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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


Explorator Nine


DAKOS stood by the observation port, his strangely cold, metallic eyes looked out dispassionately in the direction of the planet that Explorator Nine was approaching. Dakos was a singularly emotionless type. His only thoughts were for the manipulation of the controls and the observation of the various phenomena associated with approach orbit. Explorator flew at a long low tangent, and Dakos moved mathematically about the control room getting everything ready for the observation orbit and the landing orbit which would follow it, if all went according to plan. Something bounced violently on to the for’ard observation screen. Dakos swung his attention from the dials, levers and switches, which he had been manipulating with the same detached scrutiny that he had used for the controls. It was a meteorite, quite a sizeable one. He was still some 20,000 miles from the planet’s surface and things did not look particularly roseate, he decided. Things were not going according to plan, and when things did not go according to plan Dakos felt strangely uneasy. His normally expressionless features creased into something that might have been a frown of concentration. Explorator Nine continued on course. Dakos watched the dancing danger line on the screen; the meteorite was coming closer, and closer still. He increased the power on the deflector screens and pressed the number 6 steering rocket. By one of those strange quirks of fate which sometimes happen in even the best regulated circles, number 6 steering rocket failed to ignite. He pressed the button a second time, and a third time. He pressed quickly and urgently but there was no emotion or desperation about the movement. At the third touch of the button the rocket fired—but the delay had been too long. The meteorite made contact with the outer hull of Explorator Nine. The ship quivered and spun, as though it had been hit by a great thunder bolt.


Dakos found himself rolling over and over amid his madly gyrating machinery.…


The wild spinning continued; over and over went the ship. Dakos made no sound as he got first to his knees, and then to his feet. He steadied himself and made his way across the spinning ship. Carefully and very precisely he re-orientated himself to his surroundings.


He tried the stabiliser button and Explorator Nine responded just a little. He pressed the emergency stabiliser button and the response improved. The ship was still spinning, but it was spinning much more slowly now. Dakos began to inspect the damage. The outer shell had been pretty well torn away, the inner shell had a small puncture. Pressure was leaking out dangerously fast. It was all the compensator could do to keep up with the air that was being lost. Dakos looked at the gauges rather coldly. Unless the leak was dealt with quite swiftly, survival time was down to about an hour and a half. With the surface of the planet still about twenty thousand miles away that did not give him very much time. What time there was had to be used to best advantage. There must be no inefficiency of any kind. Not that there ever was, as far as Dakos was concerned.…


He took the emergency repair apparatus from his locker and put his head on one side, listening keenly for the source of the leak.


Finally he found it, and the emergency repair material was put in place across the puncture. Dakos stood back, looking at his work and listening again. He regarded the pressure gauge soberly. It had creased to drop. His survival time went up from an hour and a half to five hours, then six; then it went back beyond the red danger margin—balance had been restored. Automatic replacement mechanisms were now working at normal speed and Dakos allowed himself a very thin, enigmatical smile of satisfaction, if so minute a movement of the face could be called a smile, and if so passionless a mask could be called a face.


Dakos began checking gear. Half of the steering gear and part of the landing thrust equipment had been torn away by the impact. That was not good; that was bad. Dakos fed the thoughts into the computer. The computer keys moved fast beneath his fingers. He surveyed the rest of the damage and fed the statistics into the computer in the wake of the preceding data, and then he waited for the computer to arrive at conclusions. He did not have to wait long. The statistics were evaluated in a matter of seconds, and the tape began pouring out of the answer slot.


Dakos ran the tape through his fingers and held it up to the tape reading light. Symbols sprang out swiftly. Dakos translated then swiftly, as his cold, metallic grey eyes ran over the tape. The ship would have to be abandoned. One hope of survival was to go straight into landing orbit without a preliminary survey orbit. From landing orbit he would have to use the emergency descent device and allow the ship itself to disintegrate as it would. There was a chance, a chance to be considered according to the computer, that some parts of the ship would land in a reasonably usable condition. Dakos decided to abide by the computer’s decision. It would have been very unusual indeed if he had not decided to abide by the computer’s directions, for to Dakos the word of the computer was as the law of the Medes and Persians was to those ancient peoples. That which the computer said was done, and Dakos understood no other way of life. The computer was his metallic, thinking god—only Dakos didn’t think of it as a god. The term “god” itself was unfamiliar to Dakos. When he had made all the necessary preparations he set a course for landing orbit and the shattered disc ship began a concentric spin around the planet. The planet was the third in succession round a small yellow star. His observations had told him that the first planet was very small and exceedingly hot, that the second was surrounded by a poisonous cloud envelope, but the third, towards which he had been travelling when the meteorite struck him, was the most likely home of intelligent life in this particular system. The fourth might possibly be so, although the computer did not rate its chances of parenthood very high. After the fourth was a belt that looked like the broken fragments of what had once been a planet and beyond this belt were a number of giant worlds, whose gravity would be far too powerful for Dakos to attempt a landing.


Normal gravity he could deal with, but the gravity that would obviously be extant upon these gargantuan worlds would be far too high to deal with. He sat watching the dials and gauges dispassionately, as the automatic landing orbit came into effect. The crippled disc-ship spun lower and lower; the patches on the inner hull blistered with the strain, Dakos reinforced them with secondary and tertiary patches. The ship continued lower and lower; Dakos judged that the moment had come to leave the ship to its fate. The build-up of atmospheric pressure was becoming too great, the ship wouldn’t take much more.


He zipped himself into a thin, but tremendously strong, translucent capsule and adjusted his capsule navigation equipment; moving his hand against his membranous envelope, he pressed the emergency release mechanism. Doors opened in the bottom of the disc ship, and Explorator Nine thrust him out like an old, crippled chicken laying a final egg.…


There was an enormous impact as the envelope hit the atmosphere, but so brilliant was its design that despite the enormity of the impact there was never any serious question of Dakos’ survival.


He spun over and round, round and over, from side to side; now right way up; now in an inverted position. Sky and planetary surface spun around each other, but Dakos’ grey, metallic, dispassionate eyes showed not the least concern. The wrist-chron that he wore told him that it was time to abandon the membranous envelope, he unzipped it, and the rush of wind blew it clear of his body.…


Very slowly and very skilfully, each movement timed to perfection, Dakos began using his atmospheric descent gear. Part of it was a temporary-gravishield-bar; part of it was rocket braking and part was a nuclear device capable of absorbing Photon energy. The combined effect was to allow Dakos to float down towards the planet’s surface as lightly as thistledown, but a great deal faster.


He looked down with great interest at the surface that waited infallibly below him. In the distance the disc ship had split until it was falling like two discs, and then one of them split again; it looked as if three separate disc ships were crashing. Yet he knew that one was only part of the stabilising gyroscope, and another was a split from off the casement, but the optical illusion was almost complete. He himself continued his graceful, descending flight. The land below him appeared to be covered in matted blue-green vegetation—the blue tint, he guessed, was some kind of optical illusion. When Nature decides to play some of her visual tricks on man, blue is often the colour she chooses in order to be able to perpetrate her gentle deception.


Dakos decided that the green carpet on to which he was spinning, had every appearance of being a jungle. Accordingly, he controlled his descent, for he had been in the Exploratory service long enough to know that if there is going to be any primitive, hostile, animal life on the planet which is being explored, that life is often found in the sea-thick vegetation of the jungles of the planet concerned.


Dakos continued his descent until he was hovering just above the tops of the trees, for such they now obviously were—trees, creepers and vines. He had been right. It was a jungle; it was vast in its area. He flew on over the tree tops; now fast; now slow; now pausing to look, now stopping to listen. Below him he could hear the screech of small, brightly coloured flying creatures that propelled themselves by means of feathered pinions. Bi-peds, or were they quadrupeds, he wondered? Things swung through the trees, chattering to one another.


Surely, thought Dakos, they can’t be the dominant life of this planet? Ahead of him, and to the right, was a clearing, the matted jungle grasses, trees and creepers were less thick here and Dakos slowed down and steered his way towards it. He would be pleased to make a landing, but although his movements gave an impression it was to some extent a misleading one. It was far easier to detect apparent emotion in Dakos’ behaviour than to actually prove the existence of such emotion.


Slowly and carefully the space traveller landed in the clearing. He suddenly became aware that he was no longer alone. There were faces peering at him from behind bushes and trees around the clearing. They resembled humanoids, he thought, viewing them dispassionately, but they were not humanoid in the sense which he had come to understand, and almost to expect. These faces were curiously painted. They were transfigured almost beyond recognition by peculiar, garish pigmentation, which had obviously been applied for some kind of decorative purpose. Dakos had sometimes met a similar thing among very primitive peoples, but this was something more bizarre than he had previously seen on all his voyages of exploration.…


Slowly at first, and then more quickly, the primitive humanoids began coming out of their places of concealment. Dakos reasoned from the shape of their heads that they were not of the highest order of intelligence. There was latent talent there, but it was only latent. There was a potential, possibly quite a high potential, but so far it was only a potential. There was a high degree of craftsmanship in the binding of their spears and Dakos felt that they were at least one stage removed from absolute primitivism, possibly two or three stages removed.


As he observed them, he was making mental notes all the time, storing the mental notes which he made in his memory bank. There was an awkward, long silence, while Dakos took in the primitive humanoids with the garishly painted faces; the strange humanoids also observed Dakos. Then he was aware of the sensation that something sharp had struck his neck, he pulled it out and looked at it with interest—it was a small, barbed dart. The humanoids all round him evinced considerable surprise, and they began talking swiftly together. Dakos put a hand to his neck, where the unpleasant sensation of having been punctured continued. Half a minute passed, a minute, two minutes. Dakos did not measure time in minutes, and the humanoids were unfamiliar with the ligs with which Dakos and other people of the star empire did measure time.…


Another lig passed and another, and the dark skinned humanoids talked among themselves and pointed at Dakos. Then he was aware of another sharp sensation and he realised that his neck had been punctured again from the other side.… He wondered if this was some form of greeting. He had just concluded making a mental note of it when something very peculiar indeed began happening. He felt strangely light headed, and his limbs were no longer subject to his control. It was an experience which Dakos had never had before. He found himself sinking slowly, painlessly towards the floor of the jungle. Expressions varying from wild exultation to fiendish delight, broke out on the faces of the dark-skinned painted humanoids. One of them prodded him with the point of the spear which it carried. He felt nothing, but his experience told him he ought to have felt it. Something, he decided, was wrong, very wrong. He was very displeased. His body was no longer responding to the commands of his mind. The black things, the humanoids with the painted faces, came to the centre of the clearing and stood all around. He looked up at them vaguely, and dispassionately with his metallic, grey eyes. One of them bent towards him with a curiously carved, curved, knife. He was aware that the thing was doing something to his surface membrane, between his head and his shoulders. He could feel nothing at all. Suddenly the thing, the black, paint-faced thing, leapt back and the knife fell from its hand. Although he was unable to move any other part of his being, Dakos still had some kind of control over his metallic grey eyes. He turned them slowly in the direction of the black humanoid with the painted face who had just dropped the knife. The black humanoid looked as though it was on the point of dying from shock. Two other black, painted humanoids caught it as it collapsed and helped it back on to its feet; then the whole group of them began to disappear through the trees.




CHAPTER TWO


The Dynamo of Hate


DAKOS lay where the black faced, painted humanoids had left him when they had fled back into the confines of their jungle. He felt very, very weak as feeling returned to him, but at last the paralysis had left him sufficiently for him to be able to move his limbs. He raised an arm to the spot on his membrane where the humanoid had been doing things with that unwieldy looking curved knife. His fingers encountered a large gash in the membrane. He felt the wire underneath and the metal core beneath the wire. He rolled slowly over onto his side and saw that the jungle floor was stained with his “blood”—quite a lot of his “blood”… That, he gathered, together with the after effects of whatever they had poisoned him with, when they had punctured his skin—for Dakos had now worked out what had happened—would account for the feeling of weakness that assailed him.


He forced himself slowly into a sitting position and reached for the equipment that he carried in a canister at his waist. Emergency membrane from this pack covered the rent in his neck. He didn’t like having his wiring exposed like that! It could have very serious consequences! He was proof against most of the things that could happen to a purely flesh and blood humanoid, but he was not proof against everything. There were situations in which even Dakos would be as vulnerable as a mere mammal. He was a mixture of electronic devices and living organs.…


Dakos, like all the rest of the Explorator pilots, was an android—partly flesh and blood, partly synthetic, partly electronic; one system to some extent overlapping the functions of another. He had a basic mammalian metabolism; he also had an electronic system, and above all, he had an auxiliary electronic brain. There were sectors of his strange being which were capable of using ordinary organic brain cells to their own ends, and those sectors were capable of influencing his personality to some extent. He was not entirely automatous, neither was he anything like as vulnerable to emotion as an ordinary mammal would be. His designers considered that he was as near perfect for their purpose as anything could be perfect A pure robot would be unable to detect the thousand and one things which made all the difference between inhabitability and uninhabitability, as far as a strange planetary environment was concerned. If you sent an armoured robot he could live quite comfortably on a planet which would be beyond the endurance and survival powers of a living organism. If you sent a pure living organism and he made a mistake that meant death, he could only make one mistake, and it is a lengthy and expensive business to train or build an Explorator pilot.


The answer was an android, a thing like Dakos, a thing that looked as human as a living man, a thing that looked human enough to pass itself off as an ordinary, living mortal and yet which was very far from it.… Dakos, so his makers considered, had the best of both worlds. And as he had not been asked about his reactions before he was built, his protests, even had he registered any, or been in a position to register any, would have been null and void. The administrators of the Star Empire were progressives, at least in their own opinion, and every kind of movement is progress if only your propagandists are big enough and clever enough. Even whether he knew it or not, so far as the Star Empire was concerned, Dakos was a pioneer. He was a ground-breaker, an explorator pilot. The Star Empire had population problems. The Star Empire needed new worlds to conquer. The Star Empire sent out its explorator pilots, half-man, half-machine. Because they were half machine they survived, usually to bring back information, and because they were part man they were able to get that information.


The mind part of Dakos had been greatly affected by the curare, which the head hunters had injected into his system on the end of their poison darts. Had he been pure man the poison would have been fatal, but the machine part of him refused to be affected by the drug. Just as man cannot rust, so the machine part of him could not be poisoned. The metallic part had kept him alive until he could patch up the humanoid part and force himself to overcome the worst of the curare, but it had had a very strange effect on the organic part of his composite mind. It could have no effect at all upon an electronic brain, but upon the organic sector of his cranial equipment it had had a very strange effect indeed. He was filled with an anger, a loathing and a bitterness to a degree which he had not experienced before! Normally, like the other androids, Dakos was practically emotionless, at least, if he registered any emotion at all it was registered and controlled so securely by the atomic sector of his thinking apparatus that it never amounted to anything more than a raised eyebrow, or a pursed lip.


Now there was real anger surging through him, the organic part of his being was affecting the metallic part and the electronic part. He had been built neither to love nor to hate, neither to like nor to dislike. He had been built objectively, and the purpose was for him to be objective, but something had gone wrong, and it was the curare which had made it go wrong. Now it emanated from him, it bubbled through the pores of his membraneous, cutaneous tissue. He didn’t know the name of this planet, but he hated the place, its people, especially the black faced, painted humanoids, were anathema to him; he lived for one thing only; he wished to destroy this whole world. It had rejected him. They would soon find out that Dakos was no mean enemy. They would soon learn that his hatred was allied to a brilliant mind and a technology which was far greater than theirs, with their spears and poisons. He would prove to them that he was a man of action. At least he would prove to them that he was a thing of action, even if he could not claim to be wholly man! He would also prove to them that his action was highly destructive action!
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