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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 ONE


Voice from Nowhere


Vadin stood motionless, shoulders a little hunched, hands hanging listlessly at his sides as he stared through the big crystal pressure port at the weird vista of jagged rocks and petrified lava cones that went to make up the barren landscape of Conzan, third in magnitude of Pirivar’s fourteen moons. Unheedful of the low sounds his companion was making, the man turned his gaze on Pirivar itself. Its great bulbous orb with the wide ring of suspended matter girding it like a vast belt loomed enormous in the purple sky. Harsh light threw grotesque shadows on the foreground landscape. Pirivar was like a monstrous dream, a nightmare reeling across the sky on its stately, never-changing journey. Vadin hated Pirivar with the hate of a man who sees no escape, has no knowledge of what he would seek were it possible to leave the barren world of Conzan, knows no freedom from tyranny. Conzan to him was the beginning and the end. And yet he longed, with a deep subconscious prompting, to learn those things which in all the recorded past had been forbidden.


He might have remained where he was for several hours if Roka had not suddenly come up behind him and laid a hand on his shoulder.


“Why do you stare so?” she whispered.


Without turning he answered: “You know why I stare.”


“Like a trapped thing; that is what you feel, isn’t it? But you cannot alter it, Vadin. None of us can. We were born to this life. It is our life and the only one we shall ever know.”


“With children we shall never see to follow under the same cursed heel of tyranny!” Vadin swung round angrily, hopelessly, grasping the woman by the arms, holding her fiercely before him.


She nodded very slowly. Her wide black eyes were full of tears. “That is inevitable,” she whispered. “And yet we can still find happiness, as we do.”


“Happiness?” he sneered. “What is that, my Roka? A myth from the dead past that merely reaches our life as a tiny whisper without any meaning! One day I shall destroy the tyrants. Then there may be happiness for us, for our race.”


The woman shook herself free from his restraining grip. She turned away helplessly, head bowed in misery.


“Only death can bring that,” she murmured.


He watched her cross the big apartment with its complex array of equipment, its generators, banks of transistors, coils and tubes, its numerous pressure ports looking out over Conzan, its elevator giving access to the wealthy bowels beneath the barren surface.


Suddenly she turned to face him, her slender figure tense and rigid. There was despair, dismay and anger in her face. Her hands clenched spasmodically as if she fought to control herself by a great effort.


“Vadin, we are fools to delude ourselves!” she breathed. “What should we do if the tyrant control was no longer there to guide us? How should we live? Don’t you see that our very lives depend on the one thing we hate and fear?”


He softened, stirred by her emotion, stirred, too, by the beauty of her. But it tore at his heart when he realised that even that, even her very being must be laid to the credit of the tyranny. Vadin knew enough of the history of the past to realise the truth of it. This race to which he belonged was said to have sprung from only seven beings, all men like himself. Now it numbered a thousand, people of both sexes, their number and balance being strictly controlled by the Masters of Conzan. Only through their wizardry did the race exist at all, so legend had it. Bewildering, then, to know that what they hated most had given them life, which, of itself was precious.


He looked at Roka fondly, conscious of her more deeply than ever before. Roka was his mate, his appointed mate, yet one which he would have chosen himself had it not been already ordained and ordered by the tyranny. Without that ordering he could never have had her, and he knew it, which only made things seem worse than they were. He was like a man who stumbled through an endless forest, searching for some path to tread yet ignorant of what a path would look like.


Roka came back towards him now, her arms outstretched in a plea without words. They clasped each other, glad of that small gift of freedom left to them there on Conzan, the only world they knew.


Presently: “Vadin, your restlessness makes me sad. Other men are not like you. Why cannot you be still and without resentment beneath the yoke of rule?”


He forced a sour grin. “You mean apathetic,” he said. “There is no pride in apathy, Roka, only weakness. We are a weak people or we should have risen up centuries ago, freeing ourselves from the yoke you mention. Because I resent the tyranny does it make me a fool, a traitor, or a man with … some courage? What does it make me, my own?”


She stared up at his face for long seconds on end. Then her eyes dropped away and she clung to him tightly, convulsively.


“It makes you the bravest fool alive!” she sobbed. “Even in thought revolt is dangerous! Don’t risk your life and so desert me for the arms of death, my Vadin. I could not stand that, and would destroy myself to be with you as dust in the girdle of Pirivar!”


His voice was bitter when he answered: “Would that the Masters of Conzan were up there in the sky!” he said. “Their forms would make dust as good as ours!”


“But not so laden with oppression.”


He looked down at her for several moments of silence. Suddenly his shoulders squared off, his head went up and back.


“Let me show you something, Roka,” he said.


She eyed him with sudden apprehension, sensing that in his words there was danger for himself, for all of them perhaps.


“What is it you have done?” she whispered.


For answer he led her into the second laboratory which opened off the main apartment. This was a sanctum where only Vadin himself was permitted to work on delicate research as directed by the tyrant Masters of Conzan, those same Masters that Vadin so hated.


“I must not enter here!” murmured Roka nervously. She tried to hang back, afraid.


Vadin laughed abruptly. “Do you think I should bring you within these walls if I thought it would put you ill peril?” he said. “I value you far too much for that risk. No, the tyrants will remain in ignorance, for even with their powers of omniscience they can still be fooled—as I have discovered only recently. Come, Roka, set your eyes on something that may one day spell freedom for our race!” He spoke the words boldly, proudly, yet was still aware that one false step would mean ruin to the vaguely forming plans and hopes he cherished.


On a small bench against the opposite wall was a litter of complex equipment laid out in apparently haphazard fashion. Vadin ignored it, though he saw that Roka’s wide eyes were on it in puzzled curiosity. Instead of explaining or speaking of his research work he opened a concealed drawer in the end of the bench.


“This,” he breathed fervently, “will give us the power!”


In his hand was a crude looking instrument. To Roka’s eyes it meant little for she did not understand the portent of his words.


“How can power come to slaves?” she queried. In her tone was a hint of the apathy which gripped all their race, an apathy which had spurred Vadin on and turned him into a solitary champion against the common foe.


“Power shall come through individual courage and mortal inventiveness,” he answered enigmatically. “This, my Roka, is a weapon!”


“A weapon …? I do not understand. What is that?”


He smiled with indulgent amusement. “You are so naive in your ignorance, yet I do not blame you. How should you know different? You have never contemplated violence against tyranny, have you? None of us has, more’s the pity! But it must come or there will never be an end to slavery.” He balanced the instrument in the palm of his hand. It weighed heavily, a clumsy thing, yet one which had power and so could provide power to the man who grasped it. All Vadin’s plans were founded on it, and now he shared his knowledge with the woman.


“A weapon,” he whispered softly. “It is finished and will give us mastery over our own lives, the power to end all tyranny and so release us from age-long bondage. Is that not a noble prospect for such as us?”


She shivered uncontrollably. “I fear it!” she said. “Don’t you see what would happen if they discovered it? Or even if they had some suspicion of your foolish plan? Oh, Vadin, take care! If anything befell you—as I feel so dreadfully afraid that it might—then my life is done!” She covered the weapon with her hands, shutting it off from her sight, afraid of glancing at it even. In her mind it grew to be the means of destroying all she held dear, not a weapon of attack and release, but a channel for the ruin of what little pleasure they could call their own.


“You shall see before long,” he breathed. “From my own gropings in the dim subconscious I drew out sufficient theory on which to work. Now that basis takes shape in this. It will project a shaft of negatively charged particles most effectively when used in a vacuum. There is vacuum enough to suit such a discharge outside this building, or anywhere on the surface of Conzan for that matter.”


The woman frowned blankly. “Vadin, I am as much a scientist as you, but I do not understand this theory.”


He smiled again. “That is only because the science we practise on behalf of the Masters is too narrow to give scope to individual ideas,” he replied. “I am fortunate in being employed in this place, for here there is an opportunity for more careful research—apart from that ordered by the tyranny.


“The theory is simple once it is grasped. This weapon is what might be called an electronic discharger. That is a term you will never have heard. Indeed I had to invent it for the occasion!”


Her interest was aroused. “Electronic discharger …?” she whispered. “Explain more simply, Vadin, for though I look on this thing as foolish and dangerous yet I am a woman, and curious to share a secret.”


“Which is why I brought you here. But to go on.… As you know, the Masters possess a positive potential of several thousand brattilgrovits on which they depend for motivation. That potential is drawn from the positive static in the body of Conzan itself. We cannot, nor ever could, neutralise the static thus used. Similarly, we cannot hope to gain ascendancy over the cerebral potential. It is protected and beyond our physical contact. Only through violent physical contact could we hope to disrupt the working of the brain tissues. But to paralyse movement of any one of the Masters within range of this weapon would be a great step towards securing power. Once a Master was immobilised it would be possible to approach sufficiently near it to wreck the vital tissue structure. Do you follow, Roka?” His gaze was intense, earnest, pleading with her to understand.


She frowned, sorting it out in her own mind.


“Put simply,” she ventured, “you mean to create a fusing circuit within a Master so attacked and thus immobilise it? I think I understand. Their bodies are positive in character, the mechanism actuated through the medium of a minute negative potential drawn from the girdle radiations of Pirivar itself. Am I on the right lines, Vadin?”


He nodded, pleased. “Exactly! And on such a basis of theory, if a strong negative discharge were introduced so as to impinge on the collectivators a fusing element would be introduced. The Masters have no safety relays, for it has never been necessary to guard against such an unexpected discharge. They would, therefore, be paralysed by the negative contact of a charged shaft of electronic particles.”


“It might work,” she whispered doubtfully. “But still I am afraid. We all know that their minds control us in the smallest action if we happen to be under command. Do you imagine the brain tissue would not be sharp enough to protect its complex web even though its carrier were paralysed?” She shook her head stubbornly. “No, Vadin mine, the plan is a brave one, yet I fear it to be doomed.”


Once again it was the man who smiled, goaded perhaps by a secret conceit which at times was the only fault he possessed likely to irritate his mate. Now she frowned when she saw the smile, for she knew him too well to mistake it. He was about to produce something else for her stupefaction, something in which his own pride would out-weigh the natural pleasure of sharing a secret with her.


“I am not done yet,” he said quietly. “Don’t frown so, Roka. You are too beautiful ever to frown.”


“It was in despair at your own ignoble qualities of conceit,” she replied a little coldly. “But go on; what fresh wonder is maturing in that agile brain of yours? I’m weak enough to be anxious to learn.”


“As always,” he murmured. “Your remark that peril would not be countered by paralysing motivation among the Masters is perfectly reasonable. They could still level their devilish cerebral power against an attacker. But that is where human inventiveness shows itself superior. Such a danger must, therefore, be neutralised by some form of shield.”


Her interest quickened once more. Gone was the moment of resentment at his manner. If what he hinted at was fact removed from the realm of theory then Vadin had travelled a long way in knowledge.


“You have such a shield?” she whispered breathlessly.


“I am working on it,” he temporised. “It is not yet completed. Until it is we are powerless to make a move, as you will agree, I think. The weapon of itself is not sufficient; we must have protection before, during and after its use. But let me show you something of my work, Roka.”


He took her by the hand and moved on to another bench. Here again, concealed in a cabinet in this case, he showed his treasure to Roka. At first glance it meant nothing to her, and at that stage in its development even Vadin could not explain clearly the principle on which it depended for its effectiveness. That, he said with a show of confidence, would become plain as his work advanced.


Roka was sceptical, but had enough tact not to show it openly. Instead she feigned interest, prompting Vadin to tell her more, to show her more. In spite of her scepticism she loved this man, was devoted to him, and knew that by her support or denial she could raise or lower his determination to do what he considered was right. Such was her duty, the destiny to which she was born on the barren little world of Conzan, third of Pirivar’s fourteen moons.


Vadin held a queer-looking headpiece in his hands. He grasped it with a kind of reverence, as he might have grasped a precious object of inestimable value. Indeed to him it was such an object.


“On your head,” he said quietly. “Remember it is not yet perfected and there are mysteries which even I cannot put into coherent treatise.”


As he spoke he lowered the headpiece, a mesh of wire and metal framing, over Roka’s dark-haired skull. It fitted loosely, and was heavy, oppressive.


“I am striving to set up a force field outside it,” he said. “Such a field will, I hope, prove impermeable to the control impulses to which we give instant obedience in the normal course of events.” His hand hovered over a set of switches concealed inside the cabinet. He chose one while Roka watched him with some apprehension.


“When I close this circuit,” he went on slowly, “a mild flow of current will energise the framework. Transistors will amplify it and at the same time a relay system which I managed to work out should have the effect of emitting just the kind of field we’re after.”


He closed the switch as he finished speaking.


Roka was conscious of a faint humming sensation that seemed to vibrate through her skull. She felt nervous and on the brink of fear so that only Vadin’s confident features brought reassurance to her mind.


“You feel the vibration?” he queried.


She nodded, aware of the weight of the headpiece.


“The field is there,” he went on. “I cannot advance further at the moment, however, for lack of some means to measure its potential and output.”


Roka raised her eyebrows. “Is that so difficult?”


He shrugged. “Perhaps not,” he admitted, “but it will only be simple once I master the characteristics of the Creptonine crystals I used in the transistors. So far they’re something of an unknown quantity, as we’ve discovered in earlier research. But you know that as well as I do.”


She was about to say something farther when suddenly her expression altered as Vadin watched. Fear, bewilderment and the dawning of dismay illuminated her eyes. Her mouth came open but no sound issued from it. Feebly she gestured.


Vadin’s hand flashed to the switch, knocking it off in a moment.


“What is it?” he gasped. “Roka, what was the matter?”


She astonished him by clenching her hands tightly. “Turn it on again at once!” she breathed with frantic haste. “Quick!”


He did as she said, puzzled and uneasy, watching her all the time. The rapt expression returned to her eyes. She looked as if she was listening to a far-away voice that spoke in half-audible whispers. There was a tenseness about her face and frame that warned him she was in deadly earnest. But he was nervous.


Again her expression changed. She relaxed, her eyes seeking his in wonderment.


“I heard a voice in my brain,” she whispered. Her tone was so low that he barely heard what she said. “A voice in my brain. It’s not possible, and yet it must be connected with the headpiece. It stopped as soon as you switched it off, as soon as the vibration stopped. Vadin, what does it mean?” She clung to his arm with mounting anxiety.


He stared at her for a moment in silence. Was she mad? he asked himself. Was she playing him some foolish trick? But no, he knew her too well to expect that.


“What did the voice say?” he asked in a tone that was unexpectedly quiet and controlled.


She hesitated for just a fraction of a second. Then: “I don’t understand how it is,” she breathed. “It said: ‘Simon, if you get anything from this think back hard. Finish the lines if you can. There was a young lady of Newick.… You should know the rest.’ I didn’t get any more, Vadin, but it doesn’t make sense, does it? What does Simon mean? And there was another funny thing, too. The language was nearly the same as our own, only different. You know what I mean?”


He grunted. “I do not,” he retorted. “You didn’t imagine it, did you, Roka?”


She shook her head contemptuously. “I did not!” she stated firmly. “I’m not in the habit of imagining things, as you should know by now.” She relented. “No, it was most extraordinary. Vadin, what do you think could have caused it? I don’t even know what it meant, but it was as if someone strange was speaking right into my brain.”


The man frowned. “You mean rather in the same way as the Masters give their orders? That is strange indeed.…” He pondered on it for a long time. The field framework on Roka’s head was still switched on. Suddenly he realised from her expression and the tightening of her fingers on his wrist that she was picking up something else.


This time he waited as patiently as he could, itching to know what was going on, impatient for her to tell him.


A few moments later she relaxed a little. When she spoke her voice was low, rather dazed.


“Who had an affair with a Fluick,” she said.


Vadin shook her none too gently. “What on Conzan are you talking about?” he demanded.


Her eyes were wide. “That’s what I’m wondering,” she muttered. “Another voice that time, very faint, it seemed. And then it said: ‘Listen, Alex, this is the most amazing thing! But you’ll have to do something about the backlash. There’s an awful lot of mushing as well as the main trend of thoughts. Are you picking this up all right? I’m thinking like mad!’ And that was all, Vadin! I just don’t understand it at all. It wasn’t the Voice of the Masters.”


“A voice that says things which don’t seem to make much sense …” murmured Vadin slowly. “Roka, I wonder …? I wonder if by some extraordinary chance the screening field is acting as a telepathic antenna, doing something by artificial means which the Masters have long done physically?”


They stared at each other in growing bewilderment. It was a fantastic supposition, and yet how else could they find an explanation.


Roka said: “But the Masters.… Vadin, this voice I listened to, where could it have come from? Where else in the universe are there beings who speak our tongue, except the Masters, the tyrants we serve? It makes no sense, I tell you, my own! It frightens me for what it may spell!”


“Calm yourself,” he whispered. “I too, am worried, for this is something I could not have foreseen. Put the headpiece off; I no longer trust it as a means of protection.”


Stubbornly she shook her head. “Wait,” she breathed. “Wait, Vadin. I may hear more of this queer voice, and if I do.…”


“If you do, what then?”


“I—I shall answer it.”


“With your mind? Roka, be sensible! Your safety is all I care for. Why chance your sanity by meddling in things beyond our knowledge?”


She regarded him with cool, level eyes. “Perhaps our safety might depend on it,” she whispered. “How can we judge unless we seek much deeper for the knowledge we lack?”


Before he could protest he saw quite plainly that she was listening to an inner voice once again. A look of rapt attention clouded her eyes, turning them away from him, cutting him off from her, isolating him. He felt afraid, and yet could not bring himself either to switch off the current or to take the headpiece by force. Instead he waited anxiously.


Roka closed her eyes tightly. Her lips moved soundlessly, whispering thoughts without audible form.


“I’ve done it!” she breathed presently. “I answered with thoughts, Vadin! Did I do wrong?”


“How can we say?” he replied. “These words must come from far beyond Conzan, even beyond Pirivar and the other worlds of the Ring. It frightens me because I cannot begin to understand it. Put the headpiece off now, Roka. Let’s get away from this for a time.”


She gave in without argument for his manner was so intense. And perhaps, she reflected, it was better not to meddle when the results smacked of magic. Roka had always had a horror of anything beyond her mortal comprehension. This strange detached voice without source or reason was a case in point. Yet it haunted her for all that. She had a sneaking hope that the magical voice would reply to her scanty thought answer. But nothing came through in her mind before she permitted Vadin to raise the metal frame from her head and replace it in the cabinet where it had been concealed. He was obviously badly shaken, as much so as Roka herself. She said nothing to him about it, knowing his sensitiveness. Vadin was a scientist dealing with logical theories and practical results. This was something outside the scope of his rationalisation. If there was danger attached to it then she knew he would turn his back on it. Such was his character, although were it the danger of meddling with limitless power which might strike a man dead in his tracks he would embrace it gladly enough, confident of mastery over peril.


Perhaps, she reflected uneasily, that voice in her mind offered limitless power.…? She pondered on it as Vadin led her back into the main research apartment, leading her away from danger, from mystery, from the whisper of the unknown.


And Roka, though unprotesting, yet made up her mind to return no matter what the cost. She was, after all, a woman, no more, no less inquisitive than any other of her sex, but inquisitive enough.…


The dawn of the twenty-first century was near when Alexander Larsen, Professor of the Board of Multiple Universities, Doctor of Electronics, doyen of the recently-founded Furtherance Research System, first obtained tangible results from the hitherto theoretical work in which he had been engaged in connection with the transmission of cerebral wavelength frequency variations. The results referred to were not, however, quite the ones he or his team had looked for. There was the matter of strange thoughts for which none of the team could account, thought which had mingled with prearranged replies and questions in the course of experimental work. It was odd to say the least.




CHAPTER TWO


Intangible Link


Larsen sat back in the leather-padded chair behind his desk. He was a man of medium height, medium looks. Apart from his acute brain there was nothing apparently outstanding about him at all. He was tidy, neatly dressed, though not in the best of fashionable taste, clean and strangely unobtrusive in any company. Now he fiddled with an old-fashioned pen on the desk before him, turning it this way and that in his hand. Behind his desk one wall of the room was devoted entirely to a vast blackboard on which the remnants of obtuse calculations were smudged. At his side was a video set with a battery of intercom switches below it. On the softly-carpeted floor immediately behind his chair the rangy form of an Irish wolfhound was sprawled in muttering sleep. As Larsen shifted in his chair the dog stirred and kicked out lazily with one hind leg, scuffing the carpet. It opened an eye and closed it again. All was well with the world, it seemed to say.
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