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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

      
      
      
      Framed in the screen the face had the appearance of a faded tapestry, the planes and contours softened, creped with a mesh
         of lines, the skin sagging a little at the jowls. A weak face, decided Ron Conway, then immediately corrected the impression.
         Not a weak face but one in repose, the eyes closed as if asleep, the thin, lipless mouth parted a little to reveal strong,
         blunt teeth. Above the small ears, sloping back from the protuberant forehead, the skull rose to form a discernible peak fuzzed
         with the bristle of close-cropped hair. More hair lay along the ridges of the eyes, thick, dark, sharply rising at the ends.
      

      
      “Dr. Priam Farrel,” said the warden dispassionately. “I can’t say that I’m sorry to be rid of him.”

      
      Conway turned from the screen. “A troublemaker?”

      
      “Not in the sense you mean.”

      
      “A malingerer?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “What then?”

      
      Chan Uiger shrugged. He had been in the penal service for almost forty years, in charge of the prison on Caldar for ten, and
         it was hard to put the experience of a lifetime into a few, simple words.
      

      
      “It’s a feeling I have. A feeling you get when you’ve been around criminals for any length of time. Think of a bomb. You know
         that it is potentially dangerous yet you can handle it. Now imagine that same bomb, primed and fused and all set to explode.
         You don’t know just when it will blow, but you’d stake your life that it will happen. Some men are like that. Farrel is one of them.”
      

      
      Conway glanced again at the screen. The eyes were open now, deep-set pits of murky brown which seemed to stare directly at
         him. The mouth had closed, the corners lifted as if in a sardonic smile, and much of the relaxed softness had vanished.
      

      
      He said sharply, “Does the man know about the transfer?”

      
      “Officially, no.”

      
      “Then he doesn’t know.”

      
      Uiger sighed, masking his impatience. The lieutenant was young and, perhaps, a little naïve. Gently he said, “We can’t be
         sure of that. Information has an odd way of getting around no matter what steps are taken to prevent it. He shouldn’t know
         that he is to be transferred, but I would hate to bet on it.”
      

      
      A whisper overheard, a hint, the passing of a message, the mysterious grapevine that seemed to exist in all prisons against
         all logic. Telepathy, perhaps? It was possible, if unproven. Men, cooped and held, denied a normal life, restricted in every
         way, could have time to develop unsuspected talents.
      

      
      Conway reached out and touched a control. The face in the screen diminished, became the overall part of a familiar scene.
         A cell, the cot it contained, the toilet facilities, the body of the man lying supine on the bunk. The man could not possibly
         know he was, at this second, under direct scrutiny but somehow gave the impression that he did.
      

      
      “How long?”

      
      “Until you can take him?” Uiger glanced at his watch. “Give it thirty minutes, time enough for him to eat and change. Maybe
         you’d like to take a stroll around the walls while you’re waiting?”
      

      
      A polite dismissal or a genuine invitation, Conway couldn’t decide, but he had no real choice. And it was good to leave the
         monitoring room, to step out into warm sunlight and feel the wind on his cheeks, catch the scent of flowers. Caldar was a soft world, the prison seeming to be an ugly growth which somehow didn’t belong. And despite
         the sunlight and the scented breeze it seemed to hold a dank miasma, an intangible something which radiated depression so
         that even the high walls, smooth and clean as they were, had the impression of blocks of slimed and moldering stone.
      

      
      That stupid feeling had no right to exist and he shouldn’t be aware of it. Squaring his shoulders, Ron Conway walked quickly
         along the upper parapet, thinking of the future, when he would pass the final examination and leave the drudgery of his present
         duties to others while he rose one more step up the ladder which could reach, literally, to the stars.
      

      
      The ladder was long and not an easy climb. A trained and dedicated man could be accepted as a crewman of a MALACA, but even
         though accepted, he still had a long way to go before reaching command. Yet the goal was worthwhile no matter what the cost:
         to rule what was, in effect, a virtual empire. True, the territory of a Mobile Aid Laboratory And Construction Authority resided
         in the ships which formed the unit, but the forces they contained were sufficient to destroy worlds. These far-flung guardians
         of Earth could destroy as well as build, the watchdogs that resided in space, always alert, always prepared to defend any
         world allied to Terra against alien aggression.
      

      
      To any young man of ambition it was an enticing prospect.

      
      He snapped alert at the sound of his name and hurried back to where the warden waited with two guards and a prisoner. Seen
         in the flesh, Dr. Priam Farrel dispelled any concept of weakness. Despite his incarceration his flesh was firm, his eyes hard,
         direct. He stood tall between the guards, his wrists manacled behind him.
      

      
      He said flatly, “Am I to be told what all this is about?”

      
      Uiger was curt “You are being transferred to another prison.”

    

      
      “Where?” Farrel’s voice was harsh, grating. He added, “Surely I have a right to know.”

      
      “What rights you have are being safeguarded.” The warden thrust a pad of printed forms toward Conway. “Please sign here, Lieutenant.
         Your thumbprint also. Thank you. The prisoner is now your responsibility. Melier!”
      

      
      He watched as the guard unlocked the manacles, frowning a little as Conway replaced them with his own, snapping one cuff around
         his left wrist, the other around Farrel’s right. It was unwise practice to be fastened so close. The prisoner could run wild,
         turn berserker, explode in a fury of maniacal rage, and fastened as he was, Conway would not only hamper his men but stand
         a good chance of getting hurt.
      

      
      Still, it was no longer Uiger’s responsibility. Flatly he said, “Your men are waiting in the external passage, Lieutenant.
         An officer will guide you to the gate. May you have a swift and uneventful passage.”
      

      
      “Thank you,” said Conway. He took a step forward and felt the tug at his wrist.

      
      Farrell said again, “Where are you taking me?”

      
      “To Oberon, the satellite of Uranus. As a citizen of Terra you belong within the immediate jurisdiction of Earth.” Conway
         dropped a hand to the butt of his holstered gun. It was a needler, the darts loaded with stunning anesthetic. “A warning.
         Walk quietly and you will not be harmed. Try anything stupid and I will have no hesitation in shooting you down.”
      

      
      Incredibly Farrel smiled. “Trouble, Lieutenant? I wouldn’t think of causing trouble. Shall we go?”

      
      Outside the prison the sun seemed warmer by comparison with the bleak interior. Farrel paused, sniffing at the air, inflating
         his chest as his eyes glanced around. Conway waited, patient, then led the way toward the waiting vehicle and the six-man
         escort. They also were armed, not with the relatively innocuous needlers, but with sprom rifles and holstered Diones.
      

      
      The vehicle was an open truck, the driver enclosed in a cab, the guards together with Conway and the  prisoner filling the rear. Dust plumbed beneath the wheels as it jerked into motion, the engine whining as power flowed from
         the batteries. In ten seconds they had hit sixty miles an hour. Five more and the wind blasted around them at a hundred-mile
         velocity.
      

      
      Satisfied, Conway relaxed.

      
      At such a speed it would be suicide for Farrell to leap from the vehicle, even if the guards allowed it, even if he were free
         to do it, which he was not. And if in the remote event of his having friends waiting to rescue him, the speed together with
         his guards’ fire power would negate any attempt.
      

      
      Conway had, he decided, done all that could be expected. In thirty minutes they would reach the field. Another five and they
         would be safely aboard the waiting vessel. Once the ports were sealed and they were in space nothing could prevent his safe
         delivery of the prisoner.
      

      
      Farrel said, “Lieutenant, could I ask you a favor?”

      
      “What?” The blast of the wind had drowned his words. “What did you say?”

      
      “A favor.” Farrel edged closer, his ear an inch from the officer’s cheek. “I’ve got some money in a bank. If you could let
         me get it? It wouldn’t take more than a few minutes.”
      

      
      “Money?” Conway frowned. “Are you trying to bribe me?”

      
      “No, Lieutenant, not that. It’s just that, well, a few luxuries while I’ve got the chance? Some decent food? For all of us,
         naturally.”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      The money will only go to waste, Lieutenant. It’s my last chance to spend it. How about—”

      
      His voice turned into wind as Conway jerked to one side, hand dropping to the butt of his gun. His suspicion was unfounded,
         Farrel hadn’t been reaching for it, his right hand was well behind his body, fingers tight on the edge of the bench.
      

      
      Facing him sat watching guards.

      

      
      The vehicle neared the city, slowing as it turned into the main road leading to the field. At the perimeter gate it halted,
         the guards jumping down and taking up position as previously arranged. Flanked by them, Farrel at his side, Conway strode
         through the gate and onto the field.
      

      
      It was busy. A cluster of people stood to one side, some with baggage, others obviously seeing them off and making last farewells.
         A small group wore the bright robes of Siguria, traditional guards standing with rifles and wearing helmets and breastplates
         of shining copper. A woman comforted a squalling child. Two men were engrossed in a sheaf of papers. A small boy played with
         a toy, his face intent.
      

      
      Above, fluttering, pecking at the ground, swarmed a flock of brightly colored birds, crests vividly crimson, wings and tail
         shining green.
      

      
      Farrel said, “Life, Lieutenant. You don’t know how good it is to see after being cooped up in that jail. I’d give ten years
         of my life just to stand here and watch and breathe for an hour. You married?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “You should be. A man needs something to share with, a woman, children, nothing can replace them. Think about it.”

      
      “Did you?”

      
      “A man can make a mistake, Lieutenant. Sometimes he realizes it when it’s too late.”

      
      “Maybe.” Conway jerked at the manacle. “Come on, the ship’s over at the far side of the field.”

      
      They had taken three paces when he heard a call from the rear. Turning, Conway saw the familiar blue, green, and silver of
         Terran forces as five men ran toward him. The foremost, wearing the insignia of major, came to a halt.
      

      
      “This the man taken from Caldar prison, Lieutenant?”

      
      “Yes, sir.”

      
      “Good. I’m glad I caught you in time. He is to be handed over to me. Give me your docket and I’ll countersign and accept responsibility.”
      

      
      Conway hesitated.

      
      “Well?” The man was thickset with beetling brows and a craggy face slashed by a thin, cruel mouth. He added harshly, “The
         docket, Lieutenant. We waste time.”
      

      
      “I have my orders, sir.”

      
      “Exactly. I have just given them to you. If you are wise you will obey.”

      
      “And your orders, sir?”

      
      “What?”

      
      “If you have been ordered to take over the prisoner then, with respect, I must see those orders. Not to do so would be to
         fail in my duty.”
      

      
      “Of course. You are smart, Lieutenant. The orders are—now!”

      
      The four men accompanying him were armed. As he shouted their hands fell, then rose filled with the weight of Diones. As the
         long, finned barrels leveled Conway shouted to his men.
      

      
      “Alert! Fire at will!”

      
      They were too slow. As they turned, fire blasted toward them, the searing discharge of raw energy released, directed and focused
         by the permanent magnets in the barrels of the Diones. The savage weapon, much used by asteroid miners as a useful tool, against
         flesh was irresistible. A guard screamed, his chest impaled by a finger-wide shaft of flame, smoke rising from his burning
         uniform, his charred flesh, dead before he hit the ground. Another dropped, his legs columns of fire, his sprom rifle blasting
         a hail of self-propelled missiles. Some wasted their energy on the air, a few hit his attacker, rending his torso with explosions
         as they vented their energy on impact.
      

      
      Within seconds the air was full of the roar and flame of destruction.

      
      Conway felt Farrel drop, his own arm jerked by the pull of the chain, a hand rising to grip him as he clawed  at the useless needler. The hand turned into a fist which smashed at his mouth, splitting his lips so that he tasted blood.
         Again the fist lashed at his jaw, and then he had rolled, his right arm swinging, feeling the dull shock as his knuckles met
         flesh and bone.
      

      
      “Doc!” The thickset man was standing above them, light winking from his major’s insignia. “Doc?”

      
      “I’m chained! Free me!”

      
      The craggy face snarled, and a hand lifted to aim a Dione. Behind him Conway could see the limp bodies of his men, shot down
         at the surprise attack, hear the screams and shouts echoing over the field. The Sigurian guards had mostly fallen beneath
         the blast of naked energy as those in blue, green, and silver fired with reckless abandon.
      

      
      “The key!” Farrel panted like a trapped animal. “Get the key!”

      
      “No time for that.” The Dione lifted, swung down with vicious force. Stunned, half-conscious, Conway felt himself being rolled
         away from the prisoner, his arm extending to an opposed pull.
      

      
      He heard the roar, the thunder of discharge, the shock against his lower arm, and then following it, the searing pain.

      
      “God, no!” He rolled, abruptly free, rising to stagger on traitorous feet, blood gushing to puddle on the ground, spurting
         from the charred stump of his left arm.
      

      
      A tourniquet could have saved him, but he didn’t think of that. He was armed and he tore the needler from its holster, dropping
         to one knee as he lifted the weapon, aiming as his life’s blood drained from his ruined arm.
      

      
      Over the barrel the target was blurred: a vision of running figures, the prisoner, the man who had burned him free. He turned,
         snarling, as darts whined through the air to thud into Farrel’s back and send him sprawling to the ground. And then his hand
         lifed, the pitted barrel of a Dione coming to aim, leveling as Conway swung the needler.
      

      

      
      They fired together, the darts incinerated by the blast of raw energy which continued on until it had reached Conway’s skull,
         searing through the bone and cooking the brain beneath.
      

   
      

      
      Chapter TWO

      
      
      
      The girl with the gold-dusted hair and emerald eyes said, “I’ve won you, Cap. You’re my escort for the evening. Do you mind?”

      
      Smiling, Kennedy said, “Have I any choice?”

      
      “Well, no,” she admitted. “Of course you could walk away and leave me flat, but I don’t think you’ll do that. After all, if
         you did, look at what would happen. Every woman here would be after you and every man would be more jealous than he already
         is. And certain admirers of mine would consider that you had insulted me and would feel it their duty to challenge you. You
         would win, of course, but don’t you agree that it’s better to put up with me than suffer all that annoyance?”
      

      
      The point was shrewd and he could trust Aldoree Arnup to make it. Beneath the elaborate, gold-dusted coiffure resided an agile
         brain and a sharp intelligence. As she slipped a proprietory hand through his arm he said, “Did you rig the lottery?”
      

      
      “Of course!” Her eyes, as she looked up into his face, held glints of amusement. “You don’t imagine for a moment that I would
         let any of these harpies sink their claws into my favorite man.”
      

      
      “Favorite? For how long?”

      
      “Until you leave,” she said, seriously. “And whenever you return. Of course, you may have to fight for me, but you would,
         wouldn’t you?”
      

      
      He doubted that the possibility would ever arise. For a week he had moved through the complex social structure of Zaccor, avoiding challenges with tact and diplomacy, risking
         the brand of cowardice in order to maintain the peace. The girl had been a shield, fastening herself to him as his companion
         during the presentation of a hospital—a gift from Terran Control—and the following festivities of which this party, he hoped,
         was the last.
      

      
      “Cap?”

      
      He caught the questioning note in her soft voice, the thread of anxiety. On Zaccor a woman for whom no man was willing to
         fight was considered to be less than nothing.
      

      
      “Of course, Aldoree,” he said firmly. “I’ll fight for you at any time.” He felt the quick pressure of her hand, the slender
         fingers digging into his arm. Zaccorian women were creatures of volatile emotion, quick to hate, quick to love. Casually he
         added, “Let’s see what our host has provided.”
      

      
      Great tables surrounded by a cluster of brightly dressed women attended by their escorts stood in the center of the room.
         On the polished wood stood crystal bowls of punch, piles of sugared sweetmeats, tiny cakes laid out in complex decorations.
         A shilar had been cooked, cut into cubes and reassembled, the succulent flesh gilded, the cubes held with a pungent syrup
         so as to maintain the shape of the bird as it was eaten. Assorted fruits glowed with orange, amber, dusty red, eye-bright
         yellow, vivid blue. Flowers stood in vases of hand-carved stone, blossoms which filled the air with scent like incense.
      

      
      The scene was of a barbaric splendor, added to by the furnishings of the room, the shields and ancient weapons of war, the
         plumed helmets, and the trophies.
      

      
      Kennedy filled two glasses, handed one to the girl, and lifting the other, said, “A toast! To our host—may he never be defeated.”

      
      Elan Kumed was a big man, round, jovial, gems flashing on the fingers of both hands, his bulk encased in a robe of metallic
         thread. His hair had been clipped  and twisted into a spine of curls deftly touched with silver. His face was broad, the jaws prognathous, his eyes shadowed
         beneath prominent ridges.
      

      
      His laugh echoed the toast, holding the pleasure of a man wedded to ancient tradition.

      
      “My thanks, Cap. It is not often that a man of Earth has such delicacy as to use the old ceremonies.”

      
      “I have had a good teacher, Elan.”

      
      “One of the best, Cap.” Kumed’s eyes held genuine pleasure as he looked at the girl. “If I were not so old I would challenge
         you for her here and now. A strong body to bear strong sons and lovely daughters. A man could do much worse.”
      

      
      “If he were a man, my host.” The voice was thin, waspish, coming from a young man wearing yellow and black, scales of chrome
         over an underlay of ebon. “But can those of Earth lay claim to the title?”
      

      
      Kennedy saw the broad face of Elan Kumed harden, the scars on his cheeks standing clearly white against the saffron skin.
         Quickly he said, “Each to their own way, my friend. Zaccor is not Earth. You have your ways, we have ours.”
      

      
      “The ways of a weakling. On Zaccor we are strong.”

      
      Kumed said harshly, “Enough, Ayt Dobyo, you forget yourself. This man is a guest.”

      
      “True.” Dobyo shrugged, the gesture an obvious sneer. “But I think it is you who forget yourself, my host, not I. Would our
         ancestors have been so easily bribed? The hospital which this man has given us—what does it portend? A weakening of the blood,
         those who would have died made well again, the strength and power of Zaccor diluted by inferior seed. For those who have the
         eyes to see the intention is plain. The gift holds within itself the means of our destruction.”
      

      
      Aldoree said coldly, “Explain yourself.”

      
      “Isn’t it obvious?” Dobyo’s eyes roved over her body coldly clinical. “Should you be with child and die giving birth your
         unfit genes would be gone for all time. But if with the aid of the hospital you both bear and continue to exist, a line of weakness will be established. How long then before such weakness becomes dominant? How long before all
         men turn into cowards fearful for their lives?”
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