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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.







I


THIS WAS KARAKELLA, a windy world, with katabatic gales sweeping down from sharp-peaked, snowcapped mountains, driving airborne torrents of golden leaves and crimson windflower blossoms through the steep-sided canyons that were the streets of the cities. This was Karakella, whose proud people rode the storms on wide-stretched wings, disdaining mechanical aids, shrieking their defiance to the forces of Nature.


And this was Port Karakel, a city small in area but with its buildings towering high into the turbulent sky, steeples of metal latticework, each topped with its weathervane wrought to the semblance of a crowing cock. It was set on a hilltop, buffeted by every wind, washed clean by the racing air currents that brought with them the sharp tang of the snows of the high places, that scoured the spaceport apron of every scrap of debris, that were bitterly cold but invigorating, veritable elixir after the stale, cycled and recycled atmosphere of a spaceship.


This was Port Karakel—and there stood the ships. There were the locally owned merchantmen—featureless metal o-voids squatting in the skeleton eggcups of their landing gear. There were two frigates—cigars rather than eggs, their sleekness marred by the protuberances that proclaimed the possession of heavy armament. And there was that other alien. No spaceman, of whatever race, would need to look for the winged, green globe embossed upon her bows to know that she was Earth-built. Beneath the badge, in letters of golden metal, was her name—Wanderer.


There was work in progress about her hull—the intermittent flare of welding torches, a busy grouping of technicians, some of them the tall, avian natives, two of them human, clad in coveralls that had once been white but that were now grease-and soot-marked. Another human being, bundled up against the cold in heavy, drab gray clothing, leaning into the wind, was making his way slowly from the spaceport administration buildings towards the ship.


The smaller of the two white-clad humans saw him first. He said respectfully, “Ma’am, we have company.”


The woman carefully thrust the small testing hammer that she had been using into her belt, turned to look. The wind, blowing around the hull, whipped strands of yellow hair from under her cap, blew them across her eyes. Irritably she used her free hand to clear her vision, leaving a dirty smudge across the golden tan of her face. It was to her what a beauty spot is to other women, enhancing her handsomeness rather than marring it.


She remarked, her intonation sardonic, “Our Mr. Smith. The man from GLASS.” She smiled briefly. “No doubt he has something for us. And I can’t trust my everloving husband to handle ship’s business by himself, even though he is on the Register as Master.… Will you carry on here, Mr. Bronheim, while I see what’s cooking?”


Ignoring the ladder, she slid down one of the uprights of the scaffolding to the ground. The wind behind her, she advanced swiftly to meet the representative of the Galactic League for the Abolition of Suppression and Slavery.


They were seated in the commodious Master’s dayroom aboard Wanderer. There was Captain Trafford—a little, wiry man, with close-cropped sandy hair, sandy brows over bleak gray eyes, a seamed, rugged, deeply tanned face. He looked like a spaceman (as he should have done) and yet, somehow, did not look like a star-tramp Master. His uniform was too neat, too correct. Somehow, somewhen the Imperial Navy had put its indelible stamp upon him.


There was Mrs. Irene Trafford, his wife, First Mate and owner. She had removed her coveralls and was now, like her husband, in uniform. She looked the part of a merchant officer far better than he did. It was not that her attire was in any way slovenly: the scarlet, polka-dotted cravat filling the open neck of her shirt added a touch of color to the severe black and gold of her dress—incorrect, nonregulation color, but color nonetheless.


Then there was the slender, auburn-haired Susanna, Radio Officer and Purser, correctly enough rigged—but conveying the impression that the rigging had been carried out by a Parisian couturier.


There was Irene, who had been Empress-Elect of the Federation (and who, prior to her accession to the purple, had been Mate of a Dog Star Line tramp); there was Trafford, her husband, who had held the rank of Commander in the Imperial Navy; there was Susanna, onetime Lady-in-Waiting to the Empress, who had stayed with her mistress after the abdication.


And there was Mr. Smith, the man from GLASS, the organization whose boast it was that it was transparently honest, the organization whose methods and motives were (according to its enemies) too dirty to see through.


There was Mr. Smith, that extraordinarily ordinary looking man. He was wearing, as always, a drab gray coverall (but well cut, and from cloth of excellent quality). There was Mr. Smith, with his face-shaped face, his hair-colored hair, his eye-colored eyes. Even so, his reputation was rather more flamboyant than his appearance. A latter day Robin Hood, he had been called by one sensational journalist—but this Robin Hood hired his archers and had never been known to bend bow himself. Nonetheless, he and his organization were a thorn in the side of tyrants—and an even sharper thorn in the side of those ostensibly democratic governments that put policy before principles.


“Well?” demanded Irene, with a rising inflection. “Well?”


Rather pointedly Smith ignored her. “Captain Trafford,” he said, “I may have another charter for you.”


“Mrs. Trafford is the owner,” replied Trafford, with a slight grin. “I’m only the Master.”


Smith shrugged, turned to Irene. “As you please. Mrs. Trafford, I may have another charter for you.”


“May have?” she echoed impatiently. “Have you or haven’t you?”


“All right. I have another charter for you. If you want it.”


“If it’s worth our while,” she said.


“I think that you’ll find it so. Passengers, this time. Two dozen Iralian nationals, surplus embassy staff, to be returned to their home world.”


“We haven’t the facilities,” said Trafford.


“You have the space, Captain, as I recall it, ships of Wanderer’s class are so designed that they may easily be converted to troop transports.”


“The ships of Wanderer’s class in the Imperial Navy are light cruisers. This is a private yacht.”


“Don’t be so stick-in-the-mud, Benjamin,” Irene admonished her husband. “We’re running this ship to make money. Anything that we can carry for profit we will carry. As Mr. Smith has pointed out, we have ample space. And the Kokreli dockyard workers are capable of making a fair job of the modifications required.” She turned to Smith. “And who pays for that, by the way?”


“The Iralian government.”


“But,” persisted Trafford, “What about stewardesses, and galley staff and all the rest of it? Personnel-wise we’re running this ship on a shoe string. If we engage catering staff it will cut into our profits. In any case, where should we get them from?”


“My husband has a point there,” admitted Irene.


“It’s already been considered,” Smith told her. “The Iralians will police their own quarters. Given galley facilities, they will prepare their own meals.”


“And they will have their own galley,” insisted Irene. “Airlocked off from the rest of the ship. I know what Iralian cookery smells like.”


“That can be arranged easily enough.”


“Good. And, of course, steward’s stores for the voyage will be supplied by the Embassy.”


“Of course.”


“Now we come to the sixty-four dollar question. How much do we get paid?”


“Standard First Class fares for the passage.”


Irene turned to Susanna. “Do your sums, Sue. Allow for a voyage of, say, seven weeks subjective.”


The girl busied herself with slipstick and scratch pad. “We might just show a profit, ma’am.”


“Not good enough, Mr. Smith. Luxury Class fares it will have to be.”


“With passengers making their own bunks and cooking their own meals?”


“And not a single ton of cargo or bag of mails earning freight. You can make money on passengers only if you carry ’em in bulk. And if these Iralians want to get home in a hurry they’ll not want to wait months for a conventional merchantman to drop in here. After all, the Kokreli are still officially at war with the Hallichecki …”


“You’re a hard woman, Mrs. Trafford,” sighed Smith. “All right, then. Luxury Class fares.”


“And a War Risk Bonus to all hands until we’re clear of this sector. To be paid by the charterers.”


“Anything else?” asked Smith resignedly.


“I can’t think of anything at the moment. And as far as the Luxury Class fares are concerned, it may have to be more. Susanna’s no slouch at the pursering, but I’d like to be able to work things out in greater detail before we clinch the deal.”


“As long as your facts and figures are reasonably convincing and your demands not too outrageous I think that the Iralians will pay.”


“One last question. What’s the catch?”


“Catch?” repeated Smith innocently.




II


“KNOWING SMITH,” grumbled Trafford, “I also know that there must be a catch. There must be some chestnuts, somewhere, that we’re supposed to pull out of the fire for him.…”


“How right you are,” agreed Irene. She looked around the wardroom at Tallentire, Second Mate and Gunnery Officer, slim and darkly intense, something of the hunting cat about him, something of the gangster, at the stocky, stolid Bronheim, Wanderer’s Engineer, at Metzenther, the gangling, wispy bearded Psionic Communications Officer, at Susanna. “Have any of you people any ideas on the subject?” she demanded.


There was a long silence.


“Mr. Metzenther!” snapped Irene. “You knew that Mr. Smith came on board. Didn’t you, er, find anything out while he was here?”


“I did not, madam.” The telepath’s voice was righteously smug. “You know that we are under oath never to pry into another’s mind without his consent.”


“You’ve done it, though.”


“Only in battle conditions, when the safety of the ship and of my shipmates has been at stake.”


“It could be at stake now.”


“You could be right, madam.” A faint smile flickered over Metzenther’s sparsely bearded lips. “That idea has also occurred to me. But Mr. Smith is not only not a telepath—he is a non-telepath. Or, one could say, an anti-telepath.”


“I see. Thank you.” Again she looked around the compartment. “Well?”


There was another silence.


“So,” said Irene thoughtfully, “on the face of it, the biggest catch is these bloody Iralians themselves.… They’re an odd people, in more ways than one. This business of the surplus embassy staff, for example. It’s due to natural fertility, a gestation period of weeks only, and only months, rather than years, required for maturation. Insofar as that’s concerned, inherited memory is a big help. But make a note of it, Sue, to insert a clause in the contract that contraception is to be practiced during the voyage. And another clause, too, to the effect that gravid females will not, repeat not, be given passage.”


“Their home planet must be overcrowded,” said Trafford.


His wife stared at him coldly. “I seem to recall,” she remarked, “that when we first met you were supposed to be in Naval Intelligence. Correct me if I’m wrong—but shouldn’t an Intelligence Officer be more than something of a xenologist?”


“I wasn’t a real Intelligence Officer …” began Trafford.


“You can say that again, Benjamin.”


“I was only on loan to the Intelligence Branch—and only because I had a personal acquaintance with Captain Jones and the other officers of Starquest …”


“Spare us the history.” She sighed. “We’ve a ship full of specialists—in gunnery, and engineering, and navigation, and communications. You all know your specialties, and know them well. In the Merchant Service, of course, we didn’t specialize. An officer was just supposed to know everything.”


Her mood softened. “Of course, if I hadn’t been to Iralia once—it was when I was Second Mate of the old Dalmatian—I shouldn’t know anything about the dump myself. But I have been there—and as I knew, even then, of the ultimate promotion that lay in store for me I did not waste my leisure time on that world. I browsed around museums and libraries. I attended a course of lectures at the local university and, all in all, acquired quite fair grounding in the history and sociology of the planet.


“Iralia is not overcrowded. The rigorous enforcement of the family limitation laws sees to that. The laws have to be rigorously enforced, as the Iralians are a people to whom the patter of little feet is the most beautiful music in the Universe. But even before the laws were passed, even before modern contraceptive techniques were evolved, there was no serious overcrowding.”


“How was that?” asked Tallentire with a flicker of interest. “Wars?”


Irene looked at him sadly. “Mr. Tallentire, can’t you think of anything but your dangerous toys? Still, I suppose that the limiting factor could be described as war, of a sort. The Iralians were in great demand as slave labor on quite a few planets—and, understandably, resisted the slave raiders to the best of their ability. It got to the stage where the number of casualties during each raid was out of all proportion to the number of slaves captured…


“But those days are over. Even a super-dreadnaught of the Imperial Navy could not hope to get past the orbital fortresses. But the most powerful weapon deployed against the slavers was not a military one …”


“What was it, ma’am?” asked Tallentire.


“Psychological!”


“But psychological weapons are military.”


“This one wasn’t. It was—and is—no more, and no less, than a conditioning of every Iralian from birth so that he dies if removed from his home world.”


“Yes, but …” Tallentire was argumentative. “But what about their spaceships? What about their embassy staffs on other planets?”


“Apart from the orbital forts and the shuttles that service them, they have no spaceships—and the forts are not far enough out for the lethal compulsion to come into effect.”


“But if they have no spaceships—why outworld embassies?”


“Trade, Mr. Tallentire. Trade. On-the-spot dickering is always more effective than bartering by Carlottigram. As for the embassy staffs themselves, they have been conditioned. Or reconditioned. But even with the reconditioning there’s a deep and nagging feeling of guilt, a sort of voice of conscience telling them that they shouldn’t be alive. To compensate for that, the exiles are exempt from the family limitation laws and allowed the full exercise of their philoprogenitiveness. Hence the inevitable surplus of embassy staff.”


“This slavery business,” put in Tallentire. “What sort of slavery? Surely in these days of automation …”


“There are still machines that require skilled attendance. And if your slave-attendants pass their skills on to their offspring, it will cut down the amount of time wasted in training.”


Trafford chuckled grimly. He said quietly, “The penny has dropped. I think that Mr. Tallentire had better maintain his armament in a state of readiness.”


“What the hell do you mean?” demanded his wife.


“It should be obvious—even to people who were never intelligence officers.”


“Come on. Out with it.”


“Twenty-four Iralians,” Trafford stated. “Presumably twelve male and twelve female—not that it matters all that much, as long as they’re not all the same sex. A majority of females would, in fact, be advantageous. Twenty-four fertile Iralians, psychologically and physiologically capable of living and breeding anywhere. How many rabbits were ancestors to the hordes that became a serious menace to the Australian economy?”


“Yes …” murmured Irene. “I think you have something.”


“I don’t think he has,” said Susanna flatly. “I was never an intelligence officer, but I can see the flaws in his thinking.” She turned to Trafford. “We all know how fantastically fertile these Iralians are. Surely the worlds of the original raiders, or their customers, are by this time overrun with excess slave labor.”


“But they’re not, Sue,” Irene told her. “To the best of my knowledge and belief there’s not a single Iralian, with the exception of Embassy personnel and the like, on any planet other than Iralia. There was a plague on each of the slave-owning worlds, and the evidence indicates that the virus causing it was cooked up in laboratories on Iralia itself.”


“So …” whispered Trafford. “So …”


The pieces of the jigsaw puzzle were falling very nicely into place. “All that remains is to find out if any ships carrying Iralians as passengers have gone missing recently.”


“That bastard Smith!” swore Irene—not without admiration.




III


THE IRALIANS were humanoid and, to judge from the appearance of the fourteen females, indubitably mammalian. Humanoid they were—but not quite human. That difference, outwardly subtle, gave them a considerable exotic charm, the women especially. Trafford watched them appreciatively as they filed up on the ramp to the after airlock. Tall they were, and slender, moving with supple grace, each clad in a short, brightly colored tunic that left one shoulder bare and that fell only to mid thigh, that was molded to the body contours by the blustering wind; each with her lustrous hair piled high and intricately atop her narrow head. And their faces, their glamorously alien faces—the noses, prominent, almost beaky, the wide mouths, the slightly receding chins should have been unbeautiful by Terran standards, would have been unbeautiful had it not been for the fineness of bone structure.
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