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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 valley was filled with shadows. Scudding clouds broke the starlight and the pale glow from the double moons accentuated
         the patches of darkness which lay thick between the trees and clumps of brush—patches which shifted and moved as the wind
         soughing through the air caught at boles and branches.
      

      
      A bad night for the watching guards, it was a perfect one for the man who crouched, a shadow among shadows, on the upper rim
         of the valley.
      

      
      He was small and lithe, his face peaked like a ferret’s, with eyes that matched: small, shrewd, constantly in motion. His
         hands were thin, the fingers long, the nails neatly filed. He wore dark clothing, thick pants, a rough shirt, a tough leather
         jacket. His boots were seamless and reached to just below the knee. His cap was of soft leather with a broad visor which would
         shadow his face in the sun.
      

      
      It was a common outfit for a hunter, just as the rifle at his side was a common weapon: a simple, solid-missile projector,
         self-loading, accurate to within a quarter-inch at a hundred yards. The binoculars too were apparently normal, wide-angled,
         high-powered lenses which could search out game among the hills of Eriadne. But, like the man, the binoculars were not all
         they seemed.
      

      
      Through them Mal Remele examined the floor of the valley and the building it contained.

      
      The structure was bleak and featureless, a hundred yards long, fifty wide, thirty high. The roof was flat and surrounded by a low parapet, below which ran a double line of windows. The area beneath was unbroken except for the edges
         of wide doors now firmly closed. Surrounding the building at a space of fifty yards was a fence of closely meshed wire fifteen
         feet high, the upper portion wreathed with savage spikes. Around this ran a clearing twenty yards wide on which grew nothing
         but grass.
      

      
      Thoughtfully Mal Remele lowered the binoculars. Through them the area below had seemed as bright as day, light being caught
         and amplified by the circuits within the instrument. Now, with the unaided eye, the valley seemed a nest of brooding shadows,
         the building a patch of more solid darkness, lifeless, dead.
      

      
      But it was neither. The whole area would be thick with alarms and electronic devices, invisible beams and radiation detectors.
         Again he lifted the binoculars and made a slight adjustment to a knurled wheel. The scene altered a little, taking on a ghostly
         appearance where patches of color glowed like will-o’-the wisp fire, in rods of flickering brilliance, swaths of somber luster
         or scattered points which winked like stars. They were irregular and fewer than he had expected, yet still enough to snare
         any unwary visitor or anyone less well equipped.
      

      
      For a long while he studied the lights, tracing a path from his crouching position to the surrounding fence. Then he set the
         binoculars aside and delved into a bulky pouch, producing a folded garment.
      

      
      It was thin, so black that it was almost invisible, all light being absorbed into the fabric until details became blurred,
         the edges blending into the shadows. Quickly he slipped it on, laying aside the cap, the soft material closing over his face,
         his hands and head, only tiny openings left at mouth and eyes. The cap and rifle he tucked beneath a bush, taking out other
         items before thrusting the pouch after them.
      

      
      Moving along the rim of the valley, the binoculars at his eyes, he began to climb down toward the enigmatic building.

      
      
      He took care to avoid the rods of flickering brilliance, because they would sound an alarm if broken. He dodged the winking
         points of pressure-traps, picking a path through the swaths of somber light, infrared detectors which would normally have
         picked up the radiated heat of his body, nullified now by the insulating garment he wore. He wasted no time, already feeling
         uncomfortable, the trapped heat of his own metabolism a rising danger. Worn too long, the garment would kill as surely as
         a bullet or the searing blast of a Dione.
      

      
      He dropped down as he reached the clearing around the fence, scanning the area beyond with painstaking care. Twin spots of
         moving light revealed the presence of guards patrolling the roof, a token force, the real defenses of the building lying elsewhere.
         Behind him in the valley, beyond the fence in the open space, were the detector-beams; the fence itself was alive with electricity
         strong enough to kill, the mesh carrying a current which, if broken, would bathe the area with light and directed blasts of
         searing energy.
      

      
      Remele lowered the binoculars and began to assemble a device taken from the pouch: slender rods which joined and extended
         into a twenty-five-foot shaft, flexible and incredibly strong. To one end he tied an insulated cord, fed the strand through
         the mesh and cautiously backed to the edge of the clearing. He had memorized the layout of the interior detectors—it would
         be close, but there was room. Aiming at a predetermined point, he ran forward, rammed the end of the pole into the dirt and
         vaulted over the fence. The pole fell back as he hit the ground, freezing as he made a quick scan. The guards were now invisible
         on the far side of the roof; the nearest detector-beam shone three inches from his leg and a foot above the ground.
      

      
      Remele inched back toward the fence to draw the pole through the mesh, closing it into a two-foot shaft. Turning then, he
         moved toward the building, stepping over or crawling under the beams, sweating now, the thin fabric clinging like a second
         skin to face, neck and hands. At the foot of the wall he paused and fitted gekko pads to arms and legs, using the suction they provided to swarm upward like a spider, halting as he reached the lower
         line of windows.
      

      
      From above came the scrape of a boot, a hoarse sound as a guard hawked and spat.

      
      “Clear, Lir?”

      
      “Clear.” The guard who had spat sounded disgusted. “A week now I’ve had to stand night duty. Days are bad enough, but at least
         a man can enjoy the sun. At night there’s nothing. Just shadows and moonlight. I’ve a mind to sleep.”
      

      
      “Try that, Lir, and you know what will happen. Remember Hap?”

      
      “He was a fool.”

      
      “As you would be if you followed him. Best to keep walking and stay awake. Close your eyes now and they could be closed for
         good. Here, have some keel.”
      

      
      The muttering voices died away and Remele relaxed a little. He cautiously climbed higher and tested the window to his right.
         It was locked. The one on his left was too. He took a slender tool from his belt, rested it against the glass and cut a circle.
         Using a gekko pad to pull it free, he thrust his hand through the opening, unlocked the window and swung it wide.
      

      
      Within seconds he was inside the building, the window closed, his body tense as he listened. The room was dark and smelled
         of dust; the passage outside was silent. Stripping off the ebony garment, he wiped his face and neck, gasping his relief.
         Folded, it made a small bulge beneath his shirt. Next he tucked the folded pole beneath his belt under the jacket, drew a
         compact needler and crossed to the door. He opened it a crack and stared at a narrow corridor lighted by the cold glow of
         Kell lights. Closed doors ran along it and now he hurried from one to the other, pausing only to listen before opening them
         to look inside, grunting as one remained fast beneath his band.
      

      
      A moment’s work with a metal needle and it swung wide to reveal an office brightly lighted with a lambent glow. A desk stood
         littered with papers, other papers showing in the drawers of a half-opened cabinet. The room was deserted, but Remele paused, tense and wary, head turning as
         he listened.
      

      
      From the passage outside came the tread of boots.

      
      He quickly glanced around. The desk was long and wide, the kneehole capacious. The cabinet stood in a corner, set at an angle
         with enough space behind for a small man to stand and hide. He squeezed into it, freezing as the door opened.
      

      
      “Odd.” The voice was thin, acid. “I would have sworn I had locked this door.”

      
      “An oversight.” The second voice was deep, harshly grating. “Hurry and obtain what you need. Already we have lingered too
         long.”
      

      
      Zel Chen frowned, stiffening with anger. He was tall and thin, with a widow’s peak of hair rising from a high forehead. His
         face was narrow, triangular, the nose like a beak above a pointed chin, the eyes slotted and betraying his avian ancestry.
         A Chambodian, he could not tolerate the impatience of any member of a lesser race—and to any Chambodian all races were inferior
         to their own.
      

      
      He said coldly, “When I left this room the door was locked. Now it is open. Even you, Cier Dyhar, must be able to recognize
         the significance of that.”
      

      
      His companion shrugged, seeming to fill the office. A big man, his bulk was accentuated by the puffed tunic, the balloon-like
         sleeves, the wide shoulder boards which carried the insignia of his rank and titles. His face was a dull yellow, with eyes
         enormous beneath bristling brows; his mouth was thin and lipless, filled with sharp, stabbing teeth.
      

      
      “You are careless,” he said impatiently. “When summoned you forgot.”

      
      “Unlike those who claim to serve the Haddrach of Holme,” said Chen acidly, “I do not forget. It would, perhaps, be wise for
         you to remember that.”
      

      
      “Meaning?”

      
      “My meaning is plain, I think.” Zel Chen stared at his companion. Big, tough, armed, he was a creature devoid of fear, one who had passed the initial test of survival, the struggle of puberty, the tooth-and-claw battle to rise
         in the harsh culture to which he belonged. A dangerous adversary and an uneasy ally—yet even a fool could sometimes be of
         use. “What we do here is secret. If certain others were to learn of our intention then all will be lost.”
      

      
      “So?” Dyhar shrugged. “An open door in a guarded building and already you see ghosts and smell failure. Is that the courage
         of Chambodia? You disappoint me, Zel Chen. I had thought you made of better metal. Perhaps our association is a mistake?”
         Casually he moved toward the cabinet, broad nostrils snuffing the air. “It seems that you could learn much from us of the
         Haddrach of Holme. To retain the keenness of your senses, perhaps, for it is certain that—”
      

      
      Breaking off, he reached out and toppled the cabinet to one side.

      
      Remele fired as it fell.

      
      The needler was a close-range weapon loaded with anesthetic darts. One struck Cier Dyhar’s tunic-ornament, another caught
         in a shoulder board, a third in a puffed sleeve as he turned, one hand grabbing at the Dione at his belt. Before he could
         draw the weapon two darts slammed into his cheek, the muzzle lifting as he fell, more darts whining toward the Chambodian
         as he lunged for the door.
      

      
      Remele sprang free of the cabinet and stared at the papers on the desk, seeing charts, graphs, papers covered with genetic
         notations. He grabbed a handful and ran from the room, turning at the sound of running feet to head toward the far end of
         the corridor, to the stairways which led up and below.
      

      
      To go up would give him a chance to reach the upper chambers, the roof itself, but as he hesitated a voice came from above,
         echoed from behind.
      

      
      “Alarm from sector nine. An intruder.”

      
      “Get him! Seal the upper level!”

      
      “But how—”

      
      “Don’t argue! Do it!”

      
      
      Remele raced downstairs, uneasily aware of the danger of running into a trap. At the second flight the stairs ended in a landing,
         more stairs branching to either side. He picked the ones on his right, found a locked door, passed it and headed for the lower
         level. A guard rose before him, falling as darts thudded home, the small man springing lightly over the body as he raced on.
         A passage bright with Kells ended in a blank wall, a door on either side. One was locked, the other opened on a shadowy darkness
         into which he plunged, the skin between his shoulders prickling to the anticipated blast of a Dione.
      

      
      Gasping, he halted and looked around.

      
      He was in a vast compartment. The air was heavy with an acrid odor, filled with small grating sounds, dry rustles and disturbing
         clickings. The floor was thick with a damp moss which made squelching noises as he moved. The light was dim, a pale glow from
         somewhere high above, distorted by shadows which seemed to move and adopt new and menacing configurations. He jumped as something
         fell close beside him, jumped again as he felt the waft of disturbed air.
      

      
      In the darkness something chittered.

      
      Remele sucked in his breath and narrowed his eyes, then cursed as he remembered the binoculars which would turn night into
         day. He snatched them out, lifted them, then sprang to one side as something slashed through the air to rip at his scalp.
         The binoculars fell, lost in the moss, and then he was running, blood wet on the side of his face, blinding one eye.
      

      
      “Here!” The voice was accompanied by a blaze of light. “Over here, quickly!”

      
      A man stood in a narrow doorway. He was pale, stooped, dressed in a dark green coverall. Behind him Remele could see a chamber
         filled with racks of chemicals, benches supporting elaborate instruments, cages in which things crouched immobile beneath
         the blaze of varicolored lights.
      

      
      “Hurry!” he called again. “Hurry!”

      
      Remele tripped, fell, rolled as he tore at something which hampered his legs. His nostrils were filled with a fetid odor and his hands burned to the touch of acid.
      

      
      Rising, he staggered forward, reeling to slam against the edge of the door, to almost fall into the laboratory.

      
      “Help me,” he panted. “A way out—where is it?”

      
      “There.” Remele followed the vague gesture. “How did you get here? Are you a guard?”

      
      “No. Who are you?”

      
      “Dr. Markov, but—”

      
      He fell as Remele fired. Catching the old man as he slumped, Remele started tearing at his green coverall. With the binoculars
         gone he would be unable to avoid the snares, so speed was his only hope now; and a disguise, no matter how poor, was better
         than none. Stooped, shuffling, he moved toward the end of the laboratory, to a narrow door with stairs, rising behind it.
         A guard saw him, frowned, waited just long enough for Remele to send a dart into his throat. Higher a door opened into a chamber
         filled with softly humming instruments, the guard post monitoring the external alarms. Men turned toward him, seeing only
         the green coverall, the face masked with blood.
      

      
      “Trouble,” croaked Remele, pointing behind him. “A man, down there, quickly!”

      
      He sagged as two men ran past him, straightening to slam the edge of his stiffened hand against the throat of the third. The
         panels were unfamiliar, but he moved rapidly along them, throwing switches, creating confusion if nothing else. From somewhere
         a siren began to wail; lamps pulsed with angry red light.
      

      
      Now, if ever, was his chance to break out.

      
      Remele hunted for another door, found one—locked—and spent precious time opening it. Beyond lay more stairs, softly carpeted,
         warm with ruby light. The air was heavy with the scent of khan and, from somewhere, the throb of Heddish drums made an accompaniment
         to the shrill of the siren. A deserted room was filled with items of luxury, gemmed goblets set on a low table next to a decanter
         of wine, a dagger with an encrusted hilt, a mirror which glowed with the lambent sheen of mercury.
      

      
      Wasting no time, Remele snatched up various items, a comfit box heavy with precious metal, a medallion, a cameo carved from
         a single gem, a glittering necklace, a handful of rings—women’s items. He wondered at their presence. Neither Chambodians
         nor those of the Haddrach of Holme traveled accompanied by their wives or courtesans, yet the scent, the pulse of drums coming
         from a recorder, the jewels and soft fabrics, all belonged to a woman.
      

      
      Beyond thick curtains lay a window which he quickly opened, thrusting out head and shoulders, turning to catch the lower edge,
         to hang suspended for a moment before falling. He landed with a spine-jarring thud, rolling onto back and shoulders with trained
         skill.
      

      
      The folded pole was still with him and he extended it, careless of any detectors he might activate, trusting to the confusion
         to cover his movements. A run and he was up and in the air, the spring of the flexible pole lifting him high over the spiked
         fence, his body twisting as he thrust it aside to land like a cat on the cleared area beyond.
      

      
      Within minutes he would be safe, up the slope to the rim of the valley where he had left his pouch and rifle, a weapon to
         defend himself, the means to vanish into the darkness of the night.
      

      
      And then, from the building, the siren died, cutting off abruptly into a silence which could almost be felt. A beam of light
         suddenly slashed from the roof to illuminate the ground ahead and to one side, chasing him as he ran, ducking behind bushes,
         the shelter of low trees.
      

      
      Among the trunks something moved.

      
      Remele saw it, a formless blur which suddenly sprang to life as the light shifted, vanishing as it shifted again to bathe
         him in a circle of brilliance in which he stood frozen, eyes wide with disbelief—eyes which glazed with horror and death as
         something crunched sickeningly about his waist.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      She was tall and slim with a neat crop of auburn hair and eyes which were startlingly blue beneath level brows. She wore a
         green suit trimmed with silver, the tunic hugging a narrow waist, the trousers flared from the knees and slashed with silver
         to match her shoes. Her hands were broad and capable, the fingers devoid of rings. A thick chronometer of silver on a wide
         silver band circled her left wrist.… A strongly attractive woman whom Elias Weyburn found of mounting interest.
      

      
      Leaning back in his chair, one hand absently toying with a stylo, he said, “Really, Miss Markov, I fail to see how your problem
         concerns this office. Surely the local authorities—”
      

      
      “Are useless,” she interrupted curtly. She had a deep, pleasant voice, now carrying the hint of iron. “Must we waste time,
         Director? It’s taken me long enough to gain this interview without having to listen to all the old excuses. I was given to
         understand that you could help me.”
      

      
      “By whom?”

      
      “By various people.” Her eyes met his own, hard, direct. “But if you must have a name perhaps you will be satisfied with that
         of Conrad Weit. I am sure that you, a servant of Terran Control, would not wish to argue with the head of Diplomacy.”
      

      
      A mistake, but one he didn’t correct any more than he corrected her obvious impression that Weit was his superior. Instead he said, casually, “Am I to understand that you are a personal friend of Conrad’s?”
      

      
      “No.”

      
      “Then may I ask how you managed to reach him?”

      
      “By not taking no for an answer,” she snapped. “Neither of you is God. You are just men in high positions paid to do a job.
         Sometimes it would be better for you to remember that.”
      

      
      The answer was too simple, but he already knew the real reason why she had been passed on and upward: politics, naturally,
         the influence she carried with the Eriadne Council and which, as yet, she hadn’t mentioned—a fact she was witholding, perhaps,
         or a weapon to be used in case of need.
      

      
      He said, bluntly, “On the basis of your logic my door should be open to everyone with a problem. If that were the case I would
         be far too busy to see more than a few and you would be far down the line. That is why we delegate responsibility. Now tell
         me, why do you think I can do more for you than the local authorities?”
      

      
      “Because you’re at the top. As Director of Terran Control what you say goes.”

      
      “And you believe in dealing with the top?”

      
      “Always. It gets results.”

      
      “Perhaps.” Weyburn hit a button and read the information which flashed on a screen from the great computers below. “Adrienne
         Markov,” he said quietly. “Educated on Earth at the Newark University. Both parents emigrated to Eriadne when you were two.
         Your mother is now dead. Your father—”
      

      
      “Is missing, damn it!” She glared at him from across the desk. “How often must I say it? He left home one day and didn’t return.
         That was weeks ago and he hasn’t been seen since.”
      

      
      “The local authorities?”

      
      “Went through the motions. They didn’t find a body and so they lost interest. A grown man, they said, has the right to vanish
         if he wants to. The fools!”
      

      
      “Hardly,” he said mildly. “Without any evidence of foul play what else did you expect? He could have taken ship somewhere or stayed with a friend. He might even have simply
         decided that he wanted a change. Have you considered that?”
      

      
      She looked down at her hands; they were clenched, the knuckles white.

      
      “God give me patience,” she said. “Do you think I’m a complete fool? I checked every possibility. I practically scoured the
         planet. No one saw him, he isn’t staying with any friend, he wouldn’t have left without telling me, he didn’t like space travel
         and he had his work which he loved.”
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