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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


THE WAR AGAINST SOTE


Being summoned to Lady A’s office was never a casual matter. Tanya Boros had to pass an ID and weapons checkpoint before she was even allowed into the elevator tube taking her down to the lowest basement level. There she passed a human-supervised retinascope check and a weapons detector scan. Then she had to walk alone down a brightly lit L-shaped corridor with camera eyes watching her every step of the way. The walls were gray and completely bare except for the innocuous-looking small projections she assumed were blaster barrels pointed directly at her.


As she turned right at the far end of the hallway she came abruptly to the heavy gray magnisteel door that was the final barrier to Lady A’s office. There were some people – ones who had made serious mistakes on their assignments – who had gone through this door and never been seen alive again, though admittedly such cases were rare. Lady A normally dealt with faulty subordinates in a more efficient manner, letting others on her staff do the dirty work. More often a visit to Lady A meant a tonguelashing for some slip-up, some operation that had gone less smoothly than planned, even if it was ultimately successful. Most of Lady A’s plans did go smoothly, but she was a perfectionist and did not tolerate even minor faults in her hirelings.


Even at best, being called to this office merely meant another hard, demanding job from a taskmaster who was never satisfied. There was still much to do if the conspiracy was to topple the Stanley dynasty from the Imperial Throne, and Lady A could never quite understand why her inferiors did not measure up to her own impeccable standards.


For all these reasons, Tanya Boros was understandably nervous as she stood before the ponderous gray door. As far as she knew she’d done nothing wrong – but innocence was not always an alibi in Lady A’s court. The woman who ran this vast, galaxy-wide conspiracy had been in a foul mood for the last six months, ever since the failure of Operation Annihilate. All plans had been put into abeyance while the conspiracy was evaluated from top to bottom and its goals reassessed. Things were now starting to move again – but Tanya Boros didn’t know what place she would fill in the new organization, and that bothered her.


Nervously she inserted her comparison disc into the appropriate slot and put her eyes to the viewer so the retinascope could check her pattern. Even after all the previous precautions, no one was permitted into Lady A’s office without undergoing one final identity check; Lady A was too thorough for anyone to catch her unawares.


Boros’s retinal patterns matched the ones on her identity card, which the door returned to her. Then the heavy security portal swung slowly outward and Lady A said, ‘Come in, Tanya. I’ve been expecting you.’ Tanya Boros obeyed.


The office was quite dim after the bright lighting of the corridor outside. Three of the walls were covered with cream-colored raw silk but otherwise bare of adornment. The fourth wall, opposite the door, was one large triscreen in which was the image of a mist-shrouded stream tumbling between ancient eroding mountains.


The floor was hard and black, polished smooth as ice; it was difficult to walk on it without making a noise, and impossible to move quickly without slipping. Two black lacquered chairs – neither very comfortable – and a black lacquered table between them were the only concessions to a visitor’s comfort.


At the far end of the room near the left-hand corner stood a large, glowing green egg. Carved from solid jade, it pulsated slightly from internal illumination. As the egg pivoted slowly around, Boros could see a computer terminal and keyboard built into the interior, which had been hollowed out to form a comfortable seat. The computer terminal, it was rumored, allowed instant access to all the conspiracy’s files as well as a direct telecom link to the mysterious person known only as C. That immense jade egg represented the very heart of the conspiracy – and seated within the egg, back straight and looking as though she’d been born to rule the universe, was Lady A.


The woman who ran the greatest conspiracy in human history was of average height – but that was the only thing average about her. Tanya Boros, never modest and renowned for her own attractiveness, always felt plain in the presence of this magnificent woman. Her figure and face were of classic beauty, mature but unwrinkled, and there was something inhumanly cold about them. She wore a tight-fitting dress of jade green silk one shade darker than the egg about her, with gold and silver phoenixes embroidered on the shoulders and sleeves. Her jet-black hair, tightly braided, draped casually across her left shoulder, and her green eyes peered out from beneath those arching black brows with painful intensity.


As the door closed behind her, Tanya Boros stood in this regal presence not knowing what to say. Even though she’d been raised in the upper echelons of galactic nobility, she’d never met anyone as awe-inspiring as this.


‘Don’t just stand there, child,’ Lady A said, ‘have a seat.’ She gestured with a perfectly manicured hand at one of the two black lacquered chairs.


‘Thank you,’ Boros said, taking the indicated seat. The two women sat in silence for a long moment. Boros grew increasingly uncomfortable at the appraising scrutiny she was being given. It felt as though Lady A were weighing her very soul and finding it a feather’s weight this side of perfection.


‘We haven’t had much chance to talk recently, have we?’ Lady A said at last, breaking the unbearable silence.


‘No, ma’am.’


‘Not since Gastonia, really.’


Boros’s eyes widened a little. ‘That really wasn’t my fault. I did everything expected of me …’


Lady A raised a hand to silence her. ‘No one’s blaming you for anything. Don’t start looking for excuses where none are due; it’s bad form. No, everything on Gastonia itself went as scheduled. You performed admirably. The reason for failure lay elsewhere.’


She settled back in the glowing egg, but her body never fully relaxed. ‘To be candid, I suppose I should admit the fault was mine.’


‘Oh no,’ Boros said quickly. ‘It was purely accidental …’


‘No.’ Lady A slammed her left fist on the side of the egg with a force that echoed through the quiet room. ‘If I won’t accept that excuse from my inferiors, I have no right to lean on it myself. There are no accidents; there’s only sloppy planning or inadequate execution.’


Unexpectedly she stood up and walked a few paces from her egg, staring out at the triscreen with her back to Boros. ‘We’ve spent the last six months analyzing the failure, both from our side and from the reports we’ve seen in the Empire’s records. If I needed an excuse I could blame it on that robot who’s now so conveniently destroyed, for its failure to make certain Commander Fortier was dead before proceeding with its plans. That was the pivotal factor.


‘But to be honest, I must look beyond that to the errors in planning that made such a mistake not only possible, but fatal to our plans. The fact is, the operation was overplanned. In trying to be so clever, we outfoxed ourselves. We had the force and the resources to make the attack work. If we’d just gone ahead and bulled our way through, it would have worked. Instead, we tried too hard for finesse, and it threw us just enough off balance to let the Imperial forces recover. We lost a great deal in that disaster, more than just the seventy-five percent of our fleet. But it’s a mistake that will not happen again – I swear it by the throne I intend to take.’


Tanya Boros felt distinctly uneasy. Lady A was not known for being particularly introspective, nor for admitting weaknesses or imperfections in front of her subordinates. Why was she behaving so uncharacteristically in front of Boros? What had caused her to reveal this unexpected side of her nature?


The mask of perfection was suddenly back in place as though it had never been awry. Lady A turned abruptly away from the triscreen and returned to the jade egg to face Boros.


‘All this, of course,’ she said, ‘is of only peripheral interest to you. You need not concern yourself, at present, with matters of policy. That will come later, if you develop as well as I hope. In the meantime, I have to know whether you are prepared to begin assuming responsibility for your proper role in this conspiracy.’


‘My proper role?’ Boros was puzzled. ‘I don’t understand. I’ve always taken your orders, since you first contacted me on Gastonia. I didn’t like being forced to stay there but, as you said, it was out of the way and no one noticed me. What do you consider my ‘proper role’ to be?’


Lady A gave her a long, frowning stare. ‘Have you forgotten your heritage this easily – you, the only child of Emperor Stanley Nine’s oldest son? You have a better claim to the Throne than the silly little snip who sits there now!’


A trace of Boros’s old haughtiness returned. Straightening her back she said, ‘Of course I haven’t forgotten But it didn’t seem to matter to anyone else.’


‘It matters to me,’ Lady A said with conviction. ‘This revolution is dedicated to restoring the proper order of things.’


‘Am I to be made Empress, then?’ No matter how sincere the woman’s voice was, Boros could not bring herself to believe Lady A was going to all this trouble purely for her benefit.


A tiny hint of a smile touched the corners of Lady A’s lips. ‘Well, perhaps not yet. I was reserving that for myself. But you will receive a position commensurate with your heritage. I have special plans for you, my dear, that you can’t even begin to guess at.’


‘And what does C say to all this?’


The smile broadened on Lady A’s face. ‘To show you how much I trust you, I’ll let you in on the best kept secret in the Galaxy: There is no one named C. He is purely a myth created to confuse our enemies into thinking the conspiracy is more complex than it really is. All orders from C are my orders relayed through a special switchboard to appear as though they’re coming from elsewhere. No such human being exists. You’re now only the second person in the universe to know that.’


Again Boros felt uneasiness creep over her. Lady A was being far too open, and that was suspicious. ‘Why are you telling me all this?’ she asked.


Lady A’s mood shifted instantly to anger. ‘I open my heart to you and receive distrust.’ She stood again, and in three long strides she was before Boros’s chair. Lifting the younger woman effortlessly by the front of her tunic collar, Lady A held her a few centimeters off the ground and said with crystalline enunciation, ‘You now have two choices, my dear. You either pledge me your unswerving, undivided loyalty and love, or I’ll crush your skull until your brains trickle down your neck. You do not leave this room alive until I am assured the information you have is safe. You betrayed your father with a few inadvertent words; I’ll not have you do the same to me. Do I make myself clear?’


For a long moment, Tanya Boros was too frightened to say anything. She knew her life was dangling by a very slender thread, and the wrong word – or even the right word with the wrong inflection – would give that thread a sudden snap. She considered her next words very carefully.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ she said slowly. ‘I am completely loyal to you. No one can doubt that. I’ve obeyed you completely from the first moment I met you on Gastonia. It’s just … I didn’t expect … I … I was surprised … I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.’


Another eternity passed as those intense green eyes pierced all the way to her soul. Then slowly Lady A lowered the younger woman to the floor and loosened her grip on the front of the tunic. Boros was shaken. She had not known her superior was that strong. Even now, looking at the other woman’s slender frame, she found it difficult to believe.


‘You must never question me or my motives again,’ Lady A said in calm tones as she resumed her place in the glowing egg. ‘I have reasons for everything I do and say. It’s not your place to understand them, merely to obey commands. If you do, you’ll be richer for it; if you don’t, you’ll be dead. That should be reason enough.’


‘Yes, Gospozha.’


The traces of a smile returned to Lady A’s lips. ‘That’s much better. Always respect your elders, child. Now that I’ve made my point, I will explain some of my thinking – not because you asked, but because I think it’s better if you know something of what’s going on.


‘As I was saying, the failure of Operation Annihilate hurt our cause badly. We are not strong enough to make another frontal attack on the Empire for quite some time. We’re far from defeat – the Empire still does not realize how thoroughly we have infiltrated and undermined their structure – but we’ll have to return to more guerilla-style tactics for a while.


‘What we need primarily is time to build up our strength again. We were able to do that the first time because SOTE spent so much time chasing your father we could work in virtual obscurity. Given those conditions, we could rebuild our forces in just a short while.


‘Unfortunately, we no longer have such an effective smokescreen. The Service of the Empire now knows we exist, and they won’t stand idly by and let us re-arm ourselves. We have the power to cause such chaos that SOTE would be too busy fighting a thousand different small fires to pay much attention to us – but that would tip our hand prematurely. That is something we will not do; we must preserve a few secrets until the final confrontation is assured.


‘Therefore we must declare war on SOTE itself. So far the Service has been but an annoying pest, but it distracted us just enough from our true goal that we miscalculated. The time has come to rid ourselves of the peskier element within that organization. You will play a key part in that campaign. We have a command post called Battlestation G-6 …’


‘That’s one of the automated ones, isn’t it?’ Boros blurted out.


Lady A stopped and looked hard at the younger woman. ‘I can see,’ she said after a moment, ‘that our internal security needs tightening. That was supposed to be secret. Don’t worry, the fault is not yours,’ she added as Boros began to quiver again. ‘You can’t help what you overhear. It’s the people who did the talking who are in trouble.’ Her fingers moved quickly over the keyboard in the side of the egg as she entered into the computer a reminder to deal with the problem.


‘But returning to your question, yes, G-6 is almost entirely automated. You will be the only person aboard. I want a live person there to supervise the activities.’


To say that Tanya Boros was disappointed with her assignment would have been a vast understatement. She was a social creature who liked to have other people around her – particularly men. Even among Earth’s decadent elite, she had been notorious as one of the more promiscuous members. Gastonia had been a hardship for her. Even though Lady A had arranged for her to stay at the command house rather than in the village with the other condemned traitors – and Boros still could not understand why she’d been so favored – there had been no men except the guards, and they were an unimaginative group at best. Occasionally she had kidnapped men from the village for her pleasure. Of course, since only a few people in the village were allowed to know about the house’s existence, she couldn’t let the kidnapped men return, and had been forced to have them killed after a while. Still, Gastonia had provided her with some of life’s simple pleasures.


But now she was being sent to an automated battle-station, with no companionship except robots and computers. It seemed she was merely trading one exile for another.


She was quite careful, though, not to let her disappointment show on her face. She’d already experienced Lady A’s anger once, and she wasn’t about to risk it a second time. She merely said, in as neutral a voice as she could muster, ‘What’s my assignment?’


‘Your orders will be waiting for you there when you arrive; that way, if anything should happen to you en route you can’t give away the plan. You’ll travel in a special ship that will allow you to dock with the battlestation. That is the only ship the station will allow to approach it; any others will be shot out of the sky before they can get close. The station can defend itself automatically; you’ll be perfectly safe once you get there.’


Tanya Boros left Lady A’s office feeling scarcely better than when she’d entered.


Weeks later, many parsecs away on the planet Arcta in Sector Twenty-Nine, a call came into SOTE’s planetary headquarters. Its priority coding was Class Six, ‘critical’, so it received instant attention from Colonel Patrick Hein, the officer in charge. Even if it had been coded as Class One, however, Hein would have paid attention – for the call came from two agents who identified themselves only as Wombat and Periwinkle.


Those two codenames commanded instant respect within the Service of the Empire, for it was known they were the organization’s best undercover agents. Only a handful of people in the upper echelons knew their true identities, but everyone in the Service knew those two agents were to be obeyed. Their investigations were key to the security of the Empire, and they had to have utmost cooperation at the local levels if they were to be efficient.


The call came in via an official Service scrambler, so Hein got on the vidicom and spoke directly. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked.


There was no visual image coming from the sender, but that was only to be expected; these agents would want to keep their identities hidden. ‘How many people do you have here on Arcta?’ a man’s voice asked.


‘There are nine currently available, myself included.’


‘I’m not talking about “currently available”. I mean total, if you pull everyone off current duty for a special assignment. How many?’


Hein barely hesitated. ‘Fourteen, but some of them are on pretty important missions …’


‘That might just be enough. Periwinkle and I have pretty important missions, too. We’ll need everyone you’ve got. We’ve got a gang of traitors trapped in their hideout, but we’ll need help prying them out.’ He gave the location and continued, ‘Can you get all your people there within three hours?’


‘If you want them, you’ve got them.’ Pulling some of his people out of their present assignments was a big sacrifice and months of work would be lost – but assisting Wombat and Periwinkle always took top priority. By helping them he could hope to win some good words in the official report of their mission.


Without further word of explanation, Agent Wombat cut the circuit. Colonel Hein didn’t consider it rude; agents in the field didn’t always have time for the niceties. Within a few minutes he was arranging calls to all his own agents, giving them the rendezvous coordinates. Once that was done, he had to arrange for weapons and transportation. Wombat hadn’t told him how large a mob he’d be facing, so he picked armament with maximum firepower and versatility.


The last thing he did before leaving his office was to enter a record of the call in his official daily report. This sounded like a dangerous job; if he didn’t come back, there had to be some record so Headquarters on Earth would know what had been going on.


Arcta was a cold world, circling its red dwarf star near the outer limits of the zone of habitability. Its north polar ice cap was a barren stretch of glacial ridges and valleys, almost totally uninhabited. Here, in the midst of a howling gale, was the spot where Wombat had asked to rendezvous; on the top of a bluff overlooking a narrow valley carved out by a river that was currently frozen. By the side of the frozen river was a two-story prefab building, presumably the hideout Wombat had mentioned.


Hein and his agents were gathered on the bluff within the time allotted. It hadn’t been easy, and some of the agents had been forced to come here ill-prepared for the freezing weather. Most of them sat in their copters with the heaters on, awaiting further instructions. Hein looked around for some sign of the two agents who’d summoned them all here.


A copter appeared hovering overhead and the vidicom in Hein’s vehicle came to life. ‘Have you got them all?’ the voice of Wombat asked.


‘All present and accounted for,’ Hein said proudly.


‘Good. The gang we’re after are holed up in there, as you may have guessed. There are somewhere between fifteen and twenty of them – a bit too many for us to tackle ourselves. We want your people to go in and get them. Take as many alive as possible – we hope to get some good information out of them.’


‘What about you?’ Hein asked.


‘Periwinkle and I decided it’s best not to show our faces just yet. We’ll hover up here and keep the area covered in case any of them escape and get past you.’


‘Smooth,’ the colonel nodded. He looked over the valley with a practiced eye and then gave the deployment order to his shivering troops. Within minutes the team from SOTE had moved out and down the sides of the bluff in an attack on the criminal headquarters.


Going down the face of the bluff was the most dangerous part of the assault, for the agents were easy targets against the cliff. They drew no enemy fire, however, and Hein prayed his luck would continue. Maybe the enemy had no long-range weapons, or maybe they just wanted to save themselves for the closer battle. In any case, he knew his agents were trained and ready to cope.


When the entire assault team was down on the valley floor, they started moving across the white, lightly packed snow toward the building. They crept in, bending low and taking advantage of any natural cover this sparse landscape presented. Still there was no enemy fire. That could be a good or a bad sign, and Hein was becoming nervous. As a good commander, he had to assume the worst.


‘Are you sure they’re in there?’ he asked over his portable comlink to the copter hovering above.


‘They’re there, all right,’ Wombat said. ‘They’re trying to lull you into a false sense of security. Don’t be fooled.’


Slowly Hein and his team closed in on the quiet building, blasters at the ready to return enemy fire that never came. At last they were right up against the walls, stationed on either side of the doors and windows of the first floor. At a silent signal from Hein they burst through the openings, steeled to meet tough resistance.


The ground floor of the building was deserted.


Perplexed, Hein pointed for some of his agents to go upstairs while he returned to the comlink. ‘The place seems empty,’ he reported.


‘Are all your people in there? Have they checked everywhere?’


‘That’s what they’re doing right now.’


A single blaster beam from the waiting copter lashed downward, striking a bundle of explosives planted on the roof.


With a ground-shattering roar that touched off avalanches seven kilometers away, the building exploded in a blinding flash of light. Dust and debris were thrown high into the air, only to fall again like a blanket of new snow upon the ruins of what had once been a building.


The copter circled for several minutes over this scene of desolation, checking to make sure there was not the slightest sign of life in the wreckage. Once convinced, the craft and its passengers flew off, content with their day’s work.




CHAPTER TWO


DEADLY DOUBLES


The small spaceship approached the asteroid belt at great speed. The space debris ahead was not so densely packed that it was an impassable hazard, but it did serve as a natural obstacle course to be successfully astrogated. A wrong move could be fatal. It would take fast reflexes and steady nerves to make it through without mishap.


In the co-pilot’s seat, Jules d’Alembert asked, ‘Are you sure you’re ready for this?’


The pilot, his brother-in-law, took a deep breath and let it out slowly. ‘If I don’t do it now, I never will,’ Pias Bavol said. ‘I’ve gone through here at cruising speed, but I’ll have to do better than that. Lady A won’t let me cruise along casually if she gets me in her sights.’


‘Eh, bien,’ Jules said. ‘The show’s all yours.’


Pias stretched his fingers and swiveled his shoulders a few times to limber them up, then leaned forward to concentrate on the control screen. The panel extended before him a broad expanse covered with buttons, knobs, switches, screens, dials, gauges, and glowing lights. Pias extended the protective screens to their limits to shield the ship from a stream of particles too small to be detected on the sensors. He cut off the rear scanners and focused all the vessel’s detection capacity to a rapid forward scan. He wasn’t worried about asteroids overtaking him from the rear – but the defensive shields would be useless against a flying piece of rock more than a couple of meters in diameter.


After one last millisecond of hesitation he turned off the automatic pilot and took complete manual control of the spacecraft. The autopilot would have been useful for dodging one rock at a time, at slow speeds, but it tended to overcompensate; in swerving to avoid one oncoming asteroid it could very well steer them directly into another and not be able to correct in time. Fine tuning like that was still the province of human reflexes.


Reflexes were one of Pias’s greatest assets. Both he and Jules were natives of planets whose gravity was three times stronger than that of Earth. Over the generations, nature had bred their ancestors for lightning reactions. Pias, Jules, and all their kin could move at speeds that dazzled people from normal-gravity worlds.


The first obstacles were starting to appear on the scanners now, along with computer-generated arcs showing their orbits relative to the ship. No danger so far; the closest would miss by more than a kilometer. Pias had arbitrarily set himself a safety range of two hundred meters. Anything closer than that would be avoided; beyond that limit, he refused to worry about it.


In the seat beside him he knew Jules was watching the screen as intently as he was. At the slightest hint that Pias might not be able to handle the situation, Jules was prepared to switch control over to his copilot’s board and get them out of trouble. It was comforting, in a way, to have such a backup, because Pias knew Jules was an expert pilot. All the same, he was hoping it wouldn’t be necessary.


More obstacles were appearing on the scanner now, ranging in size from small boulders to large mountains. Pias ignored the size and mass data also displayed on the screen; all he cared about was how close the object’s path would come to his ship’s.
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