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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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The Star-King


“You realise, of course,” said the Chief Councillor, “that the fate of the entire galaxy depends on the ultimate success of your mission. There must be no chance of failure. Too much is at stake.”


Captain Blair nodded. He stared down at the fat figure of the Councillor with a faint stirring of revulsion. The man was literally shivering with fear. His face was white and streaked with sweat.


Hoarsely, he went on: “We have commissioned you for this task, Captain, because of your excellent record during the Border Wars. And also, because you’re one of the few humans to have visited the outer suns of Andromeda. You may find that conditions have changed since then.


“But it shouldn’t take long to tell. And remember, you’re our only hope. It seems incredible that the people of the Hundred Suns could have advanced so far ahead of Imperial Terra in the field of scientific technology.”


Blair shrugged. “Don’t you think it’s strange, we received no advanced information of it?” he asked. There was a deliberate undertone of malicious amusement in his deep voice. “Surely we have agents on the planets of the Hundred Suns. Why have we had no word from them?”


Ponderously, the Chief Councillor shifted his great bulk uneasily in his chair. He leaned forward and gripped the edge of the table with long fingers, that grew white with nervous pressure. His flabby face was a sagging, furrowed mask of puzzled alarm. There were dark circles under his wide-open eyes.


“That’s something you will have to find out for yourself, Captain Blair. But be careful! Some of our best men have been assigned to this job. So far, we’ve had no word from any of them. It might be that they’ve already been discovered. If that’s the case, the people of the Hundred Suns will be alert and watching for any further attempt on our part.


“Finally we want it to be fully understood, that once you leave this room, you’ll be on your own. We’re giving you a free hand in this matter, not from choice, but because that’s the way it’s got to be.


“Don’t spend too much time on any one planet. Visit as many as possible without attracting attention. Keep your eyes and ears open and act accordingly. The Sixth and Tenth Squadrons of the Terrestrial Fleet are already at space in the region of the Lesser Magellanic Cloud. You’ve been given the ultra-radio frequency which will bring you into immediate contact with the Fleet. Their orders are to listen out on that wavelength at all times. Is that clear?”


“Perfectly,” said Blair. His voice was crisp and decisive. “I’ll assume a different identity on every planet. It would be best for me to mingle with the people and blend my personality with theirs so that they won’t know who I am.”


“Excellent,” muttered the fat man. He nodded his head slowly. “Don’t try to contact any of our agents who might be still alive, except as a last resort. It could be dangerous.”


A grim smile played for a brief instant on Blair’s lips. It made a hard line across the centre of his lean features.


“Are there any further instructions?” he asked.


“No.” The Chief Councillor shook his head. “Everything is now in your hands. I think you can visualise the consequences of failure.”


“I think I can, Councillor,” said Blair evenly. He drew his tall body up to rigid attention, then whirled on his heel, stepped through the open door of the great room, and closed it gently behind him.


Soorn was still sufficiently like Terra to make Blair feel distinctly at home. It was just a shade smaller perhaps, and slightly nearer its cool, orange sun, than Terra was to Sol.


Blair watched it carefully, through the telescopic viewport of the decelerating ship. Outwardly, he appeared unconcerned. He had to watch himself carefully. Not too nonchalantly, or he would seem to be putting on a deliberate act. Not too keenly, or the other passengers would suspect that something was amiss.


He got stiffly to his feet and walked slowly across to the magniplate set in the smooth wall at the end of the spacious cabin. He held his arms straight by his side, as he had seen the other Andromedans walk.


He groped for the memory of a previous visit to this place, but found nothing. The planet was completely new to him. He had noticed none of the old spacemarks on the way in, through the outer environs of the galaxy. But then, that wasn’t surprising.


Space was so vast that it defied all comprehension. The great gulf that stretched between the main galaxy and the flaring, seetee suns on the rim of the Andromedan spiral had taken the best part of twelve weeks to cross.


Now that the journey was almost finished, he had time to think back and review the events of the past weeks clearly, and unemotionally. He allowed his thoughts to drift lazily through the deep recesses of his mind, slowly and methodically. Sometimes, they came clumsily and things seemed vague and rather nebulous.


Looking back, it was as if an eternity had fled since the Terrestrial battle-cruiser had blasted off from Earth and thrown itself into hyperspace, to materialise ten weeks later near a tiny, sparsely-populated system just inside the Andromedan nebula. It had been night when he had brought the small pinnace to land on the crumbling, outmoded spaceport.


He had been lucky. There had been no trouble or suspicion on the part of the natives. On the whole, he had found them a likeable and simple-minded lot who cared little for the higher politics of the main body of the Hundred Suns. A week had been spent there, waiting impatiently for the spaceship that called every month, to transport food and materials to the larger planetary systems.


Obtaining a passage on the ship had presented a little more difficulty. There had been questions to answer, and a certain amount of probing into his past. And this was where his previous knowledge of the smaller Andromedan planets had been useful.


Before leaving Earth, he had been given money. Not too much so as to arouse suspicion, but just sufficient for him to pass as a Nithian nobleman.


A handful of credits in the right places had smoothed over the more important technicalities. On the smaller worlds, especially, there was still a good deal of graft among the higher officials. Laws were lax and, for a certain consideration, completely disregarded.


He had chosen Soorn as his initial destination for several reasons. It was one of the lesser of the planets of the Hundred Suns and was rarely visited by the ruling classes. But, nevertheless, it was still sufficiently important for it to be under the immediate supervision of the Star-king Krun.


Also, and this was more to the point, the records back on Earth had shown that there were at least three Terrestrial agents on it somewhere, assuming they were still alive.


He had made tentative plans during the long voyage through hyperspace, but of course, these would have to be rearranged to fit in with conditions as they arose. For the moment, it would be sufficient to divert suspicion from himself, to play the part he had chosen for himself, convincingly.


He grasped hold of the hand-rail and braced himself to resist the pressure of deceleration that was trying to force him towards the nose of the ship. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed that several other passengers were getting to their feet and moving towards the magniplate, to get a first view of the approaching world.


He pressed his forehead against the cool metal of the outer hull. The mighty disc of the nearby planet swung up to meet the descending ship with an awe-inspiring motion across the star-blaze of the galaxy. There was a splash of crimson, where the terminator slashed against the darkness of the night side.


Without showing it, he studied the position of the main continents and oceans with meticulous care, assessing things and mentally filing them away against the time when such knowledge might be essential.


There was a sudden movement beside him. He glanced about him sharply as a voice said: “This your first visit to Soorn?”


It was an old, thick-set man, remarkably human in outward appearance. But to Captain Blair the striking similarity was not misleading. He recognised the other immediately, as a native of Cumra, one of the main planets of the Eltain system.


Something clicked into place in his mind. These people had a metabolism based on silicon. For all their looks, they were utterly alien, and they possessed alien senses. He would have to be careful.


He pulled himself together and nodded. “The first time,” he agreed. “On Nith, we have very little opportunity for visiting the other planets. Transport is slow, and we’re isolated from the main stream of suns.”


The other smiled. “I suppose you’re right,” he said. “I’ve never been as far as Nith myself, but I’ve heard tales of the place. Most of my time is spent between here and Cumra. It’s a long trip, but profitable.”


He fished inside the pocket of his gold-braided tunic and came out with something held tightly between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand. It glistened queerly in the white glare of the wall tubes.


“Do you know what this is?” He held the object out to the Captain.


Blair took it, held it out at arm’s length, and stared at it for several moments without speaking. The thing was nearly transparent and there were tiny red spheres making a pattern of shadows inside it. It looked pale and glassy, and strangely brittle.


He squeezed it experimentally between his fingers. It was hard, far harder than he had imagined possible. It resisted all his efforts to break it.


Dubiously, he shook his head. At the back of his mind, there was a nagging little thought, a tiny voice, warning him that this was probably a trap. That the thing was something quite commonplace on Nith, or any other planet for that matter.


He sucked in his breath between clenched teeth and handed the thing back to the Cumrani. “No,” he said. “What is it?”


The man laughed softly. He leaned back against the hull and turned the tiny globe in his fingers. Flashes of iridescent light spun lazily up the curved steel of the wall.


“I suppose you’d call it a bomb, of a sort,” he said quietly. “This is Cumra’s contribution to the projected war against the Terrestrials. After all, our scientists are among the best research workers in the whole system of the Hundred Suns. They have been labouring feverishly for the past ten years to perfect such a weapon as this.”


He slid the shining sphere carefully back into the hidden folds of his tunic. There was a glint of malicious amusement in his deep-set yellow eyes. “When properly used, there’s sufficient power in each of these to destroy an entire world. Believe me, the Terrestrials are in for a distinct shock in the very near future.


“Having spent the best part of your life on Nith, you’ll be out of touch with the progress made. Five hundred years ago, it’s more than possible that Imperial Terra could have extended her tremendous sway not only to the two Magellanic Clouds, but also throughout the length and breadth of mighty Andromeda herself. But not now. We’re not the stupid savages the humans have thought us—although during the past centuries it had been to our advantage to be thought so.”


“I can quite see the point of that,” agreed Blair. He turned to stare out of the viewport as the ship dropped through the thin air of the upper reaches of the Soornian atmosphere and speared down towards the sprawling megalopolis of Krommanaur, the capital. His mind was spinning madly. He had had no idea these people could have progressed so far in so short a time. And it was clear from the man’s last remark that Imperial Terra had no inkling of the true position.


The Andromedans had played their hand with considerable cunning, remaining in complete obscurity as far as the main galaxy was concerned. He thought back Dimly, he remembered the visinews accounts of the great fleets of battle-cruisers that had swept in from the darkness of intergalactic space and attacked the Terran outposts stationed among the suns of the Magellanic Clouds. But they had turned out to be a completely alien race, fleeing from another that had invaded their own systems.


Now it all began to fit in, slotting together like pieces of a jig-saw. That had all happened about twenty years back. About the time of the formation of the Hundred Suns. He smiled inwardly to himself. Of course, there would have been races in the Andromedan system who would have resented domination by the new Federation. And it was only natural that they should flee onwards, to the nearest galaxy.


He grew aware that his neighbour was speaking again. “By the way, if there’s any way I can be of service to you while on Soorn, let me know. Being a stranger to the place, you’ll no doubt need someone to show you around.


“If I can help you, just mention it and I’ll be only too pleased to do all I can. I have connections with most of the high-up authorities on the planet, which can sometimes be useful to anyone who knows nothing of the laws and customs.”


He glanced up at the glittering badge on Blair’s shoulder and added warmly: “Being of noble blood yourself, there should be little difficulty. But——”


“Thanks,” said Blair. “If it won’t put you to any trouble, I’d certainly appreciate it.”


As far as he, personally, was concerned, the situation was now almost ideal. It was quite obvious from the man’s dress that he held an important position, not only on his own planet, but on Soorn also, and less attention would be paid to a Nithian, even one of supposedly noble blood, if he were in the company of an important official.


Besides, it would also give him an opportunity to learn more about the bomb which the other carried around in his pocket. The sooner he discovered its structure and potentialities, and transmitted them to the waiting Fleet, the easier he would feel in his mind.


“Hello,” said the other suddenly. “We’re almost there.” He pointed a slim finger. Blair glanced down through the transparent window. Krommanaur was now almost directly below them. Long, stone avenues stretched away from a central square as far as the eye could see, like the spokes of a glittering, fantastic wheel.


Sunlight shafted down through tall, artistic buildings of stone and metal, that lifted their rearing bulk towards the heavens, with a strangely unreal abandon. The broad streets were crowded with people and here and there red sunlight flashed on the whirling rotor-blades of a small transport craft.


Five minutes later, the ship landed in the great yards on the outskirts of Krommanaur. Metal derricks and retarding magnetic locks reached out and clamped around the gleaming hull, dragging her to a slow standstill.


The engines were switched off. For a long moment, there was complete silence. Then it was broken by the scuffling of feet on the metal gangways as the passengers made their way down through the levels of the ship, to the main airlock.


“You’d better stick close to me,” said the Cumri quietly. “There’s bound to be a crowd here. This is the only spaceport for incoming passengers on the planet. All ships land here.”


Captain Blair allowed himself to look surprised. He shuffled stiffly along the blue-lit corridor, deliberately ignoring the other’s hand on his arm. The news came as a distinct surprise. Soorn was a big world, especially for this region of space. He waited expectantly, for the other to explain.


“I can see you find that hard to believe. Nevertheless, I can assure you it’s true. There are, of course, several other ports scattered over the planet, but they’re either for the big transports that carry freight between the systems, or military bases.”


“Any reason for it?” asked Blair shortly. His imitation of the Nithian accent, although not perfect, was sufficiently like it to pass without comment.


“It’s a planetary ruling. Apparently a Terran agent was caught here, just over three years ago. He managed to slip, unnoticed, through the security system stationed at one of the smaller spaceports that were then in existence. He was finally tracked down to some out-of-the-way place in the slums of Sinathaar. Since then, the controls have been tightened considerably.


“It’s easier to concentrate all the security forces in one spot, instead of having them scattered about in tiny groups. That’s why everyone who lands on Soorn must go through the Patrol Headquarters on Krommanaur. They’re pretty thorough. You’ll see what I mean in a few moments.”


They reached the bottom of the short gangway that led down to the concrete surface of the landing ramp. The Cumri fell silent. He nodded towards the tall, stone-fronted building that stood by itself on the edge of the spaceport.


Blair looked. There was a single entry gate, flanked by a couple of Soornian guards. They were both armed. Blair’s eyes widened for a moment, in astonishment, as he made a mental note of the modern nucleonic pistols that hung in holsters around their waists.


Then, almost before he was aware of it, the mass of people pushed him, unresisting, through the opening. The guards eyed him with casual interest. Then their gaze passed on to the crush of people pressing up behind him.


Blair went warily down the bustling hallway. Panic struck at him for a moment. It occurred to him, that the men waiting here to interview the incoming passengers would be quite familiar with people from Nith. It was an isolated planet, certainly, but there were bound to have been some visitors. He threw a swift glance at the uniformed men seated in the small cubicles that lined each side of the room. They looked grim and efficient.


A red glow of simulated daylight poured down from the smooth walls. It gleamed dully off the polished wooden tops of the desks. His throat was dry. There was a tightness behind his temples that wasn’t quite pain, but something subtly different. Every sense was alert and stretched to breaking point.


“Would you come over here, please?”


Blair whirled. There was an empty cubicle a few feet to his left. He walked steadily towards it. Vaguely, he was aware that his companion had turned and was already seated at the next compartment but one. He gave Blair a slight nod of encouragement, then turned away.


The Security Officer motioned him to sit down. His manner was respectful enough. Evidently, thought Blair, he had noticed the badge of rank on his epaulette.


“Now, sir. As you realise, we have to question you. We would prefer that you co-operate with us in every way.” He jotted something on a piece of paper, then looked up sharply.


“You’re from Nith, I see. How is it you were taken on at Mrish, a planet that is not even included in the Federation of the Hundred Suns?”


The man smiled, but his voice was cold. He drew the sheet of paper closer towards him, and waited with the everflo stylus poised above it.


“Well?” he prompted.


Blair gave him a wary glance. Again he felt the peculiar tightness behind his eyes, but his brain was clear enough.


“That’s quite easily explained,” he answered slowly. He let the tenseness die out of his voice. “I was on board a Nithian ship, outbound from Nith to Soorn, when we ran foul of a meteor swarm. I guess we were unlucky that time. The repeller field failed to function properly. We received a direct hit amidships, just aft of the engine room.


“Anyway, as far as I know, I was the only survivor. Several others got away in the auxiliary pinnaces, but they must have been destroyed when the main nuclear pile went up. That was the last I saw of them.”


The Security Officer thought for a moment. He tapped the paper indecisively with his pen. Finally, he reached a decision.


“Why wasn’t this reported to the local Security Headquarters on Mrish?” he snapped. “No such information has been received here.”


He reached forward and snapped down the selector button on the small communicator tube. A red signal light flicked to green.


“I want all available information regarding the possible destruction of a Nithian ship in the vicinity of Mrish within the past two weeks. This matter is urgent; when can you let me know?”


The answering voice was thin and high-pitched. Only vaguely was Blair able to make out the words.


“The information is already here, sir. It came in two days ago. A spaceship was reported off Mrish eight days ago. Its orbit was plotted as usual and found to coincide with that normally taken by ships coming in from Nith.


“What happened after that, is still rather vague. Details are scanty. One moment it was there; the next, it had disappeared.”


“I see. Is that all?”


“Not quite, sir.” The thin voice was stiffly correct. “A pinnace was detected an hour later in that region of space, and tracked continually until it landed on Mrish. There was only one occupant. A Nithian nobleman named—” there was a slight pause—“Fendis Caal.”


“Very well. That will be all the information I require at the present.” The officer snapped the switch back into place with an impatient movement of his forefinger. He stared across the table at Blair.


“Are you Fendis Caal?” he asked. There was a new note of polite deference in his hard voice.


Blair nodded. For an instant, his brain almost refused to function. In a bewildered way, he wondered just how the facts had fitted in. The arm of coincidence was long, but surely the odds against a Nithian ship being wrecked at that particular position and time were enormous.


He only knew that he had done some of the fastest thinking in his entire life, and it had paid off. But how? In the back of his mind, there was the answer. He was sure of that. If only he could pull it out, bring it out into the light of his conscious thoughts.


And then it came to him. There had been no Nithian ship. The detector screens could pick out a vessel at ten thousand miles with uncanny accuracy. But they couldn’t distinguish between them. It had been the Terran ship that had been picked up.


And the reason behind its disappearance was even more simple, now he came to look at it. He remembered. A moment after his pinnace had been cast off, the parent vessel had slipped back into hyperspace for the return journey. To all intents and purposes, it had ceased to exist. It would have left no trace on the detector scopes.
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