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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






IT’S AMAZING how fast a legend can grow under the right conditions. Fifty years since the armistice; not more than twenty-five since the Great Grip began to relax a little; a mere ten since Earthmen were grudgingly accorded rights on Qallavarra. Yet already the equation automatically balanced itself in the mind: Earthman on Qallavarra equals the fabulous Acre of Earth.


But I’d been on Qallavarra for the best part of seven months and I’d never set eyes on the Acre, let alone a foot within it. I was almost coming to believe that that rumored quarter of the city where Earthmen did as they liked was just a legend. The idea of its existence was pretty hard to swallow, anyway.


Nonetheless, when the Under-lady Shavarri gave me the address, the instructions and the bribe, I felt my heart turn over. Once. Very heavily. So heavily I expected it to give an audible thump as it settled back into place. Because the address she was sending me to—four badly written numerals on a slip of paper—was slap in the middle of the Acre.


I saw the address was badly written. In fact it looked more as though it had been drawn—probably copied from a printed original. The Under-lady Shavarri was ninth in line of my employer’s wives, and as such she had no social standing bar a courtesy one; her education had not included such refinements as reading and writing, most likely, and if it had she had never had a practical use to put them to. Up till now I had classified her as just another of the occupants of the seraglio, the youngest but one and—to Earthly eyes—the prettiest.


Now here she was handing me five platina, the best part of a months wages, and telling me to run down to the Acre with an apparently meaningless message. It was a shock. Still, I concealed my feelings, and said only, “As your under-ladyship commands.”


I spoke in high-caste Vorrish, naturally; the translation is as close as I can come to being literal. No modern Earthly tongue had the elaborations of formal Vorrish, like the precedence scales that called for me to use the inferior-to-superior male-to-female vocative case in what I’d just said.


She gave the half-turn of her head which corresponded to a nod of dismissal, and I started to back towards the door. I was almost there when she called after me, “Be swift!”


“As swift as possible,” I agreed.


She half-closed her golden eyes and moved fractionally on the luxurious heap of furs where she was sitting. She said abruptly, “You are strange. Why are you always so cautious?”


Because she used the inferior plural, I knew she meant all Earthmen generally, not me in particular. “Cautious, your under-ladyship?” I parried cautiously.


“Yes! And what is more, set aside that you are not of my own retinue but of my superior sister-wife’s”—Vorrish put that in one word, of course—“and note that were any other retainer to say only ‘as swift as possible’ instead of ‘at once’ I’d shorten him to the shoulders.”


“Perhaps our present circumstances have taught us that we must always reckon with the unforeseen,” I suggested, Reeling acutely uncomfortable.


“Yet you always seem to know what you are doing so well it is—disturbing,” mused Shavarri. “No matter; get you gone. As swift as possible, remember!”


Puzzled by her remarks, I went. It was clear I’d underestimated my employer’s ninth wife. Something else puzzled me even more: the question of what kind of business in the Acre could be worth five platina to Shavarri. Unless she had no notion of the value of money, and had simply given me what she had handy for a job that rated maybe a twelve-rhodia tip, but not more.


Of course, as she had said, I wasn’t one of her own staff but served her superior sister-wife—that personage being the Over-lady Llaq, senior of my employer’s wives. In theory this gave me privileged status; in fact, as Shavarri certainly knew, I’d found it easier to obey orders from the junior wives as well. Refusal would have made life unbearable. The occupants of the seraglio were expert at backbiting and petty persecution. Unkind rumor said that seraglio squabbling was the chief reason why Vorrish nobles preferred to spend much of their time away from home.


Soon, though, I was too excited to be puzzled any more. I looked again at the address she had given me as I hastened to my quarters in the basement. Addresses in the city center consisted of a four-part number-code, indicating street north-south, street east-west, building on the block and floor above or below ground level. I hadn’t been mistaken. The Acre of Earth was said to run between 658 and 664 north-south, and 122 and 129 east-west. Provided Shavarri hadn’t made a mistake in copying it down, this address I had to go to was on 660 at 127—particularly dead in the center.


As quickly as I could I shrugged into an outdoor cloak and buckled my shield on my left arm. It was called a shield, but of course it was mere decoration: a disc twenty inches across bearing the arms of the House of Pwill, which retainers wore outside their own territory to identify them and show they were on business for their employer. Most of the great houses were bloodthirsty in the extreme; the House of Pwill was no exception and its shields bore a device of a sword piercing a bleeding heart.


I was about to put five of the platina Shavarri had given me in my personal coffer, when it struck me that perhaps she had not intended all of it as a bribe for me, and that whoever I was going to see might require a fee for his services. Accordingly, I put four of the heavy white coins in my pocket and went to the main gate to check out.


The gatekeeper, an elderly man called Swallo, was by now almost a friend of mine. I was thrown less into contact with him than with other members of the household, and maybe for that reason he didn’t seem to share their reflex jealousy. He greeted me with a smile that was as usual horribly twisted upwards at one corner; he’d been injured by one of our wrecking-rays during the Battle of Fourth Orbit shortly before the armistice. But he didn’t hold it against me personally.


Using equal-to-equal forms, he said, “Taking time off, steward?”


I indicated a negative. “Running an errand for Under-lady Shavarri,” I said. “Want to check with her before you book me out?”


He glanced at the timepiece beside him on the wall of his little office, and picked up a stylus preparatory to scratching an entry in the ledger before him. “No need,” he said. “But watch the time! Himself and the Over-lady are due back at sunset less an hour, and you’d best be here when they arrive. Where are you going, anyway?”


I hesitated. “Down the Acre,” I said finally.


“Are you now? Are you really? Well, I wouldn’t want to interfere, of course, but maybe I should ask you what you’re going to do with your shield when you get there?”


Blinking, I said, “Wear it—I guess.”


He shrugged. “Well, be lucky. You know” what you’re doing, I reckon.”


He marked up the ledger and slapped it shut. I went on out of the gate, frowning. Coming from someone as uncomplicated as Swallo, that was a peculiar remark.


 


Since my arrival on Qallavarra I’d had practically no contact with other Earthmen. I was the only one in the employ of the House of Pwill, and had the Over-lady Llaq not taken an interest in me I wouldn’t have got here at all. But before leaving home I’d heard it said that in the Acre Earthmen now did more or less as they pleased. And they didn’t approve, it was murmured, of Earthmen in my position—employed by one of the great houses.


I stamped down my apprehension. What did Swallo know about that? Surely those in the Acre wouldn’t prevent an Earthman from going about his business just because he wore a shield?


Besides, how could they?


Once beyond the formidable gate, I followed the fused slag road down between the brownish-green hedgerows toward the highway. In the fields on the left, cattle were grazing—lop-eared, with coarse gray coats; on the right where the food-crops grew in tight orderly lines, tenants of the House of Pwill were weeding. They were small brawny men and women who sang in eldritch voices to keep the rhythm of the work. I tried to catch the theme of their song, but: they used the abridged common dialect of the locality, and it was so different from the formal language of the upper classes that all I could make out was something about the greatness of the Vorra who had reached out to conquer even the stars in the sky.


At a point where the road joined the highway I paused and looked about me. Today the air was exceptionally clear, and under the high sun I could see right over the city set in the bottom of its bowl-shaped valley. I could even see the glint of light on the glass dome of the House of Shugurra, largest of all the great houses, a good twenty miles distant. Llaq had taken me there once on an annual visit dictated by some custom I hadn’t quite fathomed; since the name of it meant literally “axes being blunt” I assumed it was some ceremonial show of friendship left over like many Vorrish customs from the days when civil war between houses was commonplace.


I had only been waiting; a minute or so when I heard the hum of the bus’s solar-powered engine approaching down the highway. I threw out my left arm to display the device on my shield, and the driver pulled up for me to get aboard. There were only four other passengers aboard—two unprosperous-looking private individuals and two retainers wearing the arms of the House of Shugurra, a cleft skull on a black ground. They were all Vorrish; accordingly I took the rearmost seat as befitted an Earthman.


The driver, hand hovering over a fare-charge button which bore the same device as my shield, called to me. “On House business?”


“In the name of the Under-lady Shavarri,” I confirmed. He grunted, punched the button to charge my fare to the house account, and let the bus roll forward.


As the outskirts of the city itself began to close in around the highway, I found myself gripped by a sense of keen anticipation. I looked on the sidewalks for other Earthmen; I hoped at each stop that someone from my own planet would get aboard so that I could shake his hand and speak an Earthly tongue for a change. The strength of the urge surprised me. I’d thought myself pretty well resigned to doing without Earthly company until my two-year contract expired.


But I saw precisely no Earthmen at all, even when the bus passed 640 north-south and we were within walking distance of the Acre. By then my excitement had begun to give way to cynicism. After all, these rumors about the Acre of Earth were ridiculous, and sure to be exaggerated by wishful thinking. Probably the most I’d find would be a sort of ghetto.


Nonetheless it would be wonderful if…




CHAPTER II





ITRIED TO look at the matter objectively. We were a defeated subject race. That was the crucial point. No matter how we tried to disguise the unpleasant truth from ourselves—by pretending that the war between Earth and Qallavarra had been a sort of draw, by referring to the end of it as the armistice instead of the conquest as the Vorra called it—we had to face facts eventually.


I was fifteen years too young to remember the war, but I knew well how tight the Great Grip was up to the time I was ten or twelve years old. Of course, I’d learned about the war—official version—in school, and I’d had plenty of opportunity to talk with old men who had fought in it. A considerable fraction of all humanity had fought in it. Moreover, since coming to Qallavarra I’d managed to piece together a Vorrish view of the most important engagement—the Battle of Fourth Orbit—from talking to the gatekeeper Swallo.


All kinds of subtle things! reminded us of our defeat. For instance, we ourselves now called that engagement the Battle of Fourth Orbit instead of its original Earthly title, the Battle of the Martian Sphere. The Vorrish, naturally, referred to the Solar planets by numbers, not names.


Not being a subspace physicist, I knew nothing of the reason why the battles of that war had taken place in such well-defined volumes of space except the parroted phrases that went with history lessons; it had something to do with Keplerian harmonic relationships in the vicinity of suns which made it impossible for large numbers of ships to emerge simultaneously into real space except at roughly the distances represented by the orbits of major planets. Being anxious to take maximum possible advantage of the fact they had subspace drive and we didn’t, the Vorrish forces always concentrated their attacks on these vulnerable points of arrival.


Subspace was merely a hypothesis to Earth physicists at the time of the Vorrish onslaught. Our ships were getting around the system on ion-drives and a somewhat erratic form of inverse gravity which by negating inertia permitted speeds fairly close to the speed of light, but which sometimes blew up unexpectedly. Oddly enough, we could find one of our few crumbs of comfort in that The first time I broached the subject of the war to him, Swallo mentioned it without prompting.


Despite the apparently disastrous technical gap between our ships and those of the Vorra, we managed to get out a computer analysis of their attack patterns and discover this relation between planetary distances and points of emergence. So when the Grand Fleet turned up at Fourth Orbit we were waiting, and managed to hit them very badly indeed. We were out-numbered, and our chief weapon was a wrecking-ray with a range of a mere thirty thousand miles; nonetheless, thanks to getting there first and being able to take advantage of the mechanical hangover which electronic equipment suffered after being dipped into subspace, we destroyed about sixty per cent of their total forces before we were rolled up. On the other hand, we lost eighty-five per cent of our own and we hadn’t any more, whereas the Vorra had.


It turned out that they were logical fighters; they were in business for what they could get out of it, and while they were prepared to make Earth a planet-wide desert if we insisted, they regarded that as a bad investment. So, acting on the principal that he who fights and runs away…


They never did calm us down completely, of course. But after fifteen or twenty years of sabotage, underground resistance, assassination and other jabs where it hurt, we came to a tacit mutual tolerance. On the Vorrish side it was tempered with a land of puzzlement. I’d been surprised to learn of it, but I had no room for doubt, because I had it direct from my employer, Pwill of the House of Pwill himself.


Conversely the Vorra puzzled us. Once things relaxed to the point where Earthmen were granted minor rights on Qallavarra itself, we had plenty of opportunities to investigate their society, and what shook us was that it was practically feudal. All power resided in the great houses, which combined in themselves the functions of nations, ethnic groupings and business corporations. There were about sixty of these houses, whose seats were in the southern temperate continent, but whose influence was more than planetary. At any given time perhaps half a dozen of the sixty shared an ascendancy over the rest Currently the House of Shugurra was most powerful of all, but the House of Pwill was due to tip the balance if things went on. That was why Pwill of the House of Pwill came to Earth as lieutenant governor for a five-year period, bringing with him half his private army, three-quarters of his space fleet, an enormous retinue of attendants and his four senior wives.


Much to our amazement, Pwill decided on arrival that he wanted an Earthly tutor for his heir, the eldest son. I was selected for a peculiar mixture of reasons. I was two inches taller, I could outrun, outswim, outwrestle and outthink Pwill heir apparent. And what mattered most, by coincidence I was twice the boy’s age on the day I was engaged, down to the very day. To Pwill, this was important.


I gradually found out that Pwill believed he could find on Earth the secret of making his house the dominant force on Qallavarra; that was why he’d taken the dangerous gamble of absenting himself from home for five years. He wanted his heir to see things the same way, but that young bastard (figuratively; the Vorrish noble families made damned sure the heir was really the heir) preferred to spend his time whaling, gambling and running after women. So I didn’t teach him much.


However, Llaq took a fancy to me. When the time came for the family’s return to Qallavarra, she asked if I wanted to join her personal retinue for a couple of years.


I couldn’t kid myself I was of the caliber of the independents who had got to Qallavarra because they had valuable skills they could sell. This was my only conceivable chance to make a trip everyone wanted to make. So I accepted.


What was it that had caused this sudden interest among the Vorra in the people of Earth—a planet they had conquered and whose people they had reduced efficiently and thoroughly to the status of a dependent satrapy? I assumed that the Vorra themselves knew.


It was quite a surprise to find they didn’t.


They were only convinced that we must have something they hadn’t, which had enabled us to inflict immense damage on the Vorrish fleet against hopeless odds, which had enabled us to put ourselves together again after the armistice. The nearest comparison I could think of was the way the Romans felt about the Greeks after they had added Greece to their empire. The Greeks had been well and truly beaten; nonetheless they gave the impression of retaining some secret the Romans couldn’t take away because they were too coarse and material-minded to know what it was.


So eventually the Greeks became the most highly prized of slaves; a well-to-do family would buy an educated Greek as a teacher for its children, and Greek became the sophisticated language with which to salt your conversation.


Whether we actually had this important mysterious something or not, we were quick to see the advantage of the Vorrish belief that we had. Back home, a man who had actually spent some time on Qallavarra had come to see me when he heard I was going to be tutor to Pwill Heir Apparent. He told me that the chief feature of Vorrish society was its noise. Not actual, ear-battering noise, but noise in the technical sense of wasted efforts and power squandered without reason.


“They may have the subspace drive,” this man had said. “But their social organization is practically Neolithic! Look at the time they spend jockeying for position and doing one another down.


“Another thing. How many Vorra have you seen wearing a watch? Only the nobles and officers. I hear they have to teach their soldiers to read a timepiece when they join up. Things like that. And medicine—they’re ignorant. And social sciences they haven’t got, nothing more than empirical notions of how to keep down a conquered people and exploit their productivity.”


“Put like that,” I said wonderingly, “it seems impossible they should have conquered us. But they did.”


 


Conquered or not, we’d made an impression. It was becoming fashionable among the nobles to read translations of Earthly literature and to acquire some facility on an Earthly musical instrument, The violin was the most popular because it could readily be tuned to a Vorrish scale instead of ours.


There were all kinds of fields which the Vorra had apparently regarded as beneath their notice where we were superbly efficient. This bus I was riding in, for example, was built on Earth and powered with Earthly solar cells; fifty years ago the Vorra had subspace ships but at home they made do with draft animals for anyone below noble rank and rather inefficient steam buggies for the rest. This road had been slagged with an Earthly machine which fused silica soil—this part of Qallavarra was sandy—into a rough but serviceable surface for highways. They’d built the Sahara Highway with it.


I had a lot of reasons to be glad the Vorra were so impressed, myself. Otherwise I wouldn’t have been here.


Not, come to think of it, that it was doing me a lot of good. I’d had visions of being able to get about on Qalla-verra and see this alien world. Instead, I’d seen—after nearly seven months—the estate of the House of Pwill, one or two Other houses where Llaq had taken me on courtesy visits, and part of the capital city.
 

Oh, I was fairly content. The pay was good; I had comfortable quarters. My duties consisted largely in administrative tasks and occasional instruction of the younger children in a few Earthly accomplishments to let them keep up with, or a few steps ahead of, the Vorrish equivalent of the Joneses. But I had no friends, and I suddenly realized that was getting me down.


The estate, of course, was enormous. There were three great houses situated near the city—Pwill, Shugurra and another of less power. Each house was almost a town in itself; the population of Pwill numbered upwards of eight thousand in a great complex of buildings surrounded by a wall, and beyond that twelve thousand or so vassal peasants, the army, the spacecrews, all the technical staffs from miners to metallurgists whose townlets scattered across the four hundred thousand square miles of the estate clear to the sea’s edge two hundred and twenty miles from the house. None of the estates controlled by the six largest houses was much smaller than that. And it didn’t stop with the sea, of course; on other continents the device of Pwill looked on mines, plantations and resources of manpower.


Altogether something like two and a half million people owed direct allegiance to the House of Pwill. And at least as many again only enjoyed status as private individuals by paying off installments on a manumission debt.


Some ninety per cent of the population of Qallavarra was nominally free; they controlled their own lives and nothing more. Those in bond to a house had to jump when ordered, but were better off in the sense that they got a slice of whatever was going before anyone else did. People in the cities were almost all free, and the mutual jealousy of the houses assured they would stay so. A few centuries before, powerful houses had tried to seize prosperous cities for themselves, but the habit had died out in favor of exploration of other worlds. How many others, we couldn’t be sure; we thought four, besides Earth, and possibly others controlled by small alliances of houses and jealously guarded.


Earth was the only one which had had to be reduced by all the houses working in unison. This was another point they bore in mind when dunking of us.
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