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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






On Sartelle the seas are red and the sands black, the sky is emerald and the rain azure when it rains at all, which is seldom
and never during the long, hot days of summer. A fine place on which to rest, with giant fish in the seas and the air scented
with flowers. A soft place for a vacation, and Kennedy was enjoying every moment of it.



He sprawled on the ebon grains, the sun hot on the hard lines of his near-naked body, eyes closed against the glare as he
listened to the soft murmurs from a group of young girls lying a few yards distant. They did not know or were careless of
the way in which voices could travel over the sand and their comments about his person were getting too pointed for comfort.
For a moment he wondered whether he should rise and face them and perhaps answer some of their speculations, then decided
against it. Who he was and what he did were matters of no concern to any but himself. And, young and innocent as they appeared,
the girls needn’t be what they seemed. On Sartelle, as on everywhere else, information was a thing which had value, items
which could be bought and sold to those who had an interest in such matters, and no one like himself could afford to risk
anyone learning more than they needed to know.



He turned a little as feet scuffed at the sand close to where he lay. A voice, softly modulated, whispered in his ear.


‘A message for you, Captain. Prime urgency and no delay acceptable. Shall I tell them you are at sea?’


Service, he thought, opening his eyes. The thing for which the hotel demanded a high price but always provided. Diplomatic
lies and the bending of truth a little to give privacy. Here the wishes of the guests were paramount.



It was tempting to take advantage of it, but Kennedy was proof against temptation.


‘Thank you, but no.’


‘Are you sure?’ The voice softened even more. ‘You look so comfortable lying here in the sun and it would be only a slight
distortion of the truth. A boat is about to leave. I could have missed you – a matter of a minute or two.’



To offer was one thing, to suggest another. He moved his head and looked at her as she sat framed against the sun. She had
crouched to show the double-curve of naked thighs, the flesh of her waist bunched a little above the circle of her kilt. Nudity
was common on Sartelle, but the bareness of her body was more than compensated for by the painted mask which was her face.
Spirals of red and purple interspersed with lines of silver and gold ran from forehead to shoulders. Crusted eyelids and lashes
adorned with tiny globules. Hair which bore a dozen gems, wreathed and plaited with metallic strands. The normal garb of a
hotel attendant.



But if the garb was normal her expression was not.


The paint disguised it, the mask turning her features into a robot-blankness, but there was a slight tension about the eyes,
a firmness about the mouth which had no place if she were exactly what she seemed. A dilettante, perhaps, a female guest intrigued
and hoping to establish a closer relationship? He decided against it; but if she were not a genuine employee or a bored holidaymaker
looking for a companion, she could only be one other thing.



‘The message,’ he snapped. ‘From whom?’


‘Armat Chan.’


The resident Terran operative on Sartelle and one, Kennedy thought grimly, who had obviously inflated ideas of his own importance.
Or perhaps the girl had held plans of her own. To be able to report back that he had refused to accept a message of prime
urgency would conceivably have enhanced her importance. Or Chan could have been testing him – rumor had it the man was fond
of such things. Not for the first time Kennedy cursed the departmental rivalries which made life more difficult.



Rising, he dusted ebon grains from the smooth musculature of legs and torso. He caught the quick intake of breath from the
group which had been studying him, a barely repressed squeal.



‘I told you! See how tall he is? And that chest!’


‘You appear to have made a conquest,’ said the woman at his side. She too had straightened and, tall though she was, her head rose barely above his shoulder. ‘Not hard when you consider the opposition.’ She stared at the rows of supine
shapes, the men flabby for the most part, elderly, paunches and skin dull and soft with overindulgence.



Flatly he said, ‘Your name?’


‘Sharon Dale.’ The globules on her eyelashes caught the light in tiny sparkles as she looked up at him. ‘You are interested?’


‘In you, no.’ He was deliberately curt. ‘In Armat Chan, perhaps. Where can I find him?’


He was waiting in Kennedy’s room at the hotel, a bland man with a neatly dressed figure, an executive-type case at the side
of his chair. He rose as the pair entered, and glanced at the girl. Kennedy caught the slight, negative motion of her head
as he headed toward, the shower.



Armat Chan said, ‘The matter is of prime urgency, was not that made clear?’


‘To whom?’ snapped Kennedy. ‘To you or to me? If to you then why the nonsense at the beach? I don’t take kindly to such stupidity.’


‘It was considered desirable,’ said Chan. ‘On the beach, one man among many, how could we be sure you were the one we wanted?’


Kennedy paused by the door leading to the shower. Glancing at the girl, he said, ‘Get out of here.’


‘What?’ She looked at Chan. ‘Sir?’


‘I told you to get out,’ snapped Kennedy harshly. ‘Now move!’ As the door closed behind her he said to Chan, ‘Listen. If you
are so inexperienced as not to be able to recognize a man you want to see, then I’d advise you to resign immediately. And,
while we’re on the subject, let me see your identification.’



‘Now wait a minute!’ Chan bristled, his dignity offended. ‘May I remind you that I am –’


‘I don’t want reminding. I want to see your identity.’ Kennedy stepped forward and before the other could protest had seized
his right hand. Lifting the sleeve, he pressed the flesh with cruel fingers and took his time studying the pattern which the
pressure had caused to reveal itself on the inside of the wrist. ‘All right,’ he said, releasing the trapped hand. ‘Now sit
down and wait while I shower and get dressed.’



He washed, dressed, reappeared neat in pants and blouse of lustrous black edged with gold. Chan had placed his case on a table. He opened it as Kennedy took another chair.



‘Now,’ he said stiffly. ‘If you are quite ready perhaps we can begin.’


‘Perhaps.’


Chan sighed. ‘More delay?’


‘A little. How important is all this?’


‘Very important.’


‘And you are satisfied that I am the man you think?’


‘I am.’ Chan was definite. ‘You are Captain Kennedy of FATE. You are a Free Acting Terran Envoy and I was advised to contact
you by higher authority. I have not asked to see your identification because there is no need. I have already checked your
body-missions against the master pattern and your psychological behavior is what I had expected. I also realize that I cannot
coerce you or force you in any way. Incidentally, Sharon was acting under my orders when she contacted you on the beach. I
had to be absolutely certain.’



His manner, Kennedy noted, had altered a little. He was no longer the blustering, overpowering agent infected with delusions
of grandeur – an attitude guaranteed to arouse a predictable response in the man he had come to see. Or perhaps the byplay
had been for the benefit of the girl. Female operatives were rarely to be wholly trusted; emotion played too large a part
in their makeup.



Glancing at the case, Kennedy said, ‘Well, now that we are settled, what’s this all about?’


‘This.’ Chan lifted a small mechanism from the case. He rested it on the table between them. ‘Listen.’


He touched a stud and the air became filled with sound.


It was thin, eerie, a blur of pips and shrills almost lost against a background of static. A coldness came with it, a sense
of vast emptiness and hopeless despair which chilled the warmth of the room and somehow made the bright sunshine streaming
through the windows duller than it had been before. It was eldritch, haunting, laden with skin-prickling terrors. Kennedy knew
what it was.



Somewhere in space a ship had died.


He listened quietly until it came to an end, then gestured for Chan to replay it, this time noting the time on his watch.


‘Thirty-four seconds,’ he said as again silence replaced the sound from the recorder. ‘Was the rest the same?’



‘There was no more.’


‘Are you positive?’


‘Yes.’


‘It doesn’t make sense,’ said Kennedy. ‘The ship was damaged in some way and sent out an automatic emergency call. Even if
everyone aboard was dead the apparatus should have continued to emit the beacon. The equipment is self-functioning and would
have continued to operate for far longer than thirty-four seconds. Unless –’



Unless the engines had disintegrated into a blaze of uncontrolled energy destroying everything for miles around in a gush
of atomic flame. But engines could not explode by accident. They could fail, yes, but never turn into a bomb. Not unless they
had been deliberately made to act that way.



He said so and Chan nodded.


‘That is the conclusion higher authority has already reached.’


‘So you suspect sabotage?’


‘That and more.’ Chan leaned a little forward across the table. ‘Both impossible to prove with the evidence at hand. Sabotage,
obviously; the engines could not have disintegrated under normal circumstances and it is hard to see how the ship could have
failed with normal functioning. But there is more. The signal was picked up by a Mobile Aid Laboratory and Construction Authority.
Commander Breson, you may have heard of him? No? Well, it is unimportant, but MALACA 7 immediately sent out investigating
vessels to the coordinates given on the distress signal. They found no trace of the vessel.’



‘Time?’


‘They were apparently only two days away from the area. The route of the Wankle was known. They extrapolated along the predicted path and still found no trace. If the ship had been wrecked it would have
been discovered. If it had disintegrated there would have been discoverable residue. Even an atomic explosion would have left
traces of discernible energy. They found nothing. No ship. No wreckage. No evidence of destruction of any kind. As far as
we can determine the Wankle simply ceased to exist.’



‘Which could mean,’ said Kennedy shrewdly, ‘that it wasn’t there in the first place.’


‘That is the other thing we cannot prove.’ Chan leaned back and made a helpless gesture. ‘Had it been a normal accident the beacon would have continued to function. That it did
not forces us to the assumption that the engines must have exploded. As this normally is impossible we must think of sabotage.
But if it was normal sabotage the wreckage or traces would have been found at the given coordinates. They were not and so
–’



‘A plant.’ Kennedy reached out and touched the stud, listening again to the recording. ‘This message was faked in order to
throw you off the trail. But why? Why send it at all? To close the book,’ he said, answering his own question. ‘To provide
proof that the ship had really died. Even so, if you looked for it you should have found it. ‘The route was known, you say?’



‘A routine flight from Genghara to Kran. Yes, the route was known.’


‘So if the ship wasn’t found then it couldn’t have been following it.’ Kennedy paused, thinking. ‘It is barely possible,’
he mused, ‘that the captain or maybe his crew decided on some crazy plan of their own. To steal the ship, maybe, or to set up a new colony on some new world. Was it carrying anything of value?’



‘Mining equipment, dipoles of krillium, mutated seeds, concentrates of perfume, some dehydrated fungi – the usual stuff. Makeweight
mostly; the Wankle was primarily a passenger ship. Forget about the crew stealing the vessel for the value of the cargo.’



‘Ransom, then?’


‘A batch of pilgrims, some tourists, a few business types, a troupe of dancers.’ Chan shrugged. ‘The usual assortment. I suppose
the captain could have gone crazy, but if he did what about the rest of the crew? And if they had mutinied the message would
have said so. Anyway, why should they have done that? They had a good, clean berth, a regular routine; and life can be easy
on such a craft. You’re picking at straws, Kennedy.’



‘I’m examining all possibilities however remote,’ he corrected. ‘Logically the ship couldn’t have vanished, but it did, so
obviously we’re overlooking something. As I see it there’s only one thing left – the ship was taken by outside forces.’



‘Raided? Boarded, gutted, a fake message arranged and the ship taken to some remote world?’ Chan nodded. ‘We thought of that. But how? And why?’



Questions to which he had no answer, but nothing in the universe happened without a reason and, even though at first an event
might appear inexplicable, yet things became clear once sufficient knowledge had been obtained. He lacked data, Kennedy decided,
yet there was more. His intuition told him that something was lacking. One ship, no matter how mysterious its disappearance,
would not have caused Terra such concern.



Flatly he said, ‘What haven’t you told me?’


‘About the Wankle? Nothing.’



‘You’re lying, Chan. Is this another of your damned tests?’


‘No, I –’ Chan quailed before the fury in the other man’s eyes, the cold, hard determination which turned the face into the
resemblance of stone. ‘Not a test,’ he said quickly. ‘It was just that I wanted to see if you could throw fresh light on the
incident. I –’



‘Was the Wankle the first?’



‘No.’


‘So other ships have vanished. How many?’


‘Three.’


‘In the same circumstances?’


‘Yes, but –’


‘No “buts,” you fool! You’ve wasted enough time. Tell me about them.’ Kennedy frowned as the story was repeated. ‘One could
be accident,’ he said. ‘Two could be coincidence. Three must mean sabotage. Four –’ He broke off, scowling. ‘All in the same
area?’



‘No,’ said Chan hastily. ‘That is, not exactly. Every ship left from a different world and had a different destination. That’s
why I didn’t make a point of it at first; the losses seem to have no correlation. A mining hulk from Xand, a private yacht
from Lisht, a pilgrim ship from Zangreb, and now the Wankle. The first two we didn’t bother about; the time-element precluded all hope of rescue. At the third we had a coincidence. Another
vessel following the same route was questioned after we had received the message. It hadn’t seen anything.’



‘Did it pick up the beacon?’


‘No more than we did. The captain checked, then decided it must be a freak transmission. I can’t really blame him. Anyway,
you know what these Chenenians are like; if they can’t see a thing, touch it, smell it, and taste it, to them it doesn’t exist.’



So the captain had been a Chenenian, which could mean little or much. On their world bribery was a way of life and maybe the
man had been paid to act dumb. Kennedy frowned, not liking the way the interview was going. Armat Chan seemed to have a chip
on his shoulder despite his one attempt to be friendly. Rivalry, perhaps, the irritation felt by a man of self-inflated importance
when faced with a superior. A man used to giving orders and having them obeyed without question now faced with a man who took
no orders and who had proved himself adept in a hundred different ways.



Bluntly he said, ‘Why tell me all this? Just what is it you want?’


‘Isn’t that obvious?’


‘Maybe, but I want to hear you say it.’


‘Four ships have vanished under mysterious circumstances. We need to know how and why they disappeared.’ Chan hesitated, then
added, ‘We want you to find out. That is, my superiors want you to find out. Personally I am convinced that I could handle
the matter without your help. This reliance on people like yourself tends to weaken the efficiency of the department and,
let us be logical, what can one man do that a team cannot?’



‘That depends on the man,’ said Kennedy dryly. ‘And it also depends on the team.’


‘Are you saying that I am inefficient?’


‘Yes,’ said Kennedy flatly. ‘You’ve shown it from the first moment we met. What’s wrong, Chan? Is this world making you soft?’


Anger was a useful tool and Kennedy used it as a surgeon would use a scalpel. His own was always under control, but Chan did
not hold himself in such iron restraint. Kennedy watched as the man’s face mottled; the slim, well-tended hands clenched on
the edge of the table. Irritation, rage, and maybe frustration were building up to what could be an interesting explosion.
A man in the grip of violent rage would be careless, say more than he intended, betray himself if there was anything to betray.



‘I resent your implication! I demand an apology!’


‘You’re a servant,’ snapped Kennedy, adding fuel to the fire. ‘Remember that. You were told to do something, so do it. And don’t forget what you are. Despite all your titles and convictions of superiority you’re, at this moment, nothing
more than a highly-paid office boy. A messenger. And remember something else. Four ships have vanished and more could follow.
Those ships hold people who value their lives. Think of them and not of your own imagined superiority. Stop thinking of me
as a rival. If there’s a job to do, let’s get on with it. So get to the point and stop wasting time.’



For a moment he thought the man would strike him and he watched the eyes, the hands. If Chan was trained he would make a feint to
cover the real attack. The left hand lifting, perhaps, clenching as the right stabbed forward with stiffened fingers toward
the eyes. If he tried it, he would wind up with a broken arm.



Then, incredibly, Chan smiled.


‘You’re a hard man, Kennedy. Damned hard. I’d heard about you and I wondered. Call it a test if you like, but –’ He broke
of, shrugging. ‘I suppose tests can be made both ways.’



Clever, thought Kennedy. The man had regained control of himself, for there was no doubt his anger had been genuine. Clever
or skilled or maybe he simply could not afford the luxury of rage. A thing which in itself gave rise to speculation.



He said, ‘So I am to find out why the ships have vanished. Right?’


‘Yes.’


‘Information?’


‘Everything you need to know is here.’ Chan touched his case, the recorder. ‘The messages, the special coordinates, details
and listings of personnel, passengers, and cargo.’ His face creased into a smile, thin, acid, devoid of humor. ‘I’m sure that
to a man like yourself it will be enough.’



‘Maybe.’


‘You will, of course, let me know what you intend to do. I shall need the information in case –’ He paused for effect, taking
a small revenge.



Kennedy finished for him. ‘In case I don’t return. In the event I fail. Somehow I think you would like that.’


Chan made no answer but his smile warmed a little. Only a little but it was enough. In one thing, at least, he was honest.


      
      
CHAPTER TWO


      
      

      
      The bar held two hundred pounds. Kennedy stooped, gripped, lifted it with a smooth coordination of muscle, holding it high
         above his head as he ran toward a low fence. He jumped it, quickly regained his balance, then set down the weighted bar.
      

      
      Penza Saratov snorted his contempt.

      
      ‘You call that a feat of strength? On my world a child could do as well. You’re getting soft, Cap. You need three months under
         high-gravity. The next time we have a vacation come with me to Droom. I’ll make a man out of you in no time at all.’
      

      
      ‘A man or a corpse?’

      
      ‘A man, Cap. Someone like me.’

      
      Stooping, Saratov picked up the bar with one hand, lifted it as if it were a twig, sprang high over the fence, then threw
         the bar to land a dozen yards away. Grinning, he stretched, his skin glistening in the light of the setting sun.
      

      
      Watching him, Kennedy was reminded of a troglodyte from Earth’s ancient mythology. A creature almost as wide as he was tall,
         the shaven ball of his head running into a thick neck mounted on massive shoulders. Arms, torso, thighs, and calves completed
         the picture of a living machine of flesh, bone, and muscle. A giant born, raised, and trained on a world with three times
         the normal gravity of Earth.
      

      
      Dressed in his usual loose garments he appeared a normal man grown impossibly obese, and many who had taken him for that had
         learned to their surprise that he was far from being a soft mass of useless blubber. The vast frame carried not an ounce of
         useless fat, all was sinew and toughness, trained and controlled strength. His mind matched his body, shrewd, intelligent.
         Penza Saratov was the finest ship engineer Kennedy had ever come across, the great hands amazingly deft.
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