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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.


      









Unlimited power is apt to corrupt the minds of those who possess it.





—William Pitt, Earl of Chatham




Power tends to corrupt; absolute power corrupts absolutely.





—Lord Acton
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After his craft had been mechanically wheeled away, Donal Mathers took one of the little hovercarts over to the squadron non-resident officers’ quarters and showered, used a depilatory on his beard, then opened his locker and brought forth a dress uniform. He had thrown his coveralls into a disposal chute. He dressed carefully, checked himself out at the full-length tri-di mirror, put his cap on his head, took a deep breath in unhappy anticipation, and headed for his fate.


The hovercart took him the kilometre or so to the administration buildings of the spaceport. He headed for the kingsize doors and the identity screen picked him up, checked him out in less than a second, and the doors opened before him.


Inside was bustle, the amount of bustle to be expected of a military establishment responsible for some two hundred spacecraft. Don Mathers was used to it. He made his way briskly to his destination.


A uniformed girl looked up from her work at the reception desk.


Don said, ‘Sub-lieutenant Donal Mathers, reporting to Commodore Bernklau.’


She nodded and did the things receptionists do, and shortly looked up and said, ‘Go right in, Lieutenant.’


He was about thirty years of age, slim of build and with a sort of aristocratic handsomeness in the British tradition. His hair was not quite blond, his eyes dark blue, his nose high and very slightly hooked. He affected a small moustache. He cut quite a nice figure in his light blue space pilot’s uniform.


Now he snapped a crisp salute to his superior and said, ’Sub-lieutenant Donal Mather reporting from patrol, sir.’


The commodore looked up at him, returned the salute in an off-hand manner and looked down into a screen set into the desk. He murmured, ‘Mathers. One Man Scout V-102. Sector A22-K223.’


Commodore Walt Bernklau was a small man in the Space Service fashion. Overgrown men were no longer in vogue. Smaller men take up less room in a spaceship, breathe less air and require less food. It was not that a six-footer who weighed over 180 pounds was taboo in space but there was, perhaps, an unstated prejudice against him. Down through the centuries it had been the big man who received the attention, the small man who was a bit scorned. But those had been the days when war was waged with sword and battle-axe, and work performed by the muscular. Things had been reversed. Even women, perhaps instinctively, had come to prefer smaller men.


The commodore wore the tired air of he who commands large numbers, of he who makes weighty decisions every day. He disliked the job but he was good at it. Pushing sixty, he looked forward to retirement.


He took in the younger man now and said, ‘You’ve been out only five days, Lieutenant.’


Don Mathers said stiffly, ‘Yes, sir. On the third day I seemed to be developing trouble in my fuel injectors. I stuck it out for a couple of days but then decided that I’d better come in for a check.’ He paused only momentarily before adding, ‘As per instructions, sir.’


The commodore nodded. ‘Ummm, of course. In a One Man Scout you can hardly make repairs in space. If you have any doubts at all about your craft, orders are to return to base. It happens to every pilot at one time or another.’


‘Yes, sir.’


The commanding officer looked down into his screen again. ‘However, Lieutenant, it has happened to you four times out of your last six patrols.’


Don Mathers said nothing. His face remained expressionless.


The commodore tilted his head slightly to one side and said, ‘The mechanics report that they could find nothing wrong with your engines, Lieutenant.’


The space pilot nodded agreement to that. ‘Yes, sir. Sometimes, sir, whatever is wrong fixes itself. Possibly a spot of bad fuel. It finally burns out and you’re back on good fuel again. But by that time you’re also back to the base.’


The commodore said impatiently, ‘I don’t need a lesson in the idiosyncrasies of the One Man Scout, Lieutenant. I piloted one for nearly five years. I know their shortcomings – and those of their pilots.’


‘I don’t understand, sir.’


The commodore looked down at the ball of his thumb. ’You’re out in deep space for anywhere from two weeks to a month. All alone. You’re looking for Kraden ships which practically never turn up.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Don said meaninglessly.


The commodore said, ‘We here at Command figure on you fellows getting a touch of space cafard once in a while and, ah, imagining something wrong in the engines, getting your wind up and coming in. But…’ at this point the commodore cleared his throat,’… four times out of six? Are you sure you don’t need a psych, Lieutenant?’


Don Mathers flushed. He said, ‘No, sir. I don’t think that I do.’


The other’s voice went expressionless. ‘Very well, Lieutenant Mathers. You’ll have the customary three weeks leave before going out again. Dismissed.’


Don saluted snappily, wheeled and marched from the office.


Outside, in the corridor, he muttered an obscenity under his breath. What in the hell did that chairborne brass hat know about space cafard? About the depthless blackness, the, wretchedness of free fall, the claustrophobia, the tides of primitive terror that sometimes swept you when you realized that you were far away from the environment that had given you birth. That you were alone, alone, alone. A million, a seemingly million-million miles from your nearest fellow human. Space cafard, in a craft whose cabin was little larger than a good-sized closet! What did the commodore know about it?


Don Mathers had conveniently forgotten the other’s claim to five years service in the One Man Scouts. And in the commodore’s day the small spaceships had been tinier still and with less in the way of safety devices and such amenities as video-tape entertainment.


Still fuming with inner indignation, he recovered his hovercart and made his way from Space Command Headquarters, Third Division, to Harry’s Nuevo Mexico Bar, which was located on the outskirts of the spaceport, just beyond the main entrance. It was a popular watering hole if only because it was the first one available when you left the base. In a way it was an anachronism since it had a live bartender. The trend, these days, was toward automation even in restaurants and bars. Live personnel in such establishments meant that their labour was not available for industry, for the all-out effort against the Kraden enemy. Harry, of course, was beyond retirement age and no pressure was put upon him to fold up his beloved establishment so that he could work elsewhere.


It was hardly conceivable to Don Mathers that anyone in his right mind would be so smitten by space that, after a near lifetime of work as a second-class mechanic, he would open a bar near the spaceport so that he could continue to associate with active spacemen and those who aided them. But that was Harry Amanroder.


Don dismissed the hovercart and it turned and headed back for the base motor pool. He entered the Nuevo Mexico and found it all but empty. There were a couple of mechanics in soiled coveralls over in a booth in the corner; both of them women, both of them drinking exotic-looking cocktails that made Don wince.


He climbed up onto a stool at the bar and beckoned to Harry, which was hardly necessary since the old-timer was already headed in his direction.


Harry Amanroder was somewhere in his mid-sixties, was heavy-set and big, which was possibly one of the reasons he had never been able to get into space, his lifelong dream. His had been the fate to serve those who had attained his dream – and most of them, including Don Mathers, hating it. His pudding face shone when he served an active spaceman, his eyes lit up when he was able to lean on his bar and listen in on their conversation. He loved them all and most of them were tolerant of him.


He said now, ‘Cheers, Lootenant. What spins? Thought, you was due for a patrol along in here. How come you’re back so soon? Didn’t expect to see you for maybe another couple of weeks.’


Don Mathers looked at him coldly. He said, ‘You prying into security subjects, Harry? I was on a … special mission. Top confidential.’


Harry wiped the bar with a dirty bar rag, distressed. He said earnestly, ‘Well, gee, no Lootenant. You know me. I know all the boys. I was just making conversation.’


‘Well, make it with somebody else,’ Don said with less than graciousness. ‘Look, Harry, how about some more credit? I don’t have any pay coming up for a week. My Universal Credit Card is down to its last few pseudo-dollars.’


‘Why, sure, Lootenant. I ever turned you down? You’re into me more than anybody ever comes in here. But, you know me. I never turned down a spaceman in my life. And that goes double for a real pilot. I got a boy serving on the New Taos, you know, the light cruiser.’


Don Mathers knew all right. He’d heard about it often enough.


Harry was saying, ‘Any spaceman’s credit is good with me. What’ll it be?’


‘Tequila.’


Tequila was the only concession the Nuevo Mexico Bar made to its name, save two sick cactus plants in pots which flanked the entry. Otherwise, the place looked like every other bar has looked in every land and in every era, save the new automated, sterile horrors that were taking over these days.


Harry turned and reached out for a bottle of Sauza. He put it on the bar and took up a lime and cut it into four quarters, then reached back and got a shaker of salt. He took a two-ounce shot glass and filled it carefully with the water-coloured liquid H-Bomb.


Don went through the routine. He sprinkled some of the salt on the back of his hand, licked it, picked up the shot glass and tossed its contents back over his tonsils, then hurriedly grabbed up one of the quarters of lime and bit into it.


He said, ‘I’ll be damned if I know why anybody punishes themselves by drinking this stuff.’


Harry leaned on the bar before him and said sympathetically, ‘You know, Lootenant, I don’t either. I’m a beer-drinking man myself. But, you know, the kind of beer they’re turning out these days, they could stick it back in the horse. No body, no strength, no nothing.’ He sighed. ‘I guess it’s all necessary on account of the war effort. But we still had real beer, back when I was a kid.’


‘I doubt it. I remember my grandfather, back when I was a boy. He used to tell us, and over and over again, that the beer in those days wasn’t worth drinking. No hops, no strength. Now when he was a young fellow they really had beer. I bet the complaint has gone back to the Babylonians, or whoever it was that first brewed beer.’


Harry never argued with a real spaceman. He said, ‘I guess you’re right, Lootenant. Like another one?’


‘Yeah, hit me again,’ Don said. In actuality, in his humour, he wished he could think of something really cutting to say to the fawning bartender, but it was too damned much effort.


Harry poured more tequila.


He said, ‘You hear the news this morning?’


Don said, ‘No. I just got in. I’ve been in deep space.’


He knocked back the second drink, going through the same procedure as before. He still didn’t know why he drank this stuff, save that it was the quickest manner of getting an edge on.


‘Colin Casey died.’ Harry shook his heavy head. ‘The only man in the system that held the Galactic Medal of Honour. Presidential proclamation. Everybody in the solar system is to hold five minutes of silence for him at two o’clock, Sol time.’


‘Oh?’ Don said, in spite of his humour, impressed. ‘I hadn’t heard about it as yet.’


Harry said, ‘You know how many times that medal’s been awarded since they first started it up, Lootenant?’


Without waiting for an answer, Harry added, ‘Just twelve times.’


Don said dryly, ‘Eight of them posthumously, and most of them as a result of the big shoot-out with the Kradens.’


‘Yeah,’ Harry said, leaning on the bar again. His other two customers didn’t seem to require attention.


He added, in wonderment, ‘But just imagine. The Galactic Medal of Honour, the bearer of which by law can do no wrong. You come to some city, walk into the biggest jewellery store in town, pick up a diamond bracelet and walk out without paying. And what happens?’


Don growled, ‘The jewellery store owner would probably be over-reimbursed by popular subscription. And probably the mayor of the town would write you a letter thanking you for honouring his fair city by deigning to notice one of the products of its shops. Just like that.’


‘Yeah.’ Harry shook his head in continued awe. ‘And, imagine, if you shoot somebody you don’t like, you couldn’t spend even a single night in the Nick.’


Don said, ‘If you held the Galactic Medal of Honour, you wouldn’t have to shoot anybody. All you’d have to do is drop the word that you mildly didn’t like him, and after a week or so of the treatment he got from his fellow citizens, the poor bastard would probably commit suicide.’


Harry sighed. ‘And suppose you went into one of them fancy whorehouses, like in Paris or Peking. Anything would be free. Anything.’


Don snorted at the lack of imagination. ‘Why not just go out to New Hollywood? Look, Harry, mind if I use the phone?’


‘Go right ahead, Lootenant. Anything you want in the place, until two o’clock. Then I close down for the rest of the day, on account of Colin Casey.’


Don knew the Colin Casey story. Everybody knew the Colin Casey story. He had been a crewman on one of the Monitors, the heaviest of Solar System battle craft. When one of the reactors blew he had gone in immediately, improperly shielded, and had done what had to be done. His burns, though treated by the most competent physicians on Earth, had led to his present death, but he had saved the ship and had lived long enough to be awarded, though not to enjoy, the highest decoration the human race had conjured up. Yes, Don Mathers had known of Colin Casey – but hadn’t envied the poor damn fool. Sure, they had kept him alive for years, but what good is life when you’re blind, when you’re sexually impotent, when you can’t even walk? Precious little good the Galactic Medal of Honour had done Colin Casey.


He could have used his pocket transceiver to call Dian Keramikou but the screen was so small that he wouldn’t have been able to make out her features very well, and, even though he had seen her less than a week before, he wanted to feast his eyes on her.


In the phone booth he dialled and almost immediately the screen lit up and the face of the woman he loved faded in.


Dian Keramikou was a great deal of woman. Possibly five feet eight, possibly 134 pounds, possibly 39-25-39 and every inch glossy and firm. She wasn’t truly a pretty woman. Her features were too vital and just slightly heavy. The brows were heavy, her hair harsh and black and glossy, like a racing mare. She had Indian-black eyes, a bold nose and a broad mouth. Not pretty, no, but strikingly handsome in the Greek tradition which she had inherited from her forebears.


She was obviously in the process of packing when the screen had summoned her. She looked into his face and said, in that slightly husky voice of hers, ‘Why, Don. I thought that you were on patrol.’


He said, a little impatiently, ‘Yeah. Yeah, I was. However, something came up and I had to return to base.’


She looked at him, a slight wrinkle on her broad, fine forehead. She said, ‘Again?’


He said impatiently, ‘Look, Di, I called you to ask for a get-together. You’re leaving for that job on Callisto tomorrow. It’s our last chance to be together. Actually, there’s something that I wanted to ask you about. Something in particular. It might change your mind about Callisto. I don’t know why you’re going, anyway. I’ve been there. It’s a terrible place, Di. There’s no atmosphere. You live under what amounts to a giant inverted plastic fishbowl,’


‘I’ve read up on Callisto,’ she said in irritation. ‘I know it’s no paradise. But somebody has to do the work there and I’m a trained secretary. Don, I’m packing. I simply don’t have the time to see you again. I thought that we said our goodbyes six days ago.’


‘This is important, Dian.’ His voice was urgent.


She tossed the two sweaters she was holding into a chair, or something, off-screen, and faced him, her hands on her hips.


‘No it isn’t, Don Mathers. Not to me, at least. We’ve been all over this. Why keep torturing yourself? You’re not ready for marriage, Don. I don’t want to hurt you, but you simply aren’t. Look me up, Don – in a few years.’


‘Di! Just a couple of hours this afternoon.’ He was desperate.


Dian Keramikou looked him full in the face and said, ’Colin Casey finally died of his burns and wounds this morning. The President has asked for five minutes of silence at two o’clock. Don, I plan to spend that time here alone in my apartment, possibly crying a few tears for a man who died for me and the rest of the human race under such extreme conditions of gallantry that he was awarded the highest honour of which man has ever conceived. I wouldn’t want to spend that five minutes while on a date with another member of my race’s armed forces who had deserted his post of duty.’


Don Mathers turned, after the screen had gone blank, and walked stiffly back to the bar. He got up on the stool again and called flatly to Harry, ‘Another tequila. A double tequila. And don’t bother with that lime and salt routine.’
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By evening he was drenched, as the expression went these days. When Harry had closed the Nuevo Mexico at two o’clock, in memory of Colin Casey, Don Mathers had summoned a hovercab and dialled the hi-rise apartment house where he quartered himself in Center City.


He took one of the vacuum elevators up to the 45th floor and staggered to his mini-apartment. A mini-apartment was all he could afford on his sub-lieutenant’s pay. In fact, he shouldn’t have afforded that. He could have stayed considerably cheaper, living in bachelor’s quarters on the base. But in the last year he had become so fed up with the Space Service that he preferred to stay away from any contact whenever he could. Besides, he’d had high hopes of Dian capitulating to him, with or without marriage, and wanted a place to be able to bring her.


She was a strange one, he had long since decided, when it came to sex matters. So far as he knew, she was a virgin, in an age when it was no longer considered necessary or even very sensible to remain one after your mid-teens; though of recent date there had been somewhat of a swing of the pendulum in that regard, a newly swelling Victorianism, a return to the old virtues. Don Mathers supposed that it was a result of the Kraden threat and the possibility of human annihilation. The Universal Reformed Church was said to be growing in all but a geometric progression.


His identity screen picked him up upon his approach and the door automatically opened.


He entered the apartment and looked about distastefully. Wasn’t it bad enough spending weeks at a time in a One Man Scout to have to return to quarters as small as this automated mini-apartment? Functional it might be, attractive it was not. A living room-cum-bedroom-cum study. A so-called kitchenette with small dining alcove; so-called because he never utilized it for more than making coffee. A small bath. Most of the furniture built in, very neatly, very efficiently.


He stripped off his uniform and hung it in the closet and brought forth civilian garb and redressed. The SPs, the Space Police, took a dim view of any spaceman, even an officer pilot, being seen in public intoxicated, and Don Mathers was already drenched and had every intention of getting more so. Everything and its cousin was going wrong. Dian was leaving tomorrow for the ridiculous job on the Jupiter satellite, Callisto. He was on the commodore’s S-list and most likely would be on it in capital letters shortly, because the fact of the matter was he was rapidly getting to the point where he couldn’t bear the space patrols. Sooner, or later, Bernklau was going to insist on a psych on him. Then the fat would really be in the fire, because under a psych they broke you down completely, entirely, and when they did that the medicos were going to find out that Don Mathers, for some time, had been planning on desertion.


In actuality, he would have gone over the hill long since had he been able to figure out some method of swinging it. In this day of International, actually Interplanetary, Data Banks, it wasn’t the simplest thing in the world to try and disappear and take up a new identity. With Solar System wide unity, you couldn’t run to some country where they wouldn’t extradite you. And, for another thing, you simply couldn’t survive without a Universal Credit Card. Money, as known in the past, was non-existent. Everything, but everything, was bought with your credit card. When you made some money, some pseudo-dollars, it was deposited to your account in the data banks. When you bought either an item or a service, the amount was deducted.


And for still another thing, every bit of information about you since your day of birth was in the data banks, on your Dossier Complete. Hell, before your birth. They also had complete rundowns on not only your parents, but – according to your age – usually your grandparents as well.


Of course, theoretically he could take off to some remote spot, and there were few enough left in the world, and live a hermit’s life. He could become a present-day Robinson Crusoe. Theoretically. But the life didn’t seem a particularly attractive prospect.


However, he was checking out an alternative. There were some areas, for instance the Amazon basin in what was formerly called Brazil, which were now being developed in an all-out manner. It was said to be chaotic there. Everything fouled up. He was investigating the possibilities of getting down there and assuming a new identity. Possible? Maybe.


But now, immediately, he had three weeks before him to supposedly recuperate from his last patrol, even though he had spent only a fraction of it in space.


He could have done his additional drinking right here in his mini-apartment. His small autobar would have supplied him with all the ersatz guzzle he could dial. But he didn’t want that. He didn’t want to be completely alone after even only five days of patrol. He wanted people around, even though they didn’t talk to him, associate with him. He just wanted them around. As a matter of fact, he didn’t particularly want companionship, save that of Dian Keramikou, in his present state of mind. He wanted to suffer in silence.


He had lied to Harry Amanroder, in the Nuevo Mexico. He wasn’t particularly short financially. He had put his drinks on the cuff so that he could hold onto enough pseudo-dollar credit to show Dian a really big time. He had planned to take her to the Far-Out Room, located in the biggest hotel in Center City, and blow her to the finest spread possible. No whale steak, no synthetics. The real thing. From hors d’oeuvres to real fruit for dessert.


But now he planned to blow it on more guzzle.


And not in this building, either. There were several dozen bars, nightclubs and restaurants in the hi-rise and he had, in his time, been in all of them. But not tonight. Tonight, he wanted to pub crawl, and preferably in the cheapest areas of town. Why, he didn’t know, but he felt like slums, or the nearest thing to them the present world had to offer.


One automated bar faded into another. He seldom had more than one drink in any of them. He would sprawl at an empty table, put his Universal Credit Card in the payment slot and dial a tequila, or whatever. By this time he was mixing his drinks and feeling them to the point where he usually had to close one eye to be able to dial.


It was well into the night when the fog rolled out of his brain and he realized that he was zigzagging down the street without remembering the last bar he had been in. He tried to concentrate. Had it been that one where the garish-looking girl, or rather woman, had tried to pick him up? The place with the overly loud, harsh canned music and the overly loud, harsh crowd of drunks? He couldn’t remember. He had blacked out, somewhere along the line. He was going to have to get to a metro station and take the vacuum tube back to his apartment house. If he passed out on the street and was thrown in the drunk Nick, they’d turn him over to the Space Police when they learned his identity and then he would be in trouble.


And suddenly he was confronted by three men in the uniforms of Space Platform privates. In the Space Service those who manned the heavily armed Space Platforms which orbited not only Earth but Luna, Mars and the colonized satellites as well, were the low men on the totem pole. Of all the elements in the service, theirs was the least glamorous, the most undesirable. In a way, the platforms were something like the Foreign Legion forts in the Sahara, a couple of centuries earlier. The space cafard incidence was high, particularly in view of the fact that a tour of duty lasted six months. Six months confined to a Space Platform! Most spacemen shuddered at the idea.


But now, here were three of them. And they stood there, blocking the way of Don Mathers. They averaged about his own build and they, too, were somewhat drenched, though not nearly as far gone as Don.


Two of them carried what appeared to be improvised truncheons, the other, the largest of them, had his fists balled.


‘What the hell do you want?’ Don slurred.


‘Everything you’ve got, you funker,’ the largest one growled lowly. ‘Hand it over, or we take it the hard way – for you.’


Don tried to rally himself. He said in a belligerent slur, ’Look, you three, I’m a One Man Scout pilot, and officer. If you don’t clear out, I’ll summon the SP and it’ll be your ass.’


One of the others grinned nastily. ‘You reach for your transceiver, sir, and I’ll bat you over the head with this.’


Don Mathers wavered on his feet. Three of them, damn it, and he was drenched to the gills. He backed up against the wall of the building he had been walking along at their approach. He realized that if he’d had good sense he would do what they demanded. Precious little he had on him anyway, and most of it personal rather than being of much value; his transceiver, his class ring, his wrist chronometer, a gold stylo Dian had given him for his birthday a year ago when she still thought she was in love with him. It was the stylo that decided him; he didn’t want to give it up.


He put up his hands in a drunken effort to defend himself.


It wasn’t actually an age of personal physical violence. Don Mathers couldn’t remember having hit anybody since childhood, and early childhood at that. Pugilism was no longer practised as a sport, nor was wrestling, not to speak of judo or karate. Even football, basketball and hockey had been so modified as to minimize the danger of any of the contestants being hurt. Bullfighting and even auto racing were unknown. Men didn’t kill each other, or get themselves killed in sports … when the Kradens were out there. Oh, he’d had some hand-to-hand combat while in cadet training, but not as it had been in the old days.


The three of them moved in on him carefully, and spaced out so that he couldn’t face them all at once. They were going to be able to do whatever they wanted with him.


Suddenly one reached out with his truncheon and whacked Don across the belly, hard.


Don’s face went white. He brought his hands down over his guts and doubled forward. He vomited onto the sidewalk, the contents of his stomach burning acid and alcohol as it spewed out of his mouth. Even in his agony, his mind was clear enough to anticipate another blow of the club on his head momentarily. There was nothing that he could do about it.


But it was then that Thor Bjornsen exploded onto the scene. Where he came from none of the four participants in the drama ever comprehended. It was as though, magically, a giant had materialized in their midst. A berserk giant. And, in spite of his size, a veritable flurry of movement.


Don Mathers, still in agony, never did quite comprehend the next few minutes – if it lasted that long. Blows were struck and received, most of them going one way – from the giant out. In a moment, two men were down on the sidewalk, one sitting and looking startled, one sprawled flat.


And the next thing Don knew, the giant was chasing his three attackers down the street, one of the truncheons in hand and whacking them unmercifully on their buttocks as they went.


He returned shortly, chuckling. He cut off the laughter when he saw Don sitting on the curb and said, ‘Are you all right?’


‘No,’ Don said. ‘I’m sick.’


‘You smell drenched.’


‘I am… or was.’


The other peered down at him, quizzically. He said finally, ‘Well, whether or not, you’re in no shape to be getting yourself home. My apartment’s nearby. Come on over there. You can sleep on the couch. By morning, you should be able to hold down an Anti-Alc. I’ve got some. I too, in my time, have been drenched.’


He helped Don to his feet, and, still holding him by one arm, led him along.


The big man said, ‘What did those three want?’


‘They said they wanted everything I had.’


Thor Bjornsen grunted. ‘You’re fairly well dressed. They probably figured they could hock your things for enough pseudo-dollar credits to buy a few drinks. It’s a queer world we’re living in. For half a century we’ve been at peace, but preparing for war. We’re in continual training for conflict that doesn’t come. Violence is in the air and can’t be sublimated with real violence against an enemy. So it sometimes comes out in some type of manufactured real violence, in short, masochism. Those three that jumped you didn’t really need what little credits they would have realized. What they really wanted was the fun of working you over.’


The other’s apartment was in one of the older of Center City’s buildings, rather than in one of the new hi-rises. And, being of an earlier era, the apartments were larger. Although a single, the place must have been twice the size of Don’s mini-apartment. And it was considerably more comfortably furnished and decorated, for that matter.


His rescuer got Don into a chair and looked down at him, fists resting on his hips.


He said, ‘Can I get you anything?’


‘No. I’ll be all right; in a minute or so.’ But Don doubted it.


‘You don’t think you could hold anything, any food, on your stomach?’


‘Almighty Ultimate, no.’


The other said, ‘My name’s Thor Bjornsen.’


Don looked up at him. ‘You look like Thor. I’m Sub-lieutenant Donal Mathers.’


‘Space Forces?’


‘Pilot of a One Man Scout.’


‘Oh? I don’t envy you that job.’


Thor Bjornsen lived up to the first impression he had made on both Don and his attackers. He was a giant of a man in the Viking way. Red of hair, square of face, light blue of eye, graceful of carriage in spite of his brawn. Neither of them would have known, but physically he was a Norse version of the Joe Louis of an earlier time. In age he must have been roughly the same as Don Mathers, but his face had a boyish quality that made him seem more youthful.


He went over to an old-fashioned autobar set in the corner, rather than built-in, and dialled himself a drink, a stein of dark beer, and returned with it. He sat down on the couch across from Don’s comfort chair.


He took a pull at the beer and said, ‘What in the hell were you out on the streets in this condition for?’


‘I was drowning my sorrows,’ Don said ungraciously. ’I should thank you for coming to the rescue. How could you possibly have taken on three men, two of them armed, and run them off?’


‘Nobody knows how to fight any more,’ the other told him. ‘I make a hobby of it. I’d rather be able to knock down my enemies than drink my friends under the table. What sorrows?’


Don wondered if he felt like answering that. It was none of the big man’s business. However, he said, ‘My girl left me to take a job on Callisto. And my commodore’s down on me because I’ve had a series of troubles with my One Man Scout and have come in several times from patrol prematurely.’
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