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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.
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Travellers


If anyone came here looking for their heart’s desire, Cade thought, not for the first time, they’d have to be keen on dirt, sleaze and danger.


He glanced back, and up, at the huge bright letters hovering against the night sky, quivering slightly from clumsy projection. WELCOME TO MIC CITY, the letters said. PLAYGROUND OF THE STAR-LINES, WHERE YOU MAY FIND YOUR HEART’S DESIRE.


The letters in fact were hovering directly over the spaceport, some distance away. But they were designed to be visible in every part of the town, Mic City, that sprawled around the port, on a world called Miccab in the Bal’miccaba System.


As with spaceport towns on many worlds, Mic City earned its living by selling things to visitors – mainly amusements, which tended to be cheap and tawdry and sometimes illegal. But where other spaceport towns might display a raucous, raffish fizz that could be fun, in Cade’s view, Mic City tended more towards gloom and menace behind the glitz, like an ugly infection under a painted mask.


Still, Cade and his companion had no plans to stay. And, he thought to himself grimly, it was not the worst planet they had visited, or the longest delay they had endured, over what had definitely been the most unpleasant interstellar journey of Jaxie Cade’s entire life.


He slid one hand into a pocket to touch the ceramoplast cylinder that he was carrying. The cylinder held data-flash flimsies, their tickets out of Mic City, off Miccab – to a world that might actually offer them their heart’s desire. And they were on their way to a pick-up point for the robo-rail that would take them to the spaceport, and away …


The young woman beside him, Raishe Kelme, made a small movement to get his attention. ‘I think we’re being followed,’ she murmured.


Cade fought the urge to whirl and look behind him, and instead merely slowed his pace, turning idly as if to watch a nearby street chef microbroiling small dead creatures with too many legs. At the edge of his vision he saw three figures – looking slightly spooky in long grey robes with deep hoods – who were hesitating, slowing their pace to match his.


‘Got them,’ he said softly. ‘The three in hoods …’


‘No,’ Raishe said with a hint of surprise. ‘The five young Illiyans across the street!’


Cade tensed again, but managed still to seem casual as he moved his head. The five aliens – short and orange-skinned like all Illiyans, and wearing micro-kilts – stood in a cluster, staring openly at him.


Wonderful, Cade thought unhappily. Either group might be ordinary Mic City scavengers out to take some tourists down. Or they might be there for different, more dire reasons – like other sorts of hunters who had pursued him and Raishe, not so long before.


‘I see the ones with hoods now,’ Raishe said. ‘The Illiyans are probably just street thieves. But those three are weird.’


‘I don’t care what they are,’ Cade muttered, ‘as long as they don’t make us miss that ship.’


They moved away, not hurrying, looking like an ordinary young tourist couple – even carrying luggage, a light shoulder-bag each – out for a stroll, taking in the sights. Cade, who was not quite twenty years old, solidly well-built with curly brown hair and blue eyes, had a youthful face that could always seem innocent and engaging, when he wished. Raishe – a few years older, slim and lithe with short dark hair and pale green eyes – might have seemed, to an onlooker, just a harmless young woman. They were also dressed unremarkably: Cade in a short light tunic and plain trousers, Raishe in a loose sleeveless tabard over leggings.


But their appearance – of ordinariness – was deceptive.


‘We’ll be all right for a while, with people around,’ Raishe murmured. ‘But the pick-up point’s on a back street …’


‘With plenty of dark empty places before we reach the robo-rail,’ Cade added. ‘Let’s move a little faster, try to lose them first.’


Over the next while, still without seeming to hurry, the two of them managed to get some way ahead of the two separate groups of pursuers. Then they began dodging in and out of stores and eateries, and around a few corners, and were sharing a minor triumph when they reached a shadowy back street, where the lights of the robo-rail pick-up point were gleaming at the far end, and saw no one at all behind them.


But it was a short-lived triumph. As they hurried forward, five short figures moved out of a deeper patch of darkness at the mouth of an alley to bar their way. The Illiyan gang, obviously at home in all the town’s by-ways – and short cuts.


Four of them held heavy slash-clubs, the evil embedded blades faintly visible, while the fifth was brandishing an even deadlier ice-knife.


‘Bags on the ground, an’ ever’thin’ out of yer pockets, now!’ the knifeman said.


Cade was aware of Raishe gathering and poising herself, but he looked only at the knifeman, with a flinty gaze. ‘You don’t want to do this,’ he said calmly. ‘You’d be making a mistake.’


The young Illiyans chortled merrily, crowding closer, ready to be entertained. ‘Why a mistake?’ their leader asked, grinning.


‘Because,’ Cade said, putting a steely edge on his voice, ‘I’m carrying the latest model of viper-gun, with a psycho-poison that would wreck your mind and then dissolve your brain. And she is a professional bounty-hunter with full combat training – and the hype.’


The Illiyans stopped smiling. They knew about viper-guns, of course, firing darts that might carry any sort of chemical. And they had clearly heard of the hype implant, which produced a short-lived, almost superhuman increase in speed and strength.


‘Yer bluffin’ …’ the knifeman said, scowling.


Cade drew his hand partway from his pocket, opening it just enough so that the aliens could glimpse the shiny cylinder. ‘You want to call my bluff?’ he asked stonily.


The Illiyans hesitated, glancing at one another. But before they could reach a decision or make a move, there was an odd hissing croak from back in the shadowed alley – and three robed and hooded figures stepped out, ghostly in the dimness.


‘Move away, weak-skins,’ one of the figures hissed. ‘They are ours.’


Cade and Raishe tensed even more as the five Illiyans whirled around. ‘Who’re you freaks?’ snarled their leader.


As if in answer, one hooded figure thrust out a hand – which seemed to have rough bumpy skin and webbing between the fingers – from his robe’s sleeve, holding a small tapered gun.


‘Phibs!’ the Illiyan knifeman shouted, and sprang forward just as the hooded one fired the mini-viper that he was carrying.


The shot missed – and before the gun could fire again, the other four Illiyans, waving their clubs, joined the charge. The hooded figures met them face to face, with viper-guns and what looked like vibrating thread-knives. And as they all howled and hissed and slashed and shot, Cade and Raishe sprinted away at headlong speed towards the robo-rail pick-up in the distance.


Skidding into the bright enclosure, they saw the robo-carrier already waiting, and sprang aboard. And Cade was laughing as well as gasping as they found a seat. ‘That was perfect!’ he said. ‘I never thought of them fighting each other!’


Raishe was also trying to catch her breath through her laughter. ‘I don’t believe you tried to bluff them with our tickets.’


‘It was working, though,’ Cade said happily, bringing out the shiny cylinder from his pocket.


‘Maybe,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘But the real worry is that we were located here, by more Phib hunters.’


‘Phib’ was the insulting human nickname for the alien species properly called Occians, who were amphibious – and just as numerous, aggressive and expansionist as the human species. So the Occian Unity and the Human Commonwealth were each other’s main competitors throughout the galaxy, which led to a lot of nervous interstellar tension.


And Cade had probably made it worse, some while previously, by taking a truly priceless object away from an Occian.


The object was only an ordinary hard data-slice – but the information on that slice had led many groups of Occians, at different times, to come violently and relentlessly in pursuit of Cade. And now it was clear that the pursuit was continuing, despite Cade’s and Raishe’s journey across half the galaxy.


So Cade’s smile wavered a little at the reminder, even though he tried to shrug offhandedly. ‘Maybe they got lucky, because we were held up so much along the way. They might not find it so easy to track us from here.’


‘You hope,’ Raishe said gloomily, staring out of the window-slit at the darkness as the robo-carrier pulled away. ‘But right now I don’t care. I just want to get there. This has been an absolute nightmare of a journey, and I want it to be over.’


‘Me too,’ Cade said sympathetically. ‘But Lannamur is only two days away.’ He smiled reassuringly. ‘When we get there, everything will be fine. You’ll see.’


A day later, halfway through their flight, they were trying to relax and pass the time on board their ship – a graceless, broad-beamed Starhopper, designed for short-range jumps between neighbouring star systems rather than for the vaster transgalactic leaps of a great Starliner.


And on more or less the same day – as much as days could be the same, across galactic distances – two people were meeting in a large office on one of the primary worlds of the Human Commonwealth, in a cluster of tall buildings housing the Commonwealth Intelligence Agency. And the two people were talking about Cade.


‘It’s been a real drain on the budget, these data-sweeps,’ growled one of the two, a balding man who was a CIA section chief. ‘But we got young Jaxie at last.’


The other person – a grey-haired woman with tired eyes who was his commander – lifted a shoulder in a shrug. ‘If Cade really has what he’s supposed to have, it’ll be worth a great many budgets. Where is he?’


The section chief grunted. ‘He’s been wandering all over the place for weeks, sort of aimless. Stayed a while on a grubber planet in a backwater system, don’t know why. And now he’s on his way to another backwater world – called Lannamur – where he’s apparently hoping to find someone …’


He paused, then, because the commander had started to smile.


‘Interesting,’ she murmured. ‘Lannamur may be a backwater, but it has two colony moons that operate very profitable levels of techno-research. Which may be part of the reason why Cade is going there.’ Her smile widened. ‘And which is why we have an agent on the spot.’


The chief looked startled. ‘You’ve already sent someone to intercept Cade?’


‘No, no,’ the commander replied, still smiling. ‘We sent an agent to the moons because we knew that they were about to declare themselves independent of Lannamur. As in fact they have now done, just about two weeks ago.’


‘That’s a piece of luck,’ the section chief growled. ‘As long as that agent can deal with Cade as well as playing diplomat on the moons.’


‘The agent is Luk Waylow,’ the commander said. ‘There aren’t many more capable.’


The section chief frowned. ‘I don’t know. He’s close to retirement, and he hasn’t been on active service for a long time …’ He paused again, suddenly aware that the older, grey-haired commander was glaring.


‘Waylow is still as competent as anyone, I believe – and he is also highly experienced,’ she said frostily. ‘In any case, Cade is hardly a major threat. He’s just a boy, a thieving young trickster with a lucky streak.’ Her eyes glinted. ‘I promise you – when he meets Luk Waylow, his luck will run out.’


Not very long afterwards, on a world in a different sector of the galaxy, another conversation on the same subject was taking place in another room. That room was high in a building that was a huge bulbous dome surmounting a tower like a stem, in a city on the Heartworld of the Occian Unity. It, and the buildings around it, housed the Central Rulership complex that governed the Unity, and the building itself held a section of the Rulership’s espionage arm.


The two individuals talking in that room were lean and hairless, like all Occians, with stringy arms and legs and webbed fingers and toes. Their faces were dominated by wide mouths and huge bulging eyes, their grey-brown skin thick and ridged and bumpy. They also each wore only a single garment wrapped around their bodies from neck to knees. The older of the two wore a wrapping of pale yellow with a large jewelled ornament at the throat, the insignia of a Senior Controller. The other wore the dark brown wrapping and smaller ornament of a mere Under-Musterer.


He was also deferentially nervous, since the Senior Controller was annoyed.


‘After all these costly interstellar traces,’ the Senior Controller rasped, ‘to locate the human thief, Cade, the troop of three sent after him have failed! And now they lie in a human prison on the planet Miccab!’


‘Most regrettable, Senior Controller,’ the Under-Musterer agreed.


‘When those three are released,’ snarled the senior Occian, ‘they can join the labour force on our colony world Pxcaltak, to help combat the giant flesh-eating moulds …’


‘An excellent decision, Senior Controller,’ the Under-Musterer said, his tongue flicking uneasily past serrated teeth. ‘Meanwhile, the setback may not prove serious. First, there was a support troop in place on Miccab for just such an emergency. Second, the three on Miccab who were arrested had reported, earlier, that Cade and the woman bought starflight tickets at the spaceport. And we know that, after their escape, the only starship to have left Miccab was a Starhopper, travelling to a planet named Lannamur.’


The Senior Controller looked blank.


‘A planet with two colonized moons,’ the junior Occian reminded him. ‘It was from one of those moons that the precious data-slice was originally removed, by an enterprising Occian …’


The Senior Controller growled. ‘I recall it now. Had that Occian been more vigilant, we would have that priceless data in our possession now.’


‘Quite so,’ the Under-Musterer said smoothly. ‘But it is my belief, Senior Controller, that the thief Cade is travelling to Lannamur, or to its moons. And I suggest that the support troop on Miccab should be diverted to Lannamur, with all speed, to seek Cade there.’


The Senior Controller’s inner eyelids rose and fell. ‘They will be on his heels, then. Excellent. Proceed, Under-Musterer.’ He leaned forward, baring his teeth. ‘But let it be clearly understood. Any troop sent in pursuit of the thief Cade must of course seek to retrieve the data-slice. But also, in the course of that task, the troop is required to avenge the insult to the Occian Unity. Whoever finds the thief, whatever else they do, they must not leave Cade alive!’


And then, also within more or less the same period of time, two other persons came together in a small windowless room on one of the two moons orbiting the planet Lannamur. One was squat, bulky and hard-faced, but otherwise unremarkable. The other, however – a thin, trim man with short silver hair – was wearing a strange exo-mask of shiny metal over the upper part of his face, with lens-caps covering his eyes, all as if to hide some disfigurement.


The man with the mask touched a switch that turned on a privacy shield around them. ‘We may soon be able to leave here, Quellec,’ he said, his voice thin and toneless.


The bulky man, Quellec, smiled an ugly smile. ‘He’s comin’, then?’


‘He is,’ the masked man replied. ‘According to my probes, he has travelled in a roundabout way, perhaps expecting pursuit. But Cade will shortly arrive on Lannamur as expected.’


‘Yessir,’ Quellec said. ‘I’ll start gettin’ ready.’


‘But with care,’ the masked man directed. ‘We must not arouse any suspicions. Not before we have made the arrangements that will eliminate Cade along with all the others.’




2


Unfriendly Welcome


Safely tucked into their wrap-seats for the Starhopper’s approach to planetfall, Cade and Raishe gazed wearily at the overhead view-screen. It showed a wide sweep of space ahead of the ship where, among the points of light spattering the blackness, a larger brightness had appeared. A small glowing disc that was their goal: the planet Lannamur.


It was always the worst time of any starflight, Cade thought. All that time in the interstellar spin-drive mode, with nothing visible outside the ship and no sense of movement … And then the ship emerges into normal space, and you can see your destination in the distance, and if you didn’t know better you might think you had really arrived.


But no. The ship creeps forward on in-system drive, you’re wrapped up and can’t move, and boredom and impatience seem to squeeze your brain …


‘Look at this,’ Raishe suddenly said. ‘The planet’s production output has been staying fairly steady for years, yet all that time its people have been getting poorer!’


Cade looked around at her, puzzled, then down at the smaller screen of the mini-terminal in front of her – where long streams of information and statistics, about Lannamur, were slowly scrolling past. To Cade it looked like a guarantee of more boredom and impatience, but Raishe seemed to be immersed in it.


‘Oh, I see,’ she said tightly as the information scrolled on. ‘Now we get to it. Lannamur is ruled by a moral crusade, called the Purity Front. Look – the amount spent by the planet on civic maintenance is one-twelfth of what’s given to the “Temples of Purity” …’


Cade shrugged. ‘So what? We’re not emigrating to Lannamur. We’re just passing through.’


She gave him a baleful look. ‘Before we start another fun trip,’ she said bitterly, ‘back through the slum worlds of the galaxy.’


Sighing, he nodded at the overhead screen, trying to divert her mood. ‘The point is, we’re here.’


She glanced up at the image of the bright little disc, which had grown a bit bigger as the ship moved on. ‘I don’t see any moons,’ she said.
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