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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      










CHAPTER I



THE alleys of Turgan were thin fingers of twisting darkness, writhing in an intricate pattern as they wended between the high walls of ancient houses. Old were these houses, old with the slow passage of a hundred thousand years, and they stared down at the sand-filled alleys with blank faces and the blind eyes of barred doors.


Even in daylight it was hard to find a man in the maze of the old town, at night it was impossible and Fenris was glad of it.


He tensed, crouching down beside a wall smoothed to a dull polish by the whispering sand storms of Mars, and strained his ears at a subtle sound. It came again, a soft scuff of sandaled feet against the dust, the harsh sound of indrawn breath, and the faint click of metal against metal as weapons touched buckles or rasped against stone.


High above the twin moons cast a faint light, a ghostly luminescence, vague and unsubstantial, like the dream-glow of the Dryland Shamans and their magic globes of a long-dead science.


Fenris grinned as he heard the slow approach of cautious men, then moved carefully towards a side passage dim and black in the thin light. Behind him a man cursed as he stumbled, the sound echoing between the high walls of the deserted alley.


“Blast him! Why can’t we leave it until day? We’ll never find him in this rat-trap, I’m as good as lost already.”


“Shut up,” snapped a cold voice. “That big mouth of yours would warn a regiment. Leave it to the Drylanders, they’ll be able to spot him for us.”


Fenris tensed, then narrowed his eyes as he caught a glimpse of a tall, lath-thin figure limned against the darkness. Of all the people on Mars only the degenerate remnants of the nomadic tribes which had once ruled all the dry sea bottoms could track a man in the darkness of Turgan. Only they could sense the alteration in the temperature of the dust where his feet had trod. They could even scent his body moisture, and their wide ears could register the very beat of his heart.


For the first time Fenris felt despair.


He fumbled in the pocket of his short jacket, finding a few loose coins and a spare clip of charges for his flare-gun. He shrugged, the gun was with its belt and holster, somewhere beneath the bright lights of the spaceport five kilometres north of the old town.


But they could still be useful.


He poised the heavy clip in one hand, listening to the soft sounds of the approaching men, then he threw it from him, threw it hard against a building looming high against the stars. It struck with a metallic click and immediately a flare-gun thundered its song of power.


Lightning blazed down the twisting alley. A stabbing shaft of released energy, energy born in the heart of exploding atoms. It roared as it streamed from the pitted orifice of the weapon, and a wide patch of stone glowed with sudden incandescence.


“You fool!” The cold voice almost trembled with anger. “You trigger-happy fool! You’ve ruined the scent with that shot!”


“I thought I heard him,” growled a heavy voice. “I thought I heard his foot hit against the wall.”


“You thought!” The cold voice was thick with contempt. “What with? Space! Why does Earth send such morons to police Mars?”


“You calling me a moron?”


“Forget it,” said the cold voice tiredly. “May as well drop the search until light. The Drylanders won’t be able to track him now.”


Fenris grinned in the darkness as he heard the soft scuff of departing feet. He could well imagine the feelings of the cold-voiced man. To find a fugitive at night in the old town would have been worth a big promotion, and they had been closer than they knew to success.


But now he was safe.


He shivered a little, drawing his short jacket tighter around his big body against the freezing chill of the night air. Steadily he began feeling his way through the dark and deserted alleys, stumbling a little and rasping his hands on the ancient stone. He saw no one, heard no one, but he knew that hidden eyes watched his every move.


It was always so in the old town at night. The high walls hid the last secrets of Mars, sheltered the dying remains of a once-mighty race, and the few descendants of that civilisation kept themselves far from both Terrestrials and Drylanders. One they scorned as primitive renegades, the other. …


No man knew just how the dying few of the Elder Race regarded the invading hosts from Earth.


Fenris shrugged. He knew that no one would molest him here, no one that is not of Earth. His wide mouth twisted into a grin as he remembered the patrol and the too-sudden blast of energy from the flare-gun. He hadn’t realised that they wanted him so badly.


He jerked to a sudden halt, his face and chest numb from an unexpected blow. Carefully he felt at the barrier stretched across the alley before him, a delicate thing of interlaced strips of metal, thin and weak seeming, yet all his strength could not even bend one of the fragile strands. He shrugged and turned back the way he had come.


Twenty paces and again he slammed into a barrier, a barrier which had not existed minutes before. He grunted, staring through the darkness in a vain effort to see who was responsible for the barriers, but the darkness pressed around him and the night was deathly still.


His fumbling hands felt an opening at his right, the mouth of a narrow passage almost too small for his wide shoulders, and after a second hesitation he plunged down it. It led into a wider pathway and he turned right, only to stagger beneath the impact of a third barrier. He turned and tried to re-enter the passage only to find it blocked with a fine lattice of metal, shrugging, he followed the left hand path, his feet whispering as his knee boots ploughed through the dust.


Fifty paces he took, fifty long strides, then came to where three alleys converged. Across two of them stretched the thin strands of metal barriers, the other was left clear, and for a long moment Fenris stood and stared at the dark opening in the ghost-light of the racing moons.


“Where are you?” His voice echoed from stone whispering through the darkness like the rustle of disturbed ghosts. “Show yourself!”


Silence.


“What are you doing? Where do you want me to go?” He stared at the high blank walls of the buildings, conscious of hidden eyes peering down through the misty darkness.


Still nothing.


He grunted, shifting his feet in the dust, then abruptly lunged towards one of the barriers. He sprang, his feet driving at the dust covering the alley, his big hands grasping the top of the delicate looking barrier. Muscles surged beneath his shirt and his boots rasped against the interlaced strands as he pulled himself up and almost over the barrier.


Almost.


Fire seared through him. A wash of stabbing energy twisting nerves and muscles, blasting at sinew and tendon, bringing quick sweat to his face and neck with the unexpected pain.


He dropped, writhing on the sand, his body a tormented mass of quivering flesh and bone. Cramp seized him, doubling him up in savage agony, and making him roll in the dust with mind-searing torment. It passed, and slowly he regained his feet, standing on quivering legs.


“I understand,” he said bitterly to the darkness and the silence. “You want me to go somewhere, all right then, I’ll go, but where?”


A faint wind blew down the alleys, sending little ripples over the fine dust, scraping tiny particle against tiny particle with a thin whisper of sound, a ghost murmur, as of thin voices long dead and almost forgotten.


Fenris shivered, his skin crawling to the bite of the cold night air, then plunged down the single unbarred opening. He walked carefully, keeping to the centre of the dust-filled alley, his hand brushing against one wall, his eyes wide and strained as they peered into the darkness.


Other barriers loomed before him, forcing him to turn and weave between the high walls of the enigmatic buildings, and always he was conscious of watching eyes. Alien, unfathomable, strangely disturbing eyes. The eyes of a race that should have been long dead.


How long he walked he never knew. He had lost all track of time, but the racing moons had dropped below the tops of the high buildings, and the stars burned in the deep velvet of the sky with all their naked brilliance.


His lungs ached with the constant effort necessary to oxygenate his blood, and the chill of the freezing night had numbed hands and feet, arms and legs, back and shoulders.


He was staggering when he slammed into another barrier.


He grinned weakly as he clutched it. It barred his path with its delicate metallic strands, and it crossed a passage down which there had been no openings, no cross paths, and somehow he knew that he had reached the end of his nightmare journey.


For a long time he sagged against the barrier, his mouth open as he sucked air, fighting a battle with the insidious effects of too much exertion in too thin an atmosphere. He shook his head, driving some of the dimness from his vision, then for the first time saw the door.


It lay to his right, one of the sunken doors of old Turgan, but this one was different, this one had a thread of light spilling from its edges.


He grinned as he pushed it open.










CHAPTER II



INSIDE it was warm and bright and noisy, noisy with the cheerful sounds of many men, a noise which stopped with sudden abruptness as he staggered into the brightly lit room.


He swayed a little, sucking at the rich air gushing from an oxygen regenerator, and the gas cleared the numbness from his mind and body. He grinned down at the men sitting around a long table of ancient wood, hard faced men, men from the cess pools of space, men with watchful eyes and weapon-loaded belts, ready to kill or be killed at a wrong word or a wrong gesture.


“Who are you?”


A man at the head of the table snapped the question. A big man, no longer young but with a barrel chest and thick limbs betraying mighty strength. A mane of red hair hung almost down to his eyes and one cheek and ear had been scarred with a flare-gun blast, the wound long healed now and puckering his harsh mouth into a deceptive grin.


Fenris nodded towards him, and eagerly gulped at a container of thin purple wine.


“Just a stranger,” he said coolly. “Just passing through you might say.” He stared at the big man. “I don’t ask questions and I don’t answer them. I don’t see what I’m not supposed to see, and I don’t want to be seen. Good enough?”


“No!” The scarred man leapt to his feet, his harsh mouth twisting in sudden rage. “That’s not good enough, nowhere near good enough.” He glared at the young man. “My name’s Branson, Captain Branson, maybe you’ve heard of me?”


“Maybe.”


“Then you’ll know better than to step on the wrong toes. Now. Who are you?”


“I told you once,” said Fenris calmly. “A stranger. Let’s leave it at that shall we?”


For a moment he thought that the Captain would spring at him, and he tensed, poising on the balls of his feet, the big container of wine ready in his hand. Then Branson snorted, and a thin-faced man sitting beside him touched his arm, speaking rapidly in a low voice. Branson nodded, and the thin-faced man looked at Fenris.


“How did you get here?”


“Walked.”


“I know that, but how did you find this room?”


Fenris looked at him, then at the circle of watching men, then at the big Captain. They all seemed to have the same expression, a tense expression as if the answer to that question was of supreme importance. He shrugged.


“I was invited,” he said carefully. “At least you could call it that, I had no choice but to come here.”


“The barriers?” snapped the thin-faced man.


Fenris nodded.


“I knew it.” He stared triumphantly at the big Captain. “My name is Setter, the Captain you know, and you’ll find out about the rest of us later.” The thin-faced man gestured towards the watching men and they relaxed, their hands drifting away from their holstered weapons. “Now, friend. What’s your name?”


“Does it matter?” Fenris stared at Setter and grinned. “After tonight I doubt if we’ll ever see each other again, and anyway, what’s in a name?”


“Nothing. You the man the patrol was hunting for?”


“Maybe.”


Setter grinned, showing his teeth in a wolfish snarl, and the big Captain grunted something beneath his breath.


“Look, friend,” said Setter patiently. “I can appreciate a man who likes to keep things to himself, but this is one time when that isn’t possible. You’ve got nothing to be afraid of, every man here is in the same position as you are. We ducked into the old town to escape the patrol—and we couldn’t get out! We arrived at this room the same way as you did, and we’re all in this together. Now relax and have a bite of food and drink and talk a while.”


He grinned his wolfish smile again and thrust a lump of synthetic bread and a thermocan of vitaminised soup across the table. Fenris took them, thumbing in the top of the cone shaped can, and swirling it between his palms while he waited for the built in chemical unit to heat the liquid.


“I’m Fenris,” he said abruptly. “Had a little trouble with a man at the edge of the spaceport. He set the patrol on my tail and I had to duck into Turgan to throw them off. The rest I suppose you know.”


“What sort of trouble, Fenris?” Setter stared across the table, the single portable glow tube reflected from his eyes. “Murder?”


“No. I’d taken a ship into a repair yard for overhaul. I was low on cash and he gave me a good price for the entire job so I left it with him and worked at the field for a while.”


“Filling pits?”


“Yes.” The young man stared at Setter. “You know about it?”


“No.”


Fenris shrugged.


“You know the routine, a ship lands, the jets fuse the sand and blasts a pit on the field. We had to fill in, they gave me a small tractor-dozer for the job and I made out well enough, living in the barracks and eating at the mess.”


“Then what?”


“I went back to the yard for my ship. The man had done the job—so he said, but when I was just past Demios I found out just what he’d done.”


Fenris paused, little spots of colour flaming high on both cheeks.


“The louse had botched the job! He’d used inferior materials and used fleximetal instead of welds. Luckily I had to apply max stress to dodge a meteor, and the Bernheart just collapsed beneath the strain. I had to call a tug to get me back to Marsport.”


Branson said something and reached for the container of purple wine, and from the assembled men came a low animal-like growling. What the repair man had done was the worst possible crime. Too many men had died in space, too many men had gasped out their lives in the tiny confines of a ship because of botched jobs and cheating repair work. Out in space the chances of being picked up were small, and many crimes had been hidden merely because those who could complain were dead and drifting in the void.
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