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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


HAD it not been for the emotional shock caused by the murder, he would never have allowed himself to be trapped into driving his car on the highway at night. In an attempt at isolation that he knew would probably be futile, he had switched on all four headlamps and now drove looking from darkness into a bright dazzlement splashing the unwinding road ahead.


How long he could keep that antisocial behaviour up without being stopped by a highway patrol was questionable; he was hoping with futile anger that he could reach the turn-off before they——


“Stop pretending,” he said aloud, harshly.


The highway patrol and the police had an understandable place in the reality of things. He had no wish to be picked up for a murder he had not committed; if only Sheila had listened to him! But it was not fear of the police that threatened his sanity now, nor anything that he could have given a name to if pressed by a psychiatrist.


Driving habit broke through his enforced ban and forced him to glance into the rear-view mirror. At once vertigo seized him. He was drowning in that tiny oblong of reflections. Stretching away into prolonged perspective, and ranked in undeviating lines, the road lamps seemed to be beseeching arms pulling him gently backwards into their embrace.


He caught the flicker of the nearer lamps as they rushed in blurring speed past the car, and a red, confused madness mounted to his brain. It took a compulsive affort of will to reach up and switch on the dome light. The movement broke the mirror’s hypnotism; he could turn his aching neck and let his smarting eyes once more peer forward into the onrushing area of illuminated highway. He was trembling all over, and sweat lay cold and unpleasant upon him.


The automobile was a black spider unreeling on its thread of light, its four glaring eyes like pitiful antennae groping into the night. Somewhere above him black clouds massed, intermittently hiding the moon, and wind gusts prowled the turnpike and shook angry fists against the closed windows. Now that the dome light was on, it had become difficult to see through the glass. A defence against encroaching madness had brought also a new barrier against escape from that madness. Coloured dots of light swam towards him from the darkness beyond his headlamps. Before he could interpret them, they had passed, gone in a silent rush of brilliance. He thought, in his confusion of anger and fear, that it had been the turn-off for Leinster. That meant that the next would be Clarendon. And in Clarendon he could use his hotel room to change his identity again. If he was extraordinarily lucky, he might reach the midnight airship.


The idea of simply stopping the car and walking occurred to him, to be immediately rejected. The whole idea was to get away, even at the enormous risk he was running, and he was well enough aware of police efficiency to know that they would pounce on any solitary pedestrian.


He was driving as fast as he dared, half-blinded by lights in wrong places. And through all his self-contempt for the completeness of his failure, he yet had sufficient control to restrain his twitching nerves from thrusting the throttle to the floor boards. He had to balance himself nicely between too much speed, which would kill him in a smash, and not enough, which might allow either of the pursuers to catch him before he turned off this naked ridge of light.


He could still hear Sheila’s shrill, hating voice, and it was easy to open his mind and let the memories come spilling in: of Sheila, standing, panting in her dishevelled négligé; her husband dying on the carpet, with the fumes from the gun still stinking in the too-warm room; of Sheila again, loathing him, saying, “You’ll never get away. No matter where you go, they’ll find you.”


And before that, his own voice, for all his training, betraying raggedly his horror, “You didn’t have to shoot him.”


Again he saw Frank, Sheila’s husband, walking in, arrogant and assured, with the gun in his hand making very sure that he would no longer wear horns on his forehead.


The memories span the wheel of Time backwards ever faster. There was the memory of meeting Sheila, on instructions from Horner, and of making the big play for her. She had been wearing a white nylon blouse and skirt, crisp and pleated; he could see every fold as clearly now as though she were sitting in the car with him, but at the time he had scarcely noticed her dress.


And farther back still, he remembered old Horner saying, “Never forget, Rupert, that what you learn here may one day turn the scales in Earth’s favour.”


He remembered, too, a crystal-clear image of himself, young, fresh-faced, eager with that pathetic eagerness he could now only recognise with a cynically contradictory heart-pang of remorse, saying enthusiastically, “I understand, sir. You can rely on me.”


And of old Horner, grey lips grim under the grey moustache: “You’ll forget all you ever heard or saw here, Rupert. You will become an ordinary citizen until the time Earth calls upon you.”


The turnpike swooped round a wide sweeping curve, and he held the car to it blindly. Farther back into the pit of memory his mind excavated, drawing pictures of flashing moments that at the time had seemed of supreme importance: of being selected for special training; of understanding just what a Double-I man was and what he might be called upon to do. And even as his mind leaped down the long corridors of memory, he struggled against the backward tread, guessing with a craven’s fearful anticipation what lay at the end of that benighted journey.


The highway lamps flashed past his head now like tracer bullets. The turn-off to Clarendon and safety must lie only seconds away. But quicker than the speed of his car, quicker than the flashing wheels could carry him, the horror pounced.


It was as cold as death. In that cold lay blankness. And from that icy blankness streams of light burst and poured in a chain of fire.


His mouth was open and agape, his lungs expanded and bursting, his head flung back and his throat muscles rigid. Silently, he struggled to scream but could not. His fingers gripped the wheel to numbness. There was an awful hissing in his ears and his voice, in mental echoes alone, shrieked unintelligibly up the scale, piercing higher, octave by octave, until there was nothing but a bubbling silence that grew and swelled and burst in a silent flash of fire in his brain.


The car hit the kerb, the front wheels jarred once; then it turned completely over, and smashing through splintering fencing, rolled three times and flung itself down the embankment. It lay obscenely in the darkness, its four wheels spinning under the stars.


The statistics that Doctor Eddington considered vital were those having to do with the job of a brain specialist and neurologist, with a post-operative interest on the psychotherapeutic level. To those fortunate enough to be associated with Doctor Eddington—including her patients—the statistics of the doctor that were vital were thirty-six, twenty-one, thirty-five. These, added to a smoothly waved crown of unrepentantly carroty hair, and a mouth that, a complete stranger to lipstick, could raise goose-pimples on a man’s spine, had created complications in the doctor’s life, until it had been thoroughly understood by all that the doctor’s one interest was the human brain.


“I don’t know who you are,” Doctor Eddington was saying to the man whose armpit-holstered gun had worn a shiny patch on his suit. “And I don’t care what you want. This man is my patient and my duty is to him. You can’t move him. That’s final.”


The man sighed patiently and tried again. He was about the same height as the doctor, but it was obvious that he was having to buy trousers with a larger waistline at distressingly frequent intervals. He had thinning sandy hair and the porkpie hat he ran continuously in circles through his fingers showed traces of hair on the sweatband.


“Now, look, doc, my partner and me——”


“Doctor, please.”


“What’s that, doc?”


“My name is Doctor Eddington. You call me doctor.”


The second man broke in quickly. He was younger, with the freckled face and broad hands of a quondam farmer. “Sure, doctor. It’s just that this man has to come along with us.” He gestured around the operating theatre anteroom, white, aseptic, efficient, chilling. “We understand your feelings, doc—doctor, but we can look after him okay.”


“Don’t talk rubbish! Do you know what he’s——?”


Doctor Henderson, the senior house surgeon, grey-haired, flabby-faced, the husk of a once brilliant surgeon, harrumphed uncomfortably, and smiled placatingly. “You see, doctor, these gentlemen are from the police. They must have a very good reason for asking this. They insisted I bring them to the patient right away.”


The older policeman put his porkpie hat down carefully on a chair and visibly put on all the charm he was capable of. “My name’s Grandison, doctor. It is absolutely vital that that man in there”—he nodded towards the glass doors leading to the theatre—“comes with us now. We can take care of him.”


Doctor Eddington didn’t bother to argue it out. She knew that every second of delay might be the second that would kill the man lying in there with his skull smashed in. She walked calmly towards the theatre and assistants opened the doors for her. Doctor Henderson half-raised a futile hand, and then let it drop. He looked vaguely at the two policemen.


“Doctor Eddington is a brilliant surgeon … remarkable. I really don’t think that your police surgeons—begging your pardons, of course—could possibly better the care and attention your prisoner will receive here.”


“How bad is he, doc?”


“He has multiple contusions and a number of fractures of the lower limbs, but they can be dealt with in the normal way. What Doctor Eddington is particularly concerned about is a depression of the occipital. We are not yet sure of its precise degree of extent and damage. The dura matter and the cerebro-spinal fluid have probably done their job as shock-absorbers, but in these cases there has to be——”


“Spare me the gory details, doc,” Grandison said, and cut Henderson off in mid-flight. “He’s been hit on the back of the head. So okay. Our skull surgeon could take care of that, couldn’t he?”


Doctor Henderson might have been an old has-been, whose hands could no longer guide a scalpel with the precision of a microtome, but the semi-contemptuous reference to a “skull doctor,” coupled with the barely veiled insolence of these two policemen and his growing reliance on the judgments of Doctor Eddington, brought back a flash of the old fire. He put both hands in the small of his back and breathed deeply. “This man may be the criminal you say he is. But you are laymen and have no conception of the risks involved in what you demand. I have no choice but to refuse your request, and I warn you that if you persist and the man dies, then you will both be chargeable with murder.”


Grandison looked at Henderson admiringly. “Big words doc.” He turned on his partner and nodded his head towards the exit door. “You heard the doc, Jimenez. Ring the Chief and tell him we’re staying here. Tell him we’re sticking to Harris like a plaster. It’ll be a round-the-clock watch, so ask him to send along a relief.”


Jimenez said, “Okay, Grandison,” and went out.


“Now,” Grandison said briskly, turning to Henderson and stripping off his coat. “Where’s a mask and smock. I’m going in there.”


“But you can’t!”


“Listen, doc, and get this straight. Either me or one of my men will be on duty at all times with this Harris. Got that? At all times.”


“But why?”


Grandison smiled and let his eyes scan the anteroom. Apart from a few white-clad assistants at the far end, he and Henderson were alone. He bent closer.


He said, “Just in case—under the dope, you understand—he wants to get chummy … talkative.” Grandison stretched his shoulders under his shirt and began to unbuckle the gun harness. He took another look around and glanced through the glass portholes of the exit doors. His voice sank until Henderson in turn had to lean forward.


“Alishang,” Grandison said quietly.


The old doctor’s big flabby face jumped with reflexive shock. The pouches of skin tautened. But his eyes stared steadily back at Grandison. “If you’d told me that in the first place there would have been no argument.” He moistened his lips with a furtive flick of his tongue. “But what have those swine got to do with——?”


“Never mind. And forget it. They’ve got stooges everywhere.” Grandison chuckled nastily as he buttoned the neck of the smock under his chin. “We know we can trust you, doc. We haven’t forgotten, down at Headquarters, what you did in the Twenty-Five.”


“Ah, yes. The Twenty-Five.” For a moment there was a stillness, a silence of memory between them, a moment of memory that could be shared by every Earthman on Earth. Then Doctor Henderson sighed. “I was a damned young fool then. Twenty-Five. A long time ago.”


“Forty-seven years ago,” Grandison said. He added, inconsequentially, “I was in the process of being born. My old man’s told me a few of the things that went on.”


“A damned young idiot,” repeated Henderson.


“Like catching a couple of Shangs and running them through the sawmill—lengthways. My old man said the whole interior of the saw shed was running blood.”


“Red blood, like ours, Grandison.”


The policeman’s face started to go stiff and belligerent and hating, so that Henderson had to say, quickly. “Don’t get me wrong, Grandison. I’m no Shang sycophant like that man in there.”


Grandison puffed air from his lips, and smiled. “I didn’t think you’d changed, doc. But you never know. You never know.” He began to walk towards the theatre doors. “Anyway, you’ve got me wrong, too,” he said softly to Henderson as the doctor fell into step beside him. “Harris is no Shangsyc, either. But, knowing this, would you have sanctioned our moving him?”


“No. You’d likely kill him if you did. I gather, now, that he isn’t a criminal?”


“Eh? Oh, sure, he killed this Frank Burgess all right. He’ll be arraigned on a capital charge. But there are other angles involved.” Grandison slapped the gun which he had placed in the smock pocket. “I’m only telling you this because you’re trusted; your record is on file down at Headquarters. But you’ll forget it all, now. Understand?”


As Grandison finished speaking, the theatre doors opened and a smocked, masked man emerged, walking purposefully towards the doors and pushing an anaesthetics trolley. He brushed past Henderson and Grandison with a little tinkle of metal against metal from the trolly. Henderson gripped the policeman’s arm.


“Perhaps I ought to mention to you—although I hate doing it, because I’m not sure—that I believe that man to be a Shang sycophant. He could have heard what you were saying.”


“I didn’t hear the trolley before, either,” said Grandison.




Chapter Two


THE Wasp Building rose from mid-Manhattan’s East River waterfront, near the end of Forty-Second Street, an angular, uncompromising slab like a steel and glass book standing upright, waiting for the first page to be opened.


Two hundred and fifty years ago it had been known as the United Nations Building.


Today, it was the most hated structure in the world.


The Chrysler Building had gone, and over the area of its fall incredibly small ten- and twenty-story structures grew like pygmy brothers in a family of giants. Only half of Grand Central remained, like an apple cut cleanly in two. Standing majestically over the lesser monsters of the man-made forest, the Empire State Building still stood. Apart from that small area of destruction and apathetic reconstruction pointing like an accusing finger from the erstwhile site of the Chrysler, New York City presented exactly the same appearance as it had when the last decade of the Twentieth Century was drawing to its close.


The Lincoln Tunnel still possessed only five tubes; there was still a three-quarters of an hour wait to get on to the George Washington Bridge; and on the Hudson bank opposite Cathedral Parkway the piers of the Dwight D. Eisenhower bridge lay rusting and neglected; washing still blew from fire escapes in the Bowery.


And the Statue of Liberty lay twenty-five thousand feet beneath the grey rollers of the North Atlantic.


Tokyo, once the largest city in the world, had vanished, and in its place the scarred desolation left mute evidence of the holocaust that had raged unchecked for six cataclysmic weeks. There was not a single great city on the earth’s surface that could not show some wound, some half-healed scar, as a permanent reminder of what had befallen humanity in that year of terror, 2025. All over the world, spreading in a delicate precision of control that was at once the despair and envy of surviving humans, the Wasp stations peppered the planet like ulcers.


But no building, no single centre of Wasp authority, was hated with the undying, implacable enmity reserved for the pile that once had been the United Nations Building.


Up until a few years ago, Terrans, when walking past the Wasp building (which they did only when completely unable to choose a different route), used to ceremoniously spit upon the paving. Wasps had stopped that, at last, by installing a roving patrol which seized any offender immediately, no matter of which sex, and administered an on-the-spot beating. The system worked. Even Terrans were smart enough to see that getting a beating for the pleasure of spitting didn’t hurt the Shangs at all, but that it most certainly hurt the Earthmen. Thinking about that, Robert Ney realised that that was a typical instance of the simple mehods by which the aliens from Alishang had first taken over the Earth and then completely subdued it to their wills by outright force.


Well, not quite completely.


He walked smartly past the two Earthmen on guard at the foot of the sloping ramp which was one of the few additions to the building. They were dressed in black breeches and tunics, crossed by leather shoulder straps. Their plastic helmets with the characteristic exaggerated peak, like some alien conception of a baseball or Mitscher cap, were a dull golden colour. Their short capes were a flaring yellow. Their yellow kid gloves, this hot June day, were thrust through loops on their right shoulder. Their hands rested on pistol butts.


Ney had his usual retching feeling of impotent hate as he passed them, a horrible crawling sensation up his spine and churning in his stomach that consistently amazed him by not betraying itself to these watchdogs.


Wasps.


World Alishang Police.


Renegades.


Hated by men and despised by Shangs.


He walked past them and acknowledged their crisp salutes with an arm-cracking salute of his own that was a model for all his subordinates. He sensed their relaxation into their normal, watchful poise after he had passed, and took a tiny morsel of comfort from the fact that he could make them smarten up whenever he appeared. Somewhere deep down in his devious brain he kept, tightly shuttered and locked, his real feelings, and always he was aware of the vague horror that one day he might lose those feelings and become what he seemed to the outside world to be. If that ever happened he could always shoot himself—if he still wanted to, that is.


His office was on the twentieth floor, and the elevator girl, dressed in black and yellow nylon—a feminine counterpart to the Wasps outside—took him up without exchanging a word. She knew his floor, all right.


He turned sharp right outside the elevator and strode through the anteroom, and went into his office and threw himself into his swivel chair. Reports lay thickly on his desk. He rang for Jerome.


“Yes, sir?” Jerome was slight and stooped, with contact lenses and thinning hair and the blue stain from the ball point pen shining behind his right ear. He was a very clever man, and Ney always kept a careful rein on himself in his secretary’s presence.


“Jerome, what is the latest situation on the Harris case?” He was abrupt, ignoring the report which was probably on his desk.


Jerome’s eyes flickered towards one buff holder among the many, and then, almost resignedly, as though he was quite used to this sort of time-wasting procedure, said, “Harris is still in Saint Mary’s Hospital, sir. The local police intend to arrest him as soon as he can be moved. I’ve given instructions that he is to be turned over to Wasp jurisdiction immediately.”


“Immediately now, or immediately when he can be moved?”


Jerome did not flush, but his lips firmed down for a fraction of an instant of rebellion. Then, smoothly, he said, “As soon as he can be moved, of course, sir.”


“I see no ‘of course’ about it, Jerome. What else?”


“His prints were on the gun, along with the murdered man’s and his wife’s. The woman is … is well, a little strange.”


“What d’ye mean?”


“It’s hard to say exactly, sir. She doesn’t act as though her husband has just been murdered. There’s a hard sort of vengeance in her; she said some pretty foul things about Harris.”


“If someone had just shot your wife, wouldn’t you say some hard things, Jerome?”


“I’m not married, sir.”


“Oh!” Ney said impatiently. He snatched a tissue from the dispenser and blew hard. “I suppose there’s no doubt that she was his mistress?”


“None at all, sir. She’s denied it and is still denying it. We can’t ask Harris, obviously, or the dead man. But the whole setup points to it. The neighbours’ reports are all in there.” He pointed at the folder.


“All right. Get me the local Chief on the line, will you?”


Jerome put the call through and Ney took the handset his secretary handed across. He breathed deeply and put on his official Wasp voice.


“This is Colonel Ney, World Police here. This Harris. Can he be moved yet?”


The voice which answered him carried all those nuances of tone and expression that made Robert Ney feel very small and contemptible and yet, at the same time, gave him an ever-renewed well of strength to carry on his work.


“Duryea, St. Mary’s County Chief, here, sir. Harris is still unconscious. The surgeons say he won’t be fit to move for at least a week. That’s minimal time, sir.”


“I understand. This is Wasp business, Duryea. I want Harris in our own cells as soon as possible. I don’t believe that the Terran police can handle the case; there are angles. You understand that, Duryea?”


“Yes sir,” he said reluctantly.


“Good. I don’t think there is any chance of his, shall we say, escaping. But I’m holding you responsible for him. I don’t have to tell you the sort of trouble you’d be in if he were … mislaid. You understand me?”


“I understand.” There was a new note in the voice in the earpiece now, a note of anxiety, of dawning fear.


“You’ve got a clean record down in Saint Mary’s County, Duryea; I wouldn’t like to see a blot on that record.”


“Very good, sir.”


“Good-bye.”


He put the handset down before there could be any reply.


Jerome was still standing, perched on one leg, his face impassive.


“What the hell are you hanging about here for, Jerome? There’s work to be done. That fool, tinkering in his garage in Dayton, blew an apartment house up and killed fifty people—men, women and children. That puts him squarely into the lap of Homicide. And that’s us. I’ve had a word with Palmgren over at Invention Control and he’s quite happy to toss him to us. The gadget the maniac was working on was completely demolished, some sort of matter converter. Palmgren was vague, but it’s something that Alishang knows all about. So there’s no danger there. We’ll probably get him on first degree murder under the Prohibition of Experimentation and Research Acts. Look into that, will you? That’s all for now.”


“Very good, sir.” And Jerome went out, quiet, inconspicuous, and very deadly. Ney leaned back in his chair and thought about the first cigar of the day.


He tried not to think of the poor devil in Dayton as he cut and pierced the Havana and fired it up. But he could never rid himself of the oppressive feeling of guilt that swamped him every time he had to prosecute under the Research Acts. The Alishang were very sure of their dominance over Earth, but they discouraged any initiative, any basic research and experiment with savage thoroughness. The aliens who had come first in friendship, and then in morale and will-sapping treachery and finally in open conquest, desired to maintain every level on Earth just as it was. Technically, Scientifically, Economically, Agriculturally, in all walks of life, they maintained the status quo just as it had been that bright summer of 2025, two hundred and forty-seven years ago. They had handled the Earth, then and now, by keeping her perpetually in the same state of development; they could smash her at any time they willed, any time at all. Ney expelled a huge cloud of smoke and went to crush the cigar out in his ashtray; it tasted vile. Then economy, caution, fear of betraying any fraying of his nerves, held his hand poised above the tray. Slowly, he put the cigar back between his teeth and bit down. Thinking back to the Twenty-Five, of what his father and his uncles had told him, he began to feel better, and the cigar tasted more like the expensive Havana it was and less like a hank of tarred rope.
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