while the contending villages fought. It amused them, he said. That argued that the giants were the dominant forces in this world. Were they humans? Invaders from elsewhere? Those questions would have to wait for answers. Jorn either didn’t know them; or didn’t want Harkins to know.


The robot in the forest—unexplained. The Star Giant had shown it a healthy respect, though.


The tribe here—Jorn was in command, and everyone appeared to respect his authority. A fairly conventional primitive arrangement, Harkins thought. It implied an almost total breakdown of civilization some time in the past. The pieces were fitting together, though there were gaps.


The Tunnel City, home of the hated enemy. “One of the Old Places,” Jorn had said. The enemies lived in the ruins. That was clear enough. But what of these “different ones”?


He shook his head. It was a strange and confusing world, and possibly the fewer questions he asked the safer he would be.


“Here’s our place,” the villager said. He pointed to a long hut, low and broad. “The single men stay here. Take any bed that has no clothing on it.”


“Thanks,” said Harkins. He stooped to enter. The interior of the hut was crude and bare, with straw pallets scattered at random here and there inside. He selected one that looked fairly clean and dropped his jacket on it. “This is mine,” he said.


The other nodded. “Now to the grain fields.” He pointed to a clearing behind the village.


Harkins spent the rest of that afternoon working in the fields, deliberately using as much energy as he could and trying not to think. By the time night approached, he was thoroughly exhausted. The men returned to the village, where the women served a plain but nourishing community supper.


The simple life, Harkins thought. Farming and gathering food and occasional intertribal conflicts. It was hardly a lofty position these remote descendants of his had reached, he observed wryly. And something was wrong with the picture. The breakdown must have occurred fairly recently, for them to be still sunk this low in cultural pattern—but the thickness of the forestation implied many centuries had gone by since this area had been heavily populated. There was a hole in his logical construct here, Harkins realized, and he was unable to find it.


Night came. The moon was full, and he stared at its pockmarked face longingly, feeling a strong homesickness for the crowded, busy world he had been taken from. He looked at the tribesmen sprawled on the ground, their bellies full, their bodies tired. Someone was singing a tuneless, unmelodic song. Loud snoring came from behind him. Jorn stood tensely outlined against the brightness of the moon, staring out toward the forest as if expecting a momentary invasion. From far away came the thumping sound of a robot crashing its way through the trees, or possibly a Star Giant bound on some unknown errand.


Suddenly Jorn turned. “Time for sleep,” he snapped, “into your huts.”


He moved around, kicking the dozers, shoving the women away from the fire. He’s the boss, all right, Harkins thought. He studied Jorn’s whipcord muscles appreciatively, and decided he’d do his best to avoid crossing the big man, for the duration of his stay in the village.


Later, Harkins lay on his rough bed, trying to sleep. It was impossible. The bright moonlight streamed in the open door of the hut, and in any event he was too tense for sleep to come. He craned his neck, looking around. The six men with whom he shared the hut were sound asleep, reaping the reward of their hard day’s toil. They had security, he thought—the security of ignorance. He, Harkins, had too much of the civilized man’s perceptivity. The night-noises from outside disturbed him, the muffled booms from the forest woke strange and deeply buried terrors in him. This was no world for nervous men.


He closed his eyes and lay back again. The image of the Star Giant floated before him, first the Star Giant-as-tree, then the complete entity, finally just the oddly benign, melancholy face. He pictured the Star Giants gathered together, wherever they lived, moving with massive grace and bowing elegantly to each other in a fantastic minuet. He wondered if the one who had found him today had been aware he carried an intelligent being, or if he had been thought of as some two-legged forest creature too small to regard seriously.


The image of the robot haunted him then—the domeheaded, indomitable creature pursuing some incomprehensible design, driving relentlessly through the forest toward a hidden goal. Weaving in and out of his thoughts was the screaming of the toothed birds, and the booming thunder of the forest. A world I never made, he thought tiredly, and tried to force sleep to take him.


Suddenly, something brushed his arm lightly. He sat up in an instant and narrowed his eyes to see.


“Don’t make any noise,” a soft voice said.


Katha.


She was crouched over his pallet, looking intently down at him. He wondered how long she had been there. Her free-flowing hair streamed down over her shoulders, and her nostrils flickered expectantly as Harkins moved toward her.


“What are you doing here?”


“Come outside,” she whispered. “We don’t want to wake them.”


Harkins allowed her to lead him outside. Moonlight illuminated the scene clearly. The sleeping village was utterly quiet, and the eerie jungle sounds could be heard with ease.


“Jorn is with Nella tonight,” Katha said bitterly. “I am usually Jorn’s woman—but tonight he ignored me.”


Harkins frowned. Tired as he was, he could see what the situation was immediately, and he didn’t like it at all. Katha was going to use him as a way of expressing her jealousy to Jorn.


She moved closer to him and pressed her warm body against his. Involuntarily, he accepted the embrace—and then stepped back. Regardless of Katha’s motives, Jorn would probably kill him on the spot if he woke and found him with her. The girl was a magnificent animal, he thought regretfully, and perhaps some other time, some other place—


But not here, not now. Harkins was dependent on Jorn’s mercies, and it was important to remain in his good graces. Gently, he pushed Katha back.


“No,” he said. “You belong to Jorn.”


Her nostrils flared. “I belong to no one!” she whispered harshly. She came toward him again. There was the sound of someone stirring in a nearby hut.


“Go back to sleep,” Harkins said anxiously. “If Jorn finds us, he’ll kill us both.”


“Jorn is busy with that child Nella—but he would not kill me anyway. Are you afraid of Jorn, stranger?”


“No,” Harkins lied. “I—”


“You talk like a coward!” Again, she seized him, and this time he shoved her away roughly. She spat angrily at him and slapped him in fury. Then she cupped her hand and cried, “Help!”


At her outcry, Harkins dodged past her and attempted to re-enter his hut, but he was much too late. The whole village seemed to be awake in an instant, and before he was fully aware of what had happened he felt a firm pressure on the back of his neck.


“The rest of you go back to bed.” It was Jorn’s voice, loud and commanding, and in a moment the square was empty again—except for Katha, Harkins, and Jorn. The big man held Harkins by the neck with one hand and a squirming, struggling Katha with the other.


“He attacked me!” Katha accused.


“It’s a lie!”


“Quiet, both of you!” Jorn’s voice snapped like a whip. He let go of Katha and threw her to the ground, where she remained, kneeling subserviently. His grip on Harkins tightened.


“What happened?” Jorn demanded. “Let her tell it,” Harkins replied.


“Her word is meaningless. I want the truth.”


“He came to my hut and attacked me,” Katha said. “It was because he knew you were busy with Nella—”


Jorn silenced her with a kick. “She came to you, did she not?”


Harkins nodded. “Yes.”


“I thought so. I expected it. This has happened before.” He released Harkins, and gestured for Katha to take her feet. “You will have to leave here,” Jorn said. “Katha is mine.”


“But—”


“It is not your fault,” Jorn said. “But you must leave here. She will not rest until she has you. Go now—and if you return, I will have to kill you.”


Harkins felt numb at Jorn’s words. The last thing he would have wanted to happen was to be thrust out of the one haven he had found so far in this strange and unfriendly world. He looked at Katha, who was glaring at him in bitter hatred, her breasts rising and falling rapidly in rage. He began to feel rage himself at the unfairness of the situation.


He watched as Jorn turned to Katha. “Your punishment will come later. You will pay for this, Katha.”


She bowed her head, then looked up. With astonishment, Harkins saw that she was looking at Jorn with unmistakable love reflected in her eyes.


Jorn gestured toward the forest. “Go.”


“Right now?”


“Now,” Jorn said. “You must be gone by morning. I should not have allowed you to stay at all.”




Chapter Three


Whatever personal deity was looking out for him was doing a notably bad job, Harkins thought, as he stood at the edge of the forest. It was sadistic to bring him into contact with a civilization, of sorts, and then almost immediately thrust him back into the uncertainty of the forest.


It was near dawn. He had spent most of the night circling the borders of the clearing, postponing the moment when he would have to enter the forest again. He withdrew to the edge of the clearing and waited there. For a while, there had been the sound of repeated snapping, as of a whip descending, coming from Jorn’s hut. Then, there had been silence. Harkins wondered whether Katha’s punishment had not, perhaps, been followed by a reward.


Jorn had been right to cast him out, Harkins admitted. In a tribal set-up of that sort, the leader’s dominance had to be maintained—and any possible competitor, even such an unwilling one as Harkins, had to be expelled. Now that Harkins considered the matter, he realized that Jorn had been surprisingly lenient not to kill him on the spot.


Only—facing this strange, wild world alone would be no joyride.


As the first faint rays of dawn began to break on the horizon, Harkins entered the forest. Almost immediately, the air changed, grew cooler and damper. The thick curtain of vegetation that roofed in the forest kept the sunlight out. Harkins moved warily, following the trampled path the Star Giant had left.


Somewhere not too far from here would be the Tunnel City. It would have to be reasonably close: in a non-mechanized society such as this, it would be impossible to carry out warfare over any great distance. And the Tunnel City, whatever it was, was inhabited. He hoped he would he able to locate it before he encountered any trouble in the forest. As an outcast from Jorn’s group, he could probably gain refuge there.


Suddenly there was the sound of crashing timber up ahead. He flattened himself against a lichen-covered rock and peered into the distance.


Above the trees, the red-brown head of a Star Giant on his way through the forest was visible. Harkins considered momentarily going toward the giant, but then changed his mind and struck off along a back path. The Star Giants had let him live once, but there was no predicting their actions. There was little choice in the matter anyway; the Star Giant was rapidly moving on, covering forty feet at a stride.


Harkins watched the huge being until it was out of sight, and then continued to walk. Perhaps, he thought, the path might lead to the Tunnel City. Perhaps not. At this point, he had very little to lose no matter which direction he took.


But he was wrong. The other path might have been safe; this one was barred by a howling nightmare.


It was facing him squarely, its six legs braced between two thin trees. The creature had a pair of snapping mouths—one on each flattened, sharp-snouted head. Razor-like teeth glistened in the dim light. Harkins froze, unable either to turn and run or to dash forward on the offensive. The creature’s howling rose to a frantic pitch that served as wild counterpoint for the dull booming of the forest.


The thing began to advance. Harkins felt sweat trickle down his body. The animal, white-furred, was the size of a large wolf, and looked hungry. Harkins retreated, feeling his way cautiously at each step, while the animal gathered itself to leap.


Without conscious forethought Harkins extended a hand toward a dead tree behind him and yanked down on a limb. It broke off, showering him with flaky bark. As the monster sprang, he brought the crude club around in baseball-bat fashion.


It crashed into the gaping mouth of the animal’s nearest head, and teeth splintered against dry wood. Quickly Harkins ran forward—and jammed the tree-limb between the jaws of the other head, immobilizing them. The animal clawed at Harkins, but its upper arms were too short.


Stalemate. Harkins held the animal at arm’s length. It raged and spat impotently, unable to reach him. He did not dare let go, but his strength couldn’t hold out indefinitely, he knew.


Slowly, clawing futilely, the animal forced him backward. Harkins felt the muscles of his upper arms quivering from the strain; he pushed backward, and the animal howled in pain. The other head gnashed its ruined teeth savagely.


Overhead, strange bird-cries resounded, and once Harkins glanced upward to see a row of placid, bright-wattled birds waiting impassively on a tree-limb. Their mouths glittered toothily, and they were like no birds he had ever seen before, but he knew instinctively what function they served in the forest. They were vultures, ready to go to work as soon as the stalemate broke.


And it was going to break soon. Harkins would be unable to hold the maddened animal off for long. His fingers were trembling, and soon the log would slip from his grasp. And then—


A flashing metallic hand reached down from somewhere above, and abruptly the pressure relaxed. To his astonishment, Harkins watched the hand draw the animal upward.


He followed it with his eyes. A robot stood over them, faceless, inhuman, contemplating the fierce beast it held in its metal grip. Harkins blinked. He had become so involved in the struggle that he had not heard the robot’s approach.


The robot seized the animal by each of its throats, and tore. Casually, it flipped the still-living body into the shrubbery, where it thrashed for a moment and subsided—and then the robot continued through the forest, while the vultures from the tree-limb swooped down upon their prize.


Harkins sank down on a decaying stump and sucked in his breath. His over-tensed arms shook violently and uncontrollably.


It was as if the robot had been sent there for the mission of destroying the carnivore—and, mission completed, had returned to its base, having no further interest in Harkins’ doings.


I’m just a pawn, he thought suddenly. The realization hit him solidly, and he slumped in weariness. That was the answer, of course: pawn. He was being manipulated. He had been shunted out of his own era, thrown in and out of Jorn’s village, put in and out of deadly peril. It was a disquieting thought, and one that robbed him of his strength for some minutes. He knew his limitations, but he had liked to think of himself as master of his fate. He wasn’t, now.


All right—where do I go from here?


No answer came. Deciding that his manipulator was busy somewhere else on the chessboard at the moment, he pulled himself to his feet and slowly began to move deeper into the forest.


He walked warily this time, keeping an eye out for wildlife. There might not be any robots’ hands to rescue him, the next time.


The forest seemed calm again. Harkins walked step by step, moving further and further into the heart of the woods, leaving Jorn’s village far behind. It was getting toward afternoon, and he was starting to tire.


He reached a bubbling spring and dropped gratefully by its side. The water looked fresh and clear; he dipped a hand in, feeling the refreshing coolness, and wet his fingers. Drawing the hand out, he touched it experimentally to his lips. The water tasted pure, but he wrinkled his forehead in doubt.


“Go ahead and drink,” a dry voice said suddenly. “The water’s perfectly good.”


Harkins sprang up instantly. “Who said that?”


“I did.”


He looked around. “I don’t see anybody. Where are you?”


“Up here on the rock,” the voice said. “Over here, silly.”


Harkins turned in the direction of the voice—and saw the speaker. “Who—what are you?”


“Men call me the Watcher,” came the calm reply.


The Watcher was mounted on the huge rock through whose cleft base the stream flowed. Harkins saw a man, or something like a man, with gray-green, rugose skin, pale, sightless eyes, and tiny, dangling boneless arms. Its mouth was wide and grotesque, contorted into something possibly intended to be a grin.


Harkins took a step backward in awe and surprise.


“I’m not pretty,” the Watcher said. “But you don’t have to run. I won’t hurt you. Go on—drink your fill, and then we can talk.”


“No,” Harkins said uneasily. “Who are you, anyway? What are you doing here?”


The thick lips writhed in a terrifying smirk. “What am I doing here? I have been here for two thousand years and more, now. I might ask what you are doing here.”


“I—don’t know,” Harkins said.


“I know you don’t know,” the Watcher said mockingly. He emitted an uproarious chuckle, and his soft, pale belly jiggled obscenely. “Of course you don’t know! How could you be expected to know?”


“I don’t like riddles,” Harkins said, feeling angry and sensing the strange unreality of the conversation. “What are you?”


“I was a man, once.” Suddenly the mocking tone was gone. “My parents were human. I—am not.”


“Parents?”


“Thousands of years ago. In the days before the War. In the days before the Star Giants came.” The wide mouth drooped sadly. “In the world that once was—the world you were drawn from, poor mystified thing.”


“Just what do you know about me?” Harkins demanded.


“Too much,” said the Watcher wearily. “Take your drink first, and then I’ll explain.”


Harkins’ throat felt as if it had been sandpapered. He knelt and let the cool brook water enter. Finally, he rose. The Watcher had not moved; he remained seated on the rock, his tiny, useless arms folded in bizarre parody of a human gesture.


“Sit down,” the Watcher said. “I have a story two thousand years long to tell.”


Harkins took a seat on a stone and leaned against a tree trunk. The Watcher began to speak.


The story began in Harkins’ own time, or shortly afterward. The Watcher traced the history of the civilization that had developed in the early centuries of the Third Millennium, told of the rise of the underground cities and the people who had built the robots that still roved the forest.


War had come—destroying that society completely, save for a few bands of survivors. Some of the cities had survived too, but the minds that had guided the robot brains were gone, and the robots continued to function in the duties last assigned. The underground cities had become taboo places, though savage bands lived above them, never venturing beneath the surface.


Down below, in the tunnels of the dead ones, the mutant descendants of the city-builders lived. The Different Ones, those of whom Jorn had spoken. Most of them lived in the cities; a few others in the forests.


“I am one of those,” said the Watcher. “I have not moved from this spot since the year the Star Giants came.”


“The Star Giants,” Harkins said. “Who are they?”


The flabby shoulders shrugged. “They came from the stars, long after we had destroyed ourselves. They live here, watching the survivors with great curiosity. They toy with the tribes, set them in conflict with each other, and study the results with deep interest. For some reason they don’t bother me. They seem never to pass this way in the forest.”


“And the robots?”


“They’ll continue as they are till the end of time. Nothing can destroy them, nothing can swerve them from their activity—and nothing can command them.”


Harkins leaned forward intently. The Watcher had given him all the answers he needed but one.


“Why am I here?” he asked.


“You?” The mutant laughed coldly. “You’re the random factor. It would ruin the game to tell you too many answers. But I’ll grant you this much information: You can go home if you get control of the robots.”


“What? How?”


“Find that out for yourself,” the Watcher said. “I’ll keep a close lookout for you, blind as I am, but I won’t help you more than I have.”


Harkins smiled and said, “What if I force you to tell me?”


“How could you possibly do that?” Again the wide lips contorted unpleasantly. “How could you ever force me to do anything I didn’t want to do?”


“Like this,” Harkins said, in sudden rage. He pried out of the earth the stone he was sitting on and hoisted it above his head.


No.


It was a command, unvoiced. The stone tumbled from Harkins’ nerveless hands and thudded to the ground. Harkins stared at his numbed fingers.


“You learn slowly,” the Watcher said. “I am blind, but that doesn’t mean I don’t see—or react. I repeat: how could you force me to do anything?”


“I—can’t,” Harkins said hesitantly.


“Good. Admission of weakness is the first step toward strength. Understand that I brought you to me deliberately, that at no time during this interview have you operated under your own free will, and that I’m perfectly capable of determining your future actions if I see fit. I don’t, however, care that greatly to interfere.”


“You’re the chess player, then!” Harkins said accusingly.


“Only one of them,” the mutant said. “And the least important of them.” He unfolded his pitiful arms. “I brought you to me for no other reason than diversion—and now you tire me. It is time for you to leave.”


“Where do I go?”


“The nerve-center of the situation is in Tunnel City,” the Watcher said. “You must pass through there on your way home. Leave me.”


Without waiting for a second command, Harkins rose and began to walk away. After ten steps, he glanced back. The Watcher’s arms were folded once across his chest again.


“Keep going,” the mutant said. “You’ve served your purpose.”


Harkins nodded and started walking again. I’m still a pawn, he thought bitterly. But—whose pawn am I?




Chapter Four


After he put a considerable distance between himself and the Watcher, Harkins paused by the side of a ponderous grainy-barked tree and tried to assimilate the new facts.


A game was being played out between forces too great for his comprehension. He had been drawn into it for reasons unknown, and—unless the Watcher had lied—the way out for him lay through Tunnel City.


He had no idea where that city was, nor did he know what he was supposed to find there. You can go home if you get control of the robots, the Watcher had said. And the strange mutant had implied that Tunnel City was the control-center of the robots. But he had also said that nothing could command the robots!


Harkins smiled. There must be a way for him to get there. The time had come for him to do some manipulation of his own. He had been a puppet long enough; now he would pull a few strings.


He looked up. Late afternoon shadows were starting to fall, and the sky was darkening. He would have to move quickly if he wanted to get there by nightfall. Rapidly, he began to retrace his steps through the forest, following the beaten path back toward Jorn’s village. He traveled quickly, half walking, half running. Now and then he saw the bald head of a Star Giant looming up above a faroff treetop, but the aliens paid no attention to him. Once, he heard the harsh sound of a robot driving through the underbrush.


Strange forces were at play here. The Star Giants—who were they? What did they want on Earth—and what part did they take in the drama now unfolding? They seemed remote, detached, as totally unconcerned with the pattern of events as the mindless robots that moved through the forest. Yet Harkins knew that that was untrue.


The robots interested him philosophically. They represented Force—unstoppable, uncontrollable Force, tied to some pre-set and long-forgotten pattern of activity. Why had the robot saved him from the carnivore? Was that part of the network of happenings, he wondered, or did the chess game take precedence over even the robot activity-pattern?


There was the interesting personal problem of the relationship between Jorn and Katha, too; it was a problem he would be facing again soon. Katha loved Jorn, obviously—and, with savage ambivalence, hated him as well. Harkins wondered just where he would fit into the situation when he returned to Jorn’s village. Jorn and Katha were many-sided, unpredictable people; and he depended on their whims for the success of his plan.


Wheels within wheels, he thought wryly. Pawns in one game dictate the moves in a smaller one. He stepped up his pace; night was approaching rapidly. The forest grew cold.


The village became visible at last, a huddled gray clump half-seen through the heavy fronds of the forest. Harkins slowed to a walk as he drew near.


It was still early; the villagers had not yet eaten their community supper. Harkins paused at the edge of the forest, standing by a deadly-looking tree whose leaves were foot-long spikes of golden horn, and wondered what was the safest way of approaching the village.


Suddenly, a twig crackled behind him. He turned.


“I thought I told you never to come back here, Harkins. What are you doing here, now?”


“‘I came back to talk to you, Jorn.”


The big man was wearing only a loincloth, and his long-limbed body, covered by a thick black mat of hair, looked poised for combat. A muscle twitched uncontrollably in Jorn’s cheek.


“What do you want to talk about?”


“The Tunnel City,” Harkins said.


“I don’t want to hear about it,” Jorn snapped. “I said I’d kill you if you came back here, and I meant it. I don’t want you playing with Katha.”


“I wasn’t playing with Katha. She threw herself on me.”


“Same thing,” Jorn said. “In the eyes of the tribe, I’m being betrayed. I can’t have that, Harkins.” The rumbling voice sounded almost desperate. Harkins saw suddenly how close to insanity the power-drive was, when it cropped out as nakedly as in this pure dictatorship.


“Would you really need Katha,” Harkins asked, “if I made you lord of the world?”


“What do you mean by that?” Jorn sounded suspicious, but interested despite himself.


“I spoke to the Watcher.” Harkins said. The name provoked an immediate reaction. Jorn paled, licked his lips nervously, darted his eyes from side to side.


“You—spoke to the Watcher?”


Harkins nodded. “He told me how to win Tunnel City. You can conquer the world, Jorn, if you listen to me!”


“Explain.” It was a flat command.


“You know what’s underneath Tunnel City?”


Again Jorn paled. “Yes.” he said hoarsely. “We don’t go there. It’s bad.”


“I can go there. I’m not afraid of it.” Harkins grinned triumphantly. “Jorn, I can go down there and make the robots work for me. With them on our side, we can conquer the world. We—”


Instantly, he saw he had made a mistake. One word had done it—we. Jorn had stiffened, and was beginning to arch his back with deadly intent.


“We won’t do anything of the kind,” Jorn said coldly.


Harkins tried to cover. “I mean—I’ll make the robots work and you can control them! You’ll be the leader; I’ll just—”


“Who are you fooling, Harkins? You’ll try to take power away from me, once you have the robots. Don’t deny it.”


“I’m not denying it. Dammit, wouldn’t you rather rule half the world than all of this little mudhole here?”


It was another mistake—and a worse one than the last. This mistake was fatal, because it struck Jorn precisely where he was most brittle.


“I’ll kill you!” Jorn screamed, and charged forward.


Harkins stepped back and readied himself for the big man’s frenzied assault. Jorn struck him squarely, knocked him backward, and leaped on him.


Harkins felt powerful hands reaching for his throat. Desperately, he seized Jorn’s wrists and pulled them away. The big man moved with almost cat-like grace, rolling over and over with Harkins while the birds squalled in delight overhead.


Harkins felt fists pummeling his stomach. Jorn was sitting astride him now, unable to get at this throat for the fatal throttling but determined to do all the damage he could nonetheless. Through a haze of pain, Harkins managed to wriggle out from under Jorn and get to his feet, breathing hard. A trickle of blood wound saltily over his tongue and out the corner of his mouth.


Jorn backed off. The adversaries faced each other. Harkins felt cold, almost icy; this would have to be a battle to the death, and somehow he suspected there would be no interference by robots or Star Giants this time.
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