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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

      
      AT NIGHT the streets of Clovis were twisting threads of shadowed mystery faced by high walls and shuttered windows, looping and curving
         as they followed the dictates of some ancient plan. The city itself was a place of brooding silence broken only by the sough
         of the wind from the plains beyond, the discordant chiming of prayer bells suspended from the peaked and gabled roofs. Pale
         lanterns hung like ghostly stars, their ineffectual light augmented by the haze from the landing field and the great floodlights
         of the workings to the north where men and machines tore into the planetary crust for the wealth buried deep; all was reflected
         from the lowering clouds in a dim and artificial moonlight.
      

      
      Dumarest paused as he reached an intersection, eyes watchful as he studied the streets curving to either side. They appeared
         deserted but that meant little; men could be lurking in the black mouths of doorways, the shadowed alleys, ready to leap out
         and kill any who passed. He would not be the first to be found robbed and murdered in the light of the rising sun.
      

      
      Cautiously, keeping to the middle of the road, he headed down one of the streets, his boots making soft padding noises as
         he trod the cobbled way. It was late; an entrepreneur had brought in a troupe of dancing girls, little things of graceful
         movement, doll-like in ornate costumes, their hands fluttering in symbolic gestures as they pirouetted to the beat of gong
         and drum, and entranced by their charming innocence he had lingered to see the final performance. Now he was beginning to
         regret his self-indulgence. Clovis was an old city steeped in ancient tradition, resentful of the new activity which threatened
         its brooding introspection. And, in the winding maze of streets, it was all too easy to get lost.
      

      
      Dumarest reached the end of the street, turned left and was twenty yards from the corner when he heard the pound of running
         feet coming from behind. Immediately he sprang to one side, turning, pressing his back against a wall, his right hand dipping
         to lift the nine-inch blade from where it nestled in his boot. A vagrant beam caught the polished steel, shining from the
         razor edge and the needle point, the betraying gleam vanishing as, recognizing the man who loped towards him, he sheathed
         the knife.
      

      
      “Lemain!”

      
      “What—” The man staggered to a halt his face ghastly in the dim light. He was stooped, one hand clamped to his side, the fingers
         thick with oozing blood. His eyes widened as Dumarest stepped toward him. “Earl! Thank God it’s you! I thought—” He broke
         off, head turned to where other racing footsteps broke the silence. “The guards! They’re after me, Earl. They’ll get me, too.
         You’d best keep out of the way.”
      

      
      “Forget it,” said Dumarest. He caught hold of the other’s free arm and swung it over his shoulders. Half carrying, half dragging
         the injured man he ran down the street. The dark mouth of an alley gaped to one side, and he turned down it as the approaching
         footsteps grew louder. The alley was a trap, a blank wall closing the far end. Dumarest turned and ran back as lights shone
         at the mouth of the alley. The fingers of his free hand scraped the wall, felt the wood of a door, and he thrust himself against
         it. The panel was locked. He thrust again and felt something yield with a dull snapping of wood. The door swung inward and
         he almost fell into darkness. Supporting the weight of the injured man, he closed the panel and leaned against it as boots
         echoed from the cobbles beyond.
      

      
      Light blossomed from somewhere. “Who is that? What do you want?”

      
      “Be quiet!” Dumarest turned and saw a woman sitting upright on a bed, a candle guttering in her hand. “It’s all right,” he said quickly. “We mean you no harm. Just be silent.”
      

      
      She rose and came toward him. Her feet were bare, the nails gilded, her height almost that of his own. Her hair was curled,
         gilded, as were her fingernails, in the sign of her profession. From beneath a thin robe of yellow silk her breasts moved
         in succulent attraction. At each step a long, curved thigh gleamed in inviting nudity. Her lips were very red and very full;
         moist and full of promise.
      

      
      “You’re late,” she whispered, “But I’m always ready for business. What’s the matter with your friend? Is he drunk?”

      
      “Silence!” Dumarest reached out and dropped his hand on the candle, killing the dancing flame. From beyond the door came the
         sound of harsh voices.
      

      
      “Well, he isn’t here. Damned if I can see how a man can run like that with the burn we gave him.”

      
      “He’s tough,” said a second voice. “And scared. A scared man can do a lot of surprising things. He must have run faster than
         we thought. He isn’t here, anyway. I guess we’d better call it a night.”
      

      
      The rasp of their boots grew faint as they moved away.

      
      “Earl!” Lemain stirred in the grip of the supporting arm. “Earl, I—”

      
      His voice died as Dumarest clamped his hand over his mouth. Silk rustled as the woman moved in the darkness, the scent of
         her perfume heavy in the air.
      

      
      “They’ve gone now,” she said. “May I relight the candle?”

      
      “No,” said Dumarest. “And make no sound.”

      
      For ten minutes he waited, standing immobile against the door, the weight of the injured man dragging at his arm. The silence
         felt thick and heavy, broken only by the soft rustle of garments, the ragged breathing of Lemain. And then, from outside,
         boots rang against the cobbles.
      

      
      “It’s a bust,” said a harsh voice disgustedly. “If he’d holed up in here he would have come out by now. I guess he must have given us the slip somehow.”
      

      
      “It doesn’t matter.” The second guard was philosophical. “He didn’t get away with anything so there’s nothing to cry about.
         And with that burn we gave him he can’t get far. We’ll check with the field and see if he made it as far as there. If not,
         we’ll say that he’s dead. We lose the bonus but save ourselves a lot of work. Agreed?”
      

      
      “Sure,” said his companion. “Who’s going to worry about a crumb like that anyway.”

      
      The sound of their boots grew faint as, genuinely this time, they moved away; the scrape of leather on stone merged with and
         drowned in the chimes of prayer bells from high above.
      

      
      Lemain was dying. Dumarest could see it as he stared at the man in the light of the relit candle. The dancing flame threw
         shadows over the prominent bones of his cheeks and temples, accentuating the shadowed sockets of his eyes, the thin bloodlessness
         of his lips. Beads of sweat dewed his forehead, and the muscles of his jaw were knotted in pain.
      

      
      “Earl,” he whispered. “I tried something stupid. I got paid off at the workings. You quit, but I got fired. I was desperate
         for a stake and went to Fu Kung’s. I hoped to win but I lost. I guess I went a little crazy then. He keeps his money in a
         safe in a rear office behind the tables and I tried to take some. Not all of it, just enough to buy a High passage back home.
         His guards caught me before I could get anything. They shot me but I got away. The rest you know.” He coughed and inhaled,
         the sharp hiss of indrawn breath betraying his agony. “God, Earl! It hurts! It hurts!”
      

      
      The woman said, “What’s the matter with him? Is he sick?”

      
      “He’s hurt.” Dumarest looked at the room. It was typical of its kind. A large, double bed filled one corner, the mattress
         piled high with soft fabrics. A table, chairs, a wardrobe, a large cabinet holding both food and implements for cooking, a curtained stall containing a shower, a washbasin, toilet facilities, the usual furnishings.
      

      
      “Get a sheet,” he ordered. “Clear the table and spread it over. Get another for use as a bandage. Hurry!”

      
      “You’ll pay?” Her voice was soft with trained intonations; an instrument of pleasure for the ear, but there was steel beneath
         the softness. “He’s been hurt, and those men outside were guards. If he’s on the run I could get into trouble.”
      

      
      “There’ll be no trouble,” said Dumarest. “And we can pay.”

      
      He lifted Lemain as the woman cleared the table and spread wide a purple sheet, placed the limp figure on the flat surface,
         stepped back to ease the ache in his arm and shoulder before he stooped to inspect the wound. It was bad. Blood welled from
         a seared opening as he pulled the clamping hand away, the black of char clearly ran deep in the intestine. The laser had hit
         hard and strong. How the man had been able to run at all was a mystery.
      

      
      “Earl!” Lemain writhed in pain. “God, Earl, do something!”

      
      “Give him wine,” said Dumarest to the woman. “Spirits if you have any. And where is that other sheet?”

      
      He bound it tightly around the injured man as she fed him sips of brandy, compressing it over the wound in an effort to staunch
         the blood. It was a hopeless gesture. With immediate medical attention the man might have stood a chance; now he had none
         at all.
      

      
      “Earl?” Lemain pushed aside the woman’s hand. The brandy had given him momentary strength, bringing a false flush to his pallid
         cheeks. “How bad is it, Earl?”
      

      
      “Bad.”

      
      “I’m dying?”

      
      “Yes,” said Dumarest emotionlessly. Lemain was not a boy, and a man should be told when to ready himself for the final adventure.
         “Are you in pain?”
      

      
      “Not now,” said Lemain. “Not as I was. It seems to have eased a little.” He turned his head, the dancing candlelight giving his face the somber appearance of a skull. “So much
         to do,” he whispered. “And now there’s no time to do it. If only the cards had fallen right I—” He broke off, his smile a
         rictus of approaching death. “Listen, Earl, will you do something for me?”
      

      
      “What is it?”

      
      “A wise man,” said Lemain. “You don’t promise until you know what it is I ask. But it isn’t much, Earl. I just want you to
         carry a message for me. To my brother on Loame. Tell him that there is no answer on Shem, Delph and Clovis. Will you do that?”
      

      
      “Couldn’t I send it?”

      
      “No, Earl, there are reasons why it must be kept private. That is why I want you to carry it. To Loame, Earl. Doesn’t the
         name interest you? It’s like the one we talked about. Earth. The planet you want to find. There is a man on Loame who might
         be able to tell you exactly where it is.”
      

      
      Dumarest leaned forward, his face intent in the fitful illumination. “His name?”

      
      “Delmayer, Earl. Grower Delmayer. He owns a big place and he is a collector of antiquities. Go to him, Earl. Talk to him.
         I promise nothing but I’m sure he can help.”
      

      
      Dumarest hesitated. Another wasted journey? Another disappointment? Earth, he was positive, lay somewhere in this region of
         the galaxy, yet the exact coordinates remained a mystery. To be so close and still be so uncertain was a nagging irritation.
      

      
      “Please, Earl.” Lemain’s hand lifted, gripped his own. “I’m dying and we both know it. You’re leaving anyway so why not head
         for Loame? Carry my message and maybe you’ll help to save a world.”
      

      
      Exaggeration? Dying men saw things from a distorted viewpoint but there was no denying the urgency in his voice, the appeal
         in his eyes. And why not? One planet was as good as another, and it was barely possible that the man Delmayer possessed valuable
         information.
      

      
      “All right,” said Dumarest. “I’ll carry your message.”
      

      
      “God bless you, Earl.” The hand fell from his own, fumbled at a pocket. “The address … in here … my brother’s a good man …
         help.” Lemain swallowed and said clearly: “You won’t regret this, I’m sure of it.”
      

      
      “He’s dying,” said the woman suddenly. “Does he want anything? A monk, perhaps?” She stepped forward, the candle in her hand.
         “There’s a small church at the edge of the landing field. I can get you one if you want.”
      

      
      “No,” said Dumarest. “There isn’t time.”

      
      “There could be. I’ll run all the way.”

      
      And return with what? A monk of the Universal Church with his hypnotic skill to ease the mind and body of the dying or a pair
         of guards eager to earn a reward? Self-preservation dictated that she return with the latter. It was a risk Dumarest dared
         not take.
      

      
      “No,” he said again.

      
      Gold shimmered as she looked at him, the candlelight bright in the gilded tresses of her hair, more gold flashing from her
         nails, matching the gleam in her eyes. “You’re hard,” she said. “By God, you’re hard. And you call yourself his friend?”
      

      
      “I did,” said Dumarest quietly. He looked at Lemain. While they had argued the man had died. Reaching out, he closed the staring
         eyes. “But not now. A dead man has no need of friends.”
      

      
      “He’s gone?” She sighed and put down the candle. “Well, what do we do now?”

      
      “We wait,” said Dumarest. “Until the dawn.”

      
      Waiting, they talked. Her name was Zillia and she was a professional woman of pleasure, her attitude a peculiar blend of hardness
         and sentiment, a typical product of the old city where tradition had set her class in a prison of rigid formality. To Dumarest’s
         questions as to how she would dispose of the body she shrugged.
      

      
      “There are men who will do anything for money. I will bribe a couple. The dead man will be found in a street far from here.
         Not today, but tomorrow. There is no time now to make the arrangement, and there will be no questions and no suspicion as to my part in the affair. A dead
         man, one from the workings, who is going to be concerned about such as he?”
      

      
      “You don’t like the workings?” Dumarest sipped at the glass in his hand. She had produced wine and served them both, now they
         sat on the edge of the bed, the sheeted corpse a formless bundle to one side of the room.
      

      
      “The workings?” Again she shrugged, the upward movement of her shoulders causing her full breasts to strain against the thin
         fabric of her robe. “To me they mean nothing, but to those who rule this world they could spell disaster. Already the young
         are becoming independent and dissatisfied with their lot. You, those like you, are a fresh wind to blow away ancient cobwebs
         with your news of other worlds, other societies. Once the habit of obedience is broken how can it be restored?”
      

      
      “Blind obedience is never good,” said Dumarest flatly. “Always a man must ask himself why he should obey. Because the one
         giving the order is older? Has greater wealth? Is in a position of authority? Commands respect because of his greater knowledge
         and experience? Unless these questions are asked the habit of obedience leads inevitably to mental slavery.”
      

      
      “Deep thoughts,” she said, smiling. “And questions not of our concern. Had you known the dead man long?”

      
      Dumarest sipped more wine. “Not long. We worked together, and once he saved me from injury. A grab discharged its load above
         where I stood. Lemain thrust me aside.” His hand tightened on the glass. “The grab operator had cause to regret his carelessness
         later.”
      

      
      “You killed him?”

      
      “No, just hurt him a little. After that Lemain and I spent some time together. We ate at the same table and slept in the same
         dormitory. We talked of various things. I liked him. He was a good man.”
      

      
      “And Earth?”

      
      Dumarest looked at the woman, her face soft in the kindly light of the candle, the glimmer of her gilded hair a shimmering
         halo against the shadows beyond. She had, he realized, subconsciously fallen into the habits of her trade, putting him at
         ease with wine and conversation, letting her magnificent femininity work its biological magic.
      

      
      “It’s a place,” he said quietly. “A world.”

      
      “Your world?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      She frowned, puzzled, her mind teasing the problem. “But he said that you didn’t know where it was. At least he said that
         someone could tell you that. But if it is your world, surely you know the way back?”
      

      
      “I left when I was very young,” Dumarest explained. “I stowed away on a vessel and the captain was kinder than I had reason
         to deserve. He could have evicted me, instead he allowed me to join his crew. From there I went on and on, visiting many worlds,
         penetrating to the Center.”
      

      
      To where stars hung thick in the sky and the nights were brilliant with sheets and curtains, streamers and halos of colored
         brilliance. To where the very name of Earth was unknown and the coordinates unmarked.
      

      
      Deftly she refilled his glass. “And?”

      
      “Now I’m trying to find my way back,” he said. “That is all. A simple story of a runaway boy who became lost in the vastness
         of the galaxy. You must have heard its like a thousand times.”
      

      
      “Perhaps.” She touched the rim of her glass to his own, her eyes bright as they met his across the goblets. “I give you a
         toast. To success in all you endeavor!”
      

      
      “To success!”

      
      They drank and Dumarest set aside his empty glass. He would need a clear head at dawn, when it would be safe to walk through
         the city, to go to the landing field and take passage away from Clovis. And there was still unfinished business to be settled.
         He reached into a pocket and produced money, the thick, triangular coins of the local currency. Taking the woman’s hand he filled her palm with precious metal.
      

      
      “For your trouble,” he said. “For what you have done and have yet to do. Is it enough?”

      
      Gold shimmered as she bent her head, counting the coins. “The price of a High passage,” she whispered. “My lord, you are generous.”

      
      “You are satisfied?”

      
      “Almost.” She raised her head, eyes bright, teeth shining against the full redness of her lips. “For sanctuary and the disposal
         of the dead this is more than enough. But for the rest—there is a price only you can pay.”
      

      
      The coins flashed as she thrust them beneath the pillow; fingernails gleaming she reached for the candle, the glitter dying
         with the flame.
      

      
      And then there was only warmth and softness, the scent of perfume and the incredible, demanding heat of her magnificent body.

   
      
      II

      
      THE WIND that morning was from the north with the sky clear and without promise of rain, which meant, thought Quendis Lemain grimly,
         a bad time to come in the near future. He turned from the meteorological instruments, a thickset, burly man of late middle
         age, once hard muscle now running to fat, his gray eyes narrowed as he looked over his lands.
      

      
      They were good lands, rich dirt filled with ripe humus, well drained, stocked with beneficial bacteria and showing the devoted
         care of generations. To east and west the ranked trees of orchards marched toward the horizon, the deep green leaves lustrous
         in the light of the rising sun, the branches heavy with swelling fruit. To the south sprawled acres of grain, brassicas and
         vines. To the north stretched the root crops interspersed with succulents and gourds.
      

      
      There the danger would strike first, the drifting spore-like seeds riding the wind to settle, to germinate, to sprout in vicious, horrible growth. A hundred men would have to keep continual
         watch, tearing out the thin tendrils as they appeared, hoeing and turning the soil until it was again clean. And then, inevitably,
         they would have to do it all over again.
      

      
      For how long, he wondered? Already a good square mile had been lost from the northern borders of the farm, good, fertile soil
         lost to production, covered now by the vile growth which threatened their very existence. And each foot lost meant that much
         less food, that much more danger.
      

      
      “Grower Lemain!” The girl was one of the house-servants, her simple dress of brown fiber taut over the lush curves of her
         body. She came toward him eyes bright with health, the mane of her hair hanging loose over her shoulders. “My lady sent me
         to tell you, Grower. Your meal is served and is waiting your pleasure.”
      

      
      Trust Susan to think of routine, thought Quendis. The wind from the north, no sign of rain, and she could still think of food.
         Yet she was right to do so. Doubling the worry would not halve the danger and to minimize it was to strengthen the morale
         of the workers. He drew a deep breath, inflating his chest,
      

      
      “I’m coming, Nyalla.”

      
      “Grower?”

      
      “What is it, child?”

      
      “I am old enough for marriage, Grower. Will I have your permission to attend the mating dance at the harvest festival?”

      
      Quendis hesitated, then accepted the inevitable. Permission or not she would seek a mate, and it was best that he agree. But
         a house would have to be provided, rations put by, money spent on the customary gift. And it would not be Nyalla alone. From
         his own knowledge, there would be a score of weddings following the dance, and all would expect the normal disbursements.
         Expect them and receive them. He would not be the first to break old tradition.
      

      
      “Grower?”
      

      
      He caught the note of anxiety and knew that he had stood brooding too long. Time to the young moved at a different pace than
         for the old. Looking at her, he smiled.
      

      
      “I was playing a game,” he said. “Trying to guess who is the lucky man. Hemrod?”

      
      “No, Grower, Ilsham.” Her eyes held no trace of embarrassment. “I parted from Hemrod when he tried to take more than I was
         willing to give. I have your permission?”
      

      
      “Yes, my child, of course.”

      
      “Thank you, Grower!” Her teeth flashed white against the olive of her skin. “We shall bring you many children to tend your
         land. This I promise!”
      

      
      He lost his smile as she flounced away. His brows knitted as he walked slowly toward the door of the house. More children
         soon to come. Strong young bodies to tend the land, to give it strength and to gain strength in return from the rich, black
         soil. So it had been since the beginning, but for how much longer could that natural relationship last? Already there were
         growers without land, workers without a home farm, forced to offer their labor in return for food.
      

      
      If it had not been for the tribute, starvation would have been a common sight. No, he corrected himself, not starvation, they
         still had a long way to go before that. Short rations, a limited choice, but not actual starvation.
      

      
      God grant it never came to that.

      
      The meal was one of Susan’s specialties: heaped plates of delicious concoctions, pancakes, cream, syrup, eggs and meats, butter
         and crisp bread together with pots of tisane. A wonderful repast for a man who had been up and about since before dawn, but
         Quendis could touch little of it. Moodily he sipped at his cup of tisane half listening to the interplay of conversation from
         others at the table. It was the usual chatter; what the new fashions were, Grower Melton’s new project for damming a river and flooding an infested area, the discontent of the workers on Grower Ekton’s land. It fell silent
         as he rapped for attention.
      

      
      “The wind is from the north,” he said in the following silence. “Hykos, you take a hundred men and stand watch. Neeld, you
         gather the children and do the same further to the south. Thorn, how soon can we commence harvesting the area?”
      

      
      The foreman blinked, knowing the question was rhetorical. Quendis knew the exact state of every crop on every inch of land,
         but the secret of successful cooperation lay in the respect given to others. It was like him to ask and not demand.
      

      
      “It could do with a few more days, Grower,” said Thorn after due consideration. “A week if possible. I’d like to make the
         most of this sunshine.”
      

      
      “Commence as soon as you think fit.” Quendis rose, ending the meal and signaling dismissal. The hum of conversation rose again
         as they filed out; his three daughters and four of his sons, his foreman, his wife, the chief stockman and his assistant together
         with their wives, the agronomist, others. A full score sat down to every formal meal in the house. Of the regulars only Cleon
         was absent. Quendis felt the pain rise again as he thought of his eldest son. Firmly he quashed it. Some things simply had
         to be.
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