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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 1


Skandos of Prime


On the planet Prime at the edge of the Galaxy, a frail, hunched man dressed in green robes, his face all eyebrows and wrinkles, knelt upon the crest of a hill and stared unblinking at the brilliant spread of stars that occupied the whole of the nighttime sky.


The man was Skandos, the histro-physicist; even among his colleagues, the Scientists of Prime, Skandos was recognised as a man of outstanding ability.


This was a time when the Empire of Man, the most sophisticated social achievement in human history, was inexorably entering its final decline, but tonight Skandos was thinking of the past. He was remembering a moment, thousands of years before, when the first primitive spaceship had touched down on Earth’s moon after a three-day trip and a mere 240,000 miles.


That, Skandos mused, had been the true beginning of human history. He wondered when would there ever come an end?


He well recalled the intervening years. From the Moon, it had been but a brief journey to the planets and the many habitable satellites of the Solar System. From the outer worlds the first hydrogen-eating ships had begun their slow journeys to the stars, generations passing on board before the final planet-fall.


And then had come the grandest leap of all: the invention of the N-space Drive and the voyage of the Viola, three thousand light-years in a mere nine days. With N-space the whole Galaxy had suddenly lain open to the seeking reach of mankind. Bold explorers piloted those first ships but in their wake had come the Scattering, when millions deserted the crowded worlds of the Solar System and went to the stars, to find new homes on a hundred virgin planets.


The Empire of Man developed gradually. Slowly, the political tentacles of Earth reached out to grasp the wayward, wandering children. The first emperors reigned in title only, but real power soon began to evolve in the royal line, until, by the time of the Empress Neva, one lone woman controlled the destinies of twenty thousand billion human beings.


That had been a golden age, Skandos thought. If such a term had any historical valid meaning, then the first few centuries of the Empire of Man, before the Biomen and Scientists had themselves drawn away to carve their own particular roles in the cosmos, when the submen were still regarded as fellow intelligent beings rather than as slaves to be exploited, when new worlds fell almost daily under the allegiance of the emperor, when the Imperial Corps of the One Hundred had preserved peace and law throughout the realm, that had been a truly golden time.


And yet, this constant outward spiral of human ambition had born within it the seeds of its own eventual destruction. Humanity was not alone in the Galaxy. A hundred intelligent species were discovered, studied, discussed, and then swept behind in the wave of Empire. It was inevitable that in time humanity would meet aliens who could not be so easily dominated.


The first of these advanced species was the Dynarx, green slime slugs whose mental processes were totally alien to those of man. The Dynarx ruled a thousand planets of their own, and the first human ships to try and penetrate their boundaries never returned. Others followed, including warships, but the fate of these vessels and their crews was no different. At last, acting from both fear and frustration, the emperor issued an edict declaring the entire sphere of Dynarx influence outside the bounds of human exploration. A portion of the Galaxy was thus lost to human expansion. A relatively tiny portion, true – but it was a beginning, a portent of eventual disaster.


That disaster came with the Wykzl. These creatures, twice human size and covered with blue fur, were more like men than Dynarx. They, too, were building an empire, and for the first time humanity came into intimate contact with an alien species as aggressive and ambitious as itself.


The result was perhaps inevitable: war erupted.


If a golden age had ever truly existed, the thousand-year war between men and Wykzl brought it to an end. Eventually, after millions had died, the imperial fleet met with total defeat and a truce was declared. The war was over and, with it, the age of human expansion.


The century since the end of the war could best be viewed as a period of decadence. Exhausted both spiritually and politically, the Empire of Man declined to a mere shadow of its former glory. Instead of a single emperor, a dozen great families shared power within the realm. Eventually, one of these families, headed by a man named Melor Carey, came to predominate. When the aged Emperor Kane IV died by his own hand, Melor promptly crowned his own son as Matthew I in an attempt to establish a new imperial line.


The reign of Matthew I proved as brief as it was predictable. Rebellion broke out among the frontier stars of the Empire, and the rebel fleet, led by remnants of the elite Corps of the One Hundred and supported by clandestine Wykzl weaponry, vanquished the imperial armada in a great space battle beyond the orbit of Pluto. The old imperial line was thus restored.


To some observers such an event might have seemed an indication of renewed glories, but Skandos was well aware that the Empire of Man had surely passed. The golden age had been the direct result of human innocence, and that quality had long since been consumed in the flames of the Wykzl war.


Despite its peculiar fascinations, however, human history remained only a tiny element in the total cosmic picture, and Skandos always strived to glimpse the wholeness, the vast complexity of stars, planets, galaxies, megagalaxies, and universes.


He closed his eyes. His breathing slowed until it was no longer detectable. Forces were at work throughout the universe, and he sought to determine their focal point. He knew the cast of immediate characters: Yod Cartwright, a young man in search of revenge; Lieutenant Jerome of the Corps of the One Hundred; Milton Dass, inventor of the awesome weapon known as the matter-scrambler; Lady Lola Dass, the most beautiful woman in the Galaxy, and Lady Alyc Carey, the most complex. And the prime combatants: the Bioman and pirate Fra Villion, and Lord Tedric of the Marshes. These were the participants, but where was the stage? Ah, here it was. Skandos smiled. Such an insignificant world: Nykzas, a rough frontier planet at the edge of the Empire. Straining, Skandos struggled to observe more clearly.




CHAPTER 2


Yod Cartwright


Squinting through the murky atmosphere of the basement cafe, Yod Cartwright gazed at the blank features of the subman waiter and struggled to think of some appropriate response. ‘How about a green cesma?’ he said tentatively, dimly recalling the name from an old tridee tape and certain it was a spaceman’s drink. ‘Do you have any of that?’


‘Hot or cold?’ growled the waiter.


‘Ah … hot, please.’ Yod looked down at the scarred porcelain surface of the tabletop, hoping he had spoken loudly enough to be heard above the din of this crowded room. He would have spoken with more authority except that he was afraid the waiter might take too much notice of him and refuse service. Imperial law prevailed, even on a planet as barbaric as Nykzas, and imperial law strictly forbade the serving of intoxicants to anyone under the age of nineteen; Yod had only just celebrated his seventeenth birthday.


But the waiter, whose hairy arms, pointed ears, and shaggy brow suggested he was descended from a dog or wolf, seemed little concerned with such technicalities. He barely gave Yod a second look. ‘You pay in advance,’ he said, thrusting out a big hand.


‘How … how much?’ said Yod, fighting the tremor in his voice.


‘Give me two solar coins for drink and tip.’


Yod considered asking how that broke down: how much for the drink and how much for the tip. With a sigh he reached into his pocket and fished out a pair of golden coins. The sad truth was that two solars represented exactly one-half of his present fortune. If Fra Villion’s representative failed to meet him here tonight as promised, then he was going to be in a great deal of trouble indeed.


The waiter, clutching his bounty, disappeared into the swirling mob, headed in the general direction of the bar. Alone, Yod leaned back in his chair and watched the clientele of this cafe. If there was a more disreputable watering hole in the Empire, he hoped he never had a chance to view it firsthand. The low-ceilinged, brick-walled room was packed with bodies. Every table was occupied, and there were many more people standing in the aisles or by the bar. Submen outnumbered real humans and, from where he was sitting in a relatively undisturbed corner, Yod could count over a dozen true aliens. Some of them belonged to species he couldn’t even begin to identify. He did recognise a six-armed Drixian and a squat, purple-skinned, octopoid Zorrazian. Like nearly everyone else in the cafe, both aliens wore heatguns strapped to their bodies. The presence of so much armament in such a restricted environment only added to the general atmosphere of restrained tension. Yod shifted nervously in his chair and tried to avoid letting his eyes come to rest on any single spot. The fact was, on the planet where he was born and raised aliens were something one read about in books. Six months ago if anyone had told him he’d be sitting in a bar with a dozen of them, he’d have laughed out loud. But this wasn’t funny. There was even a giant blue-furred Wykzl seated at a nearby table in the company of a tall blond man of muscular build who was dressed in the tattered remnants of a uniform. The presence of the Wykzl, mankind’s sworn enemy, failed to create any particular stir in this place.


A flash of motion, a loud clatter, and the sudden quivering of the table shook Yod from his reverie. Glancing up, he saw that his hot green cesma had arrived. It was an alien drink of Sirian origin, if he recalled the tridee tape correctly. Before drinking, he searched the tabletop in hopes of discovering some loose change; there wasn’t any. He hadn’t eaten in nearly twenty hours, and the two solar coins left in his pocket would barely purchase a loaf of stale bread. The distant appendages of his body – fingers, toes, and nose – already felt numb. It might have been hunger but was more likely pure fatigue. He hadn’t slept in a day and a half, either.


He raised the mug close to his lips and peered at the steaming green liquid inside. Once, when he had been fifteen, he had stolen some of his father’s homemade wine and drunk two full bottles. For more than a day after that he had been sick with fear that he might have poisoned himself – he was that ill. Well, I’m a lot older now, he thought boldly, tipping the mug. He took one cautious sip and blanched. The whole inside of his mouth felt as if it was on fire. Desperately, he swallowed, and the burning spread to his throat and stomach. Gasping, he fought to breathe. His eyes watered. Hot, he had told the waiter – a hot green cesma. Well, at least he wouldn’t have to worry about getting drunk.


‘You’ve got to gulp it down,’ said a voice close to his ear. ‘Don’t sip, gulp.’


Through watering eyes, Yod looked up at his visitor. She was a young woman. At first he thought she was beautiful but a more careful inspection showed she was merely gorgeous. A trace of subman blood was the one thing preventing her from staking a claim on true human beauty. Her hair and skin were very dark, her eyebrows shaped in a graceful arch that accentuated her slender, high-boned face. She wore a red velvet skirt that circled her hips and was split to reveal the smooth skin of her long legs. Her breasts were bare and she wore a heatgun in a shoulder harness. Something about her appearance made Yod feel distinctly uncomfortable. ‘I think it may be a bit warm,’ he said, referring to the cesma.


‘Oh, nonsense. It can never be too warm.’ She dropped down in an empty chair beside him. ‘Here – watch me.’ She wore a strongly scented perfume, and the sweet odour made Yod feel momentarily delirious. Removing the mug from his hands, she raised it to her lips. As Yod watched in amazement, she swallowed a huge gulp of the steaming brew. When she lowered the mug at last, nearly half its contents had been drained. ‘Now you try,’ she said with a smile; she showed no signs of strain from her ordeal.


Yod wasn’t about to be outdone by such a frail young girl. He took the mug, raised it to his lips, and made a courageous effort to swallow. His throat rebelled momentarily, and he was afraid he would vomit, but he finally managed two full, hefty swallows without choking. The top of his skull felt as if it was about to explode from the pressure. ‘I see what you mean,’ he said, placing the mug gently on the table and wiping his lips dry. ‘That stuff isn’t at all bad.’


She was laughing at him.


‘What’s so funny?’ he said defensively.


‘Your face. It’s as red as a cool sun.’


‘It’s warm in here.’


‘I know. But not that warm. Take another drink.’ Her eyes, a brilliant shade of green, twinkled with delight.


He shook his head. ‘Not now. I have to make it last. I’m supposed to meet someone here and I don’t have enough money for two drinks.’


‘You’re meeting a representative from Fra Villion, right?’


She could have knocked him over with her little finger – he was that surprised. Yod had told no one the reason for his presence here tonight, and he just couldn’t believe that this woman was the representative sent by the space pirate, ‘Who … who are you?’ he finally managed to say.


‘My name’s Juvi.’ She extended a hand across the table. ‘You must be Yod Cartwright.’


He took her hand in his, pressing gently. She returned his grip with considerable force. ‘How did you know that?’


‘Just a wild guess. The man I talked to about joining up with Villion said that if I came here I’d find three others waiting. I spotted the first two right away and I figured you had to be number three. He told me your name. You’re the only person in this place who could have a funny name like Yod Cartwright.’


‘What’s so funny about it?’


‘It’s a farmer’s name.’


‘Well, I am a farmer. I mean, I used to be.’


‘Sure, and now you want to be a space pirate.’


‘Yes. Why shouldn’t I? What’s so absurd about that?’ Her amusement was beginning to grate severely. ‘I’m quite sure I could handle it better than a girl like you.’


She met his gaze openly. ‘What if I told you I’d killed men for saying less than that?’


He couldn’t conceal his shock. On Drexon’s World, his former home, murder was not a casual matter. ‘I – I’d believe you.’


She laughed aloud. ‘Then you’d be wrong. But I’ve thought about it – plenty. My mother left me when I was seven. I never knew my father to speak of. I’ve had a pretty rough life and I know how to take care of myself. After some of the things I’ve been through, space pirating ought to be a breeze. See that big guy over there with the Wykzl. Those are the other two I told you about.’


Yod tried to avoid glancing at the nearby table. He had noticed the man and the alien earlier and wondered about them. ‘Are you sure? Have you talked to them, too?’


‘Not those two, no, but I’ve seen them around. The man used to be a wheel in the Corps of the One Hundred but they ran him out just after the Great Revolt. It was a political thing, I guess, but he’s in disgrace. The reward on his head would be enough to buy a person his own private planet.’


‘Then I’m surprised you haven’t tried to claim it,’ he murmured.


‘Normally, I might have thought of it. But not that guy. He scares me. Look at his eyes if you ever get close. They’re as cold as a dead star. He would kill somebody as soon as look at them. I just don’t want to be that somebody.’


Yod was looking at her closely now. Beneath the painted veneer of her face she seemed almost vulnerable. ‘How old are you, anyway?’


‘Oh, fourteen or so,’ she answered quickly.


‘Earth years?’ His eyebrows rose in surprise.


‘Around that. It’s hard to tell. The years are slightly longer here and, besides, nobody ever bothered to tell me exactly when my birthday was.’


She had shocked him sufficiently that he considered taking another sip of the cesma to hide his confusion. Fourteen? When he was fourteen, he’d been just a boy. She seemed so damned grown up.


‘There isn’t time to be a kid on a planet like this,’ she said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘What about you? What planet are you from?’


‘Drexon’s World.’


‘Never heard of it.’ She gave the impression that anything she didn’t know about wasn’t worth knowing.


‘It’s in the Rigelian Sphere. Approximately sixty parsecs from here. Drexon’s World is the fourth major agricultural planet in the Empire.’


She laughed. ‘Farmers!’ Reaching past him, she grasped the mug. ‘Mind if I grab another swallow? My throat’s getting dry.’


He said he didn’t mind. The subman who had set up this rendezvous – a hulking creature named Degas covered with scabs and scars – had said nothing to Yod about other applicants. Still, he couldn’t doubt Juvi’s story. But where was Villion’s representative?


‘I still don’t quite figure it,’ she said, lowering the nearly empty mug. ‘Why would a guy like you want to be a space pirate?’


This was a question Yod expected to be asked often. He had already rehearsed his answer. ‘Excitement, adventure, a real challenge. Look, you laugh at me being a farmer, and I can assure you it’s dull. When my father died, I took my inheritance and sold the acreage and came into space. It’s taken nearly every coin I possessed to get this far. I visited five planets before Nykzas. On each world I was told I would find Fra Villion someplace else. This time I just hope I’ve found the right place.’


‘Well, he’s not here, not personally – nobody knows where he really is. For the past few months, dozens of old spacehands have vanished, and they’ve all supposedly gone to join up with Villion’s band. But you can contact his representatives here. Nykzas is the perfect place for that. There may be worse worlds in the Empire, but if there are then they’re so bad everybody’s afraid to talk about them. If a corpsman ever tried to sneak in here you’d find a pile of spilled guts in the street the next morning and nobody would do anything except step over it.’


Her colourful descriptive language didn’t exactly help ease the nausea Yod felt building in his stomach. ‘All I want is a face-to-face meeting with Villion.’


She smiled at him. ‘That may not be easy, even if they let you into the band. I’ve heard that nobody has ever seen his face.’


‘But how can he lead all those pirate raids if nobody ever gets to see him?’


She shrugged. ‘Maybe it’s just that if you do get to see him, you never go back to tell about it.’


He’d heard this story before, of course, but dismissed it as an unlikely legend. If Juvi’s words proved to be true, then it was bothersome news indeed; but what was more immediately disturbing was the approach of the Zorrazian.


Yod had spotted the alien sometime back, its big purple body lumbering across the room, tentacles flapping, and now a dark shadow fell across the table. Yod looked up. There were two immense blue eyes near the top of the egg-shaped mass of the body and a thin slit of a mouth slightly below them.


‘Do you want something with us?’ Yod asked tentatively.


‘Want her to come with me.’ The Zorrazian meant Juvi. One tentacle flashed out from its side and caught her firmly by the wrist. ‘She has job.’


Juvi glanced up with an expression of unconcern. ‘Go away, Dravon. I’m finished with you.’


‘No quit me.’ The voice was gruff and guttural, like an animal’s growl. ‘I have signed contract.’


‘Then stuff it. I’ve quit. Now beat it. I want nothing more to do with you.’


‘No girl quit Dravon.’


‘This one just did,’ she said, smirking.


The Zorrazian appeared impervious to argument. The tentacle around Juvi’s wrist tightened and a second limb snaked out and caught the nape of her neck. Before she could raise a protest, the Zorrazian had lifted her out of her chair. Only when she was dangling in mid-air did Juvi finally scream.


‘Hey, put her down! Cut that out!’ Yod took himself by surprise with his own impetuous behaviour.


The Zorrazian had already started to turn away. At the sound of Yod’s voice, the alien glanced back. Juvi was pounding her fists against the unyielding mass of its body. ‘What you want, boy?’


‘I said to put that girl down. She doesn’t want to go with you.’


The Zorrazian laughed. At least that was what Yod assumed the grotesque sound must be. ‘You shut up, boy, or I make pile of your guts in the street.’ Turning again, tentacles waving, the Zorrazian stared to cut a path through the now silent cafe.


Yod didn’t know what made him act as he next acted. Perhaps it was the fact that everyone and everything in the place was watching him; or perhaps it was simply that, as uncouth as she was, he was getting to like Juvi. In any event, springing to his feet Yod leaped in pursuit of the Zorrazian. The alien was armed with a heatgun and was twice Yod’s size but he never even hesitated. The Zorrazian sensed him coming and reached with a free tentacle towards the holster at its side. Yod hurled a fist. It was only when his arm reached the peak of its arc that he realised he hadn’t the vaguest idea where to find a vulnerable spot on the alien’s anatomy.


So he hit it flat on the top of the head and prayed for help from the Lords of the Universe.


A long, loud, agonised groan escaped from the Zorrazian’s slit-like mouth. Its reaching tentacle stopped and hung suspended.


Yod swung his other hand and brought the fist down in the exact same place as his first blow.


It seemed to be a good idea. The Zorrazian never made another sound. Its big body drooped, then fell. The tentacles flopped uselessly. Cast adrift, Juvi landed on her rump. She gazed up at Yod and clapped her hands. ‘My farmer hero,’ she cried in delight. ‘I didn’t know you had it in you.’


Yod stepped across the unconscious alien. He was again aware of all the eyes watching him and nearly stumbled in his embarrassment. Reaching down, he helped Juvi to her feet. ‘Are you all light?’ he asked softly.


‘Better than I’ve been in thirty days.’ She kissed his cheek elaborately, then looked him up and down. ‘You never told me you farmers were such brutes.’
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