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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 site had been carefully chosen, a tiny valley thickly ringed with trees, a lake in the center on which swans glided. The
         sun was warm with a soft crimson light, the sward dotted with flowers, the air fresh and scented with growing things. To the
         hundred men and women scattered around it was an idyllic contrast to the bleak walls and barred windows they had recently
         known. They milled, a little unsure, not yet believing what they had been told. On Merah prisoners were not accustomed to
         such treatment. They served short, harsh, savage sentences. Rehabilitation was just a word. And yet here they were, not a
         guard to be seen, low tables piled with food and containers of wine. A party to reward them for good behavior. A taste of
         freedom to remind them of the benefits of obeying the law.
      

      
      Subjects in an interesting experiment.

      
      Ipoh-Luang was impatient. ‘Why do they not begin?’ he asked. ‘You would think that to such creatures the sight of food and
         wine would be an instant spur.’
      

      
      ‘They are suspicious.’ Kota Bassein was just as impatient, but age had taught him to mask his feelings. He stood in the observation
         dome resting on a high tripod beyond the screen of trees. From his vantage point he could see what the prisoners could not,
         the double ring of armed guards, the fence of electrified wire. ‘You must remember they are criminals and have a highly developed
         sense of caution. They cannot really believe what they see, food, wine, a day from the confines of their cells.’
      

      
      ‘We should have starved them for a few days. Hunger would have driven them.’

      
      ‘It would have made them even more suspicious,’ corrected Bassein. He lifted binoculars to his eyes. At the edge of the lake a burly man was throwing scraps of food to the swans. ‘See? They are testing it for poison.’
      

      
      ‘They will find none.’ The third occupant of the observation dome was a Chambodian. He was taller than the others, leaner,
         black hair sweeping in a pronounced widow’s peak from a high forehead. His face was wedge-shaped, the nose beaked, the mouth
         a thin slit above a sloping jaw. His eyes were deepset, slanted, the irises horizontal slots. An alien whose ancestors had
         risen from avian, not primate stock. He wore fabric of fine-meshed scales. His hands, long-nailed, were like claws. ‘The food
         is innocuous and they are unable to test the wine. Even if they could they would find nothing.’
      

      
      ‘So you say.’ Ipoh Luang was uneasy at the Chambodian’s presence. Merah should go its own way and be dependent on no other
         race. And yet progress had been tediously slow. If the man could do what he promised he must be tolerated even if not actively
         liked.
      

      
      ‘You are discourteous,’ snapped Bassein. ‘Ser Prome is our guest. He has come to help us. He is worthy of respect.’

      
      ‘My apologies.’ Luang bowed, as much to hide his face as to show his deference. ‘It is just that this waiting – ’ He gestured
         beyond the dome. ‘How much longer must we wait?’
      

      
      The burly man had finished his testing. Now he sank strong teeth into a slab of the strongly flavored meat. A woman helped
         herself to a cake, another to a juicy fruit. Within seconds, it seemed, all were thronged around the tables.
      

      
      ‘Not long,’ said Bassein. ‘They are relaxing. Once they have eaten they will reach for the wine.’ He lifted his binoculars
         again. The burly man, he thought, surely would be the first. Or, perhaps, no. Already he had proved his caution. He could
         wait until others had drunk, watching, joining in only when he was convinced the wine was harmless. That woman, then? Or the
         man with the scarred cheek?
      

      
      ‘Have your guards been alerted?’ Ser Prome had not moved from where he stood behind the others. ‘As I warned you, the results
         will be spectacular.’
      

      
      ‘They have their orders.’ Bassein spoke distantly, concentrating on the scene below. The man with the scarred cheek reached
         for a jug, tilted it, cautiously tasted. He grinned, pleased, and swallowed deeply. Too deeply, perhaps. Bassein said, ‘Perhaps we should have used something other than wine. If they become intoxicated  – ’
      

      
      ‘If you followed my instructions the alcohol content is low,’ interrupted Ser Prome. His face betrayed nothing of the impatient
         arrogance he felt for the two officers. As expected they were victims of their heritage, the seemingly overriding inability
         to wait in silence. And yet they could be used.
      

      
      ‘Look at them!’ Luang echoed his disgust. ‘Eating and drinking like animals.’

      
      Bassein said nothing, watching.

      
      The scarred man reached for a jug of wine. Another lifted it before he could grip it and Bassein saw the disfigured face contort
         in anger. He said something and the man with the jug raised it and, without hesitation, smashed it down hard on the other’s
         skull. The jug was heavy. Bone splintered in a gush of red and gray, blood and brains spurting among the broken pottery, the
         flood of wine.
      

      
      ‘Now!’ breathed Luang. ‘It begins!’

      
      Horror had replaced the idyllic scene. The sward with its bright flowers became the place of carnage. Men, women, mouths open
         in screams, faces ugly with maniacal rage, threw themselves one against the other. Jugs shattered to provide crude weapons,
         savage points ripping at throats and eyes, blood staining the ground. A man kicked another in the groin, kicked again as he
         fell, his boot turning a face into a mass of red and oozing pulp. A woman sprang at him, fingers ripping at his eyes. Blinded,
         he turned to trip over a table, to fall rolling among the scattered food, rising to fall again, to twitch among threshing
         legs, to drown in his own blood as a heel crushed his throat.
      

      
      There was no sound and Bassein was glad of it. He could imagine the screams, the shouts, the shrieks of agony.

      
      In a few minutes what had appeared to be a harmless picnic had turned into a ghastly shambles. A hundred men and women fighting,
         killing, being killed in turn. Through the binoculars he could see their faces, distorted, filled with naked hate, burning
         with the fury of savage blood-lust. Safe as he was here in the observation dome, with armed guards between the tripod and
         those in the valley, he felt a sudden terror. If they should attack, somehow overcome the guards, reach this place –
      

      
      ‘The guards!’ snapped Luang. ‘Quickly!’

      
      A knot of survivors, numbering about a dozen, were running toward the ring of trees. Another headed for the lake, slipping on the edge, fighting even as they drowned. Swans made shadows
         on the grass as they took to wing.
      

      
      Bassein shook himself. Once, on Dihun, he had attended the arena and watched as men fought and died, but that had been nothing
         like this. There he had felt a rising euphoria, gaining a vicarious pleasure at watching wounds and blood and impersonal death.
         Now he felt only a sickness as he watched men turn into beasts.
      

      
      ‘The guards,’ said Luang again. ‘With your permission, Marshal?’

      
      Bassein nodded, unable to tear his eyes away from the carnage below. Luang stepped to a communicator and rapped a quick order.
         The waiting guards advanced from the ring of trees.
      

      
      They were blank-faced men, disciplined, accustomed to obey without question. From their rifles spat a stream of fire, the
         self-propelled missiles venting their energy in gouts of flame as they struck. Bodies ripped open spilling intestines, heads
         vanished from shoulders, limbs fell to litter the bloodstained ground.
      

      
      ‘All of them,’ said the Chambodian flatly. They must all be destroyed.’

      
      Luang relayed the order, watching as the guards moved across the valley, firing at every figure whether dead or alive.

      
      ‘The guards also should be eliminated,’ said the tall alien. ‘The need for secrecy is paramount.’

      
      ‘No.’ Bassein drew a deep breath. Shooting at the dead, the maimed, and the living was bad enough, but they were criminals
         and expendable. ‘There is no need.’
      

      
      ‘They may talk.’

      
      ‘About what? An experiment which failed. Those chosen to be rehabilitated suddenly rebelled and tried to make a break. They
         began to fight among themselves and then turned on the guards. The action was justified,’
      

      
      ‘Weakness,’ said the Chambodian. ‘An attribute of your race. I am not surprised that Merah has for so long suffered beneath
         the Terran heel. Even when I show you how that dominance can be negated, still you hesitate. Well, the decision is yours.’
      

      
      Watching the face of the marshal he wondered if perhaps he had gone a little too far. Even the monkeymen had their pride.
         Then he saw Luang’s expression and knew that he had made no mistake. The younger man was impatient for glory. Eager to accept the help he offered and not thinking or perhaps not caring
         about the risk he and his world would run.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps, Marshal, we should do as Ser Prome suggests?’

      
      ‘No!’ Bassein was definite. ‘We are a civilized people, not barbarians. Those guards are loyal; I will not repay that loyalty
         with death. And there is no need. As I said, the action can be explained and justified. It could even be used to combat those
         liberals who constantly demand penal reform. A proof that intransigents cannot be trusted.’
      

      
      ‘As you wish, Marshal.’

      
      As I wish, thought Bassein bleakly. But for how long? Already the signs of impatience were clear. Luang, his closest aide, a man whom
         he had lifted to high position, and he too was restless. And there were others in the military junta, restrained until now
         by the futility of combating Terran Control. Yet a world dedicated to a military system had to expand or perish. Sandwiched
         as they were between the Terran Sphere and the Chambodian Complex a decision had to be made. Terra offered peace and protection,
         Chambodia the same, yet how could a world of men fit into an alien complex?
      

      
      He said, quietly, ‘This discovery of yours, Ser Prome. Have others the knowledge you possess?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Then how can you be sure we won’t turn it against your own people?’

      
      ‘You cannot. Turn it against us, I mean. We are too dissimilar as regards our metabolism and cortical development. But, Marshal,
         with respect, all this has been explained.’
      

      
      More than once and in greater detail; there had been experiments too, but nothing like this. Bassein turned from the window,
         unwilling to stare at the bodies below. They would be collected and disposed of, but would he ever forget?
      

      
      ‘I will be frank,’ said the alien. ‘With my help you can achieve greatness. I have shown you how. In return you will sign
         a treaty with the Chambodian Complex. You will also give me the facilities I requested for my research together with land
         and money. A small exchange, I think, for what you can achieve. Total independence, the forming of a new empire, Merah as
         the center of a viable culture. Once Terra has been weakened your forces can move in. A dozen habitable worlds, more, and all accepting your domination.’
      

      
      Tempting bait to offer ambitious men. Irresistible to a world already straining its economy and faced with internal disquiet.
         And Bassein knew that if he refused others would not. Luang for one. And there were other worlds just as ambitious with men
         just as dedicated. A trap, he thought bleakly, but the jaws had already closed. Like it or not he had no choice but to agree.
      

   
      

      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      
      
      She was small with a pert face and sparkling blue eyes, and neatly dressed in a uniform of green, the crest of Terran Control
         stitched on her left shoulder. Her name was Susan Wells and, for a full lieutenant, she seemed rather young.
      

      
      ‘Just one last test, Cap.’ She smiled. ‘And then we’ll let you go.’

      
      Kennedy relaxed gratefully in the chair. He was nude but for shorts, electrodes fastened to various parts of his body, more
         festooning his scalp. Idly he watched as the girl threw switches and studied dials. Her attention was casual, the real work
         was being done by the medical computer, but she was very conscious of the way she filled her uniform, conscious too of the
         importance of the man undergoing routine examination.
      

      
      Not every day did she get the chance to order around a member of FATE.

      
      ‘Well,’ he said after a few minutes. ‘Do I pass?’

      
      ‘I’m afraid so. No retirement for you yet and no excuse for keeping you around. Physically you’re perfect. A classic example
         of a treble A-One.’
      

      
      ‘And mentally?’

      
      ‘The same.’ She glanced down at the computer’s findings as they emerged on a paper roll from the readout. ‘Just as I thought.
         No deterioration of any kind. Fast reflexes, quick mental agility even while under stress, strong emotional control, no sign
         of any disorientation, high concentration index, high degree of intuition, high empathy level, high – damn it, Cap! Why do
         you have to be so good?’
      

      
      They both knew the answer. The need too for routine examination. Any man given the literal power of life and death had to
         be in peak condition. Like all Free Acting Terran Envoys Kennedy could act as judge, jury, and executioner, summon the power to destroy a world, take whatever steps he saw fit to resolve any situation threatening the peace of the Terran
         Sphere.
      

      
      ‘The trouble is that you’re too damn good,’ she grumbled as she removed the electrodes. ‘You make all the men around here seem
         pretty small fry in comparison. Have you a brother?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘A pity. If you had one and he was here on Earth I’d look him up. By the time you come back for another routine check I’ll
         be gone.’
      

      
      ‘Up or out?’

      
      ‘Both, I hope. A promotion to Verne. Have you ever been there?’

      
      ‘Third world of Sirius?’ Kennedy nodded. ‘You’ll like it there. Plenty of water if you like to sail or swim, mountains if
         you want to climb, and the gliding is superb.’
      

      
      ‘Sports,’ she snorted. ‘How about the social life?’

      
      ‘Well, now,’ he said, studying her. ‘In my opinion you’ll land a minor official in a week. A local governor might take a little
         longer, say ten days. Of course, if you want to marry the Principal that might take a month – if his wife doesn’t get to you
         first.’
      

      
      ‘Flattery will get you anywhere,’ she said, pleased. ‘All right, you can go now. Don’t forget the reception tonight. Orders
         from on high. Refuse and the Director will have your head on a plate.’
      

      
      Knowing Elias Weyburn, Kennedy could well believe it.

      
      Dressed, he paused in the street. It was good to be back on Earth. No other planet had quite the same feel or atmosphere and,
         now that the bad old days were gone. Terra was a paradise indeed. Soaring buildings held the teeming population, graceful
         edifices which ornamented the sky, the towers interspersed with wide parks and recreational areas. Beyond lay rolling farms
         and industrial complexes, the whole joined by a network of transportation systems. The air was brisk and clean, atomic power
         had taken care of pollution, and stellar expansion had made degrading poverty a thing of the past.
      

      
      With time to kill he wandered the city. The Mordain was in for overhaul, Penza Saratov refusing to leave his beloved engines and keeping a sharp eye on the technicians, much
         to their disgust. Chemile had been adopted by an artistic group and was giving a series of lectures and demonstrations.  Professor Jarl Luden had vanished into the depths of the Metropolitan Museum to mull over ancient scrolls and artifacts.
         But, in Greater New York, it was no discomfort to be alone.
      

      
      Kennedy watched a troupe of Boddari dancers, ate a selective meal in a rotating restaurant, enjoyed a vapor bath, and spent
         a while swimming in an offshore lagoon stocked with dolphins and sportive mermaids. The dolphins could be ridden; the mermaids,
         skilled aquarists, vied with each other for his company. As night fell he remembered the command.
      

      
      The party was in full swing when he arrived. Kennedy stood at the door of the main hall looking at the assembled guests, a
         scatter of minor diplomats and others who were not so minor from a hundred worlds: people of Earth and worlds affiliated under
         the Terran Sphere; colorful figures from adjoining sectors: Deltanians, Lartustians, those from Altanis, some from Ragan.
         All friends of Terra or, at least, members of combines which were not at actual war. The difference, he knew, was small, but
         important.
      

      
      ‘Cap!’ Carl Justine, young, fresh-faced, a minor diplomat in Terran Control, came toward him, hand extended. ‘Man, it’s good
         to see you!’
      

      
      ‘And you.’ Their hands touched, pressed. Kennedy liked Justine; they had known each other years ago before various duties
         had driven them apart. ‘What’s all this for? Just common goodwill or is there something deep going on?’
      

      
      ‘Just oil to ease the tension.’ Justine lifted his glass. ‘A chance for old friends to meet and old enemies to heal wounds.
         You know how it is. The art of diplomacy is getting your adversary well and truly stoned and then picking the gold from his
         fillings. At least that’s what my grandfather used to say. No gold now, of course, and no fillings, not with regrafts, but
         the principle’s the same.’
      

      
      ‘Your grandfather,’ said Kennedy dryly, ‘must have had a long memory.’

      
      ‘He did. And his grandfather before him. All diplomats. I’m the last of an unbroken line of professional liars.’ Justine shrugged.
         ‘Well, it’s a living. Not that I’d rather be out there with you, but space is no place for a man with a family.’ He glanced
         over the hall. Couples were dancing to the music from a living band, the players dressed in the fashion of a bygone age. Waiters,
         similarly dressed, moved among the guests with trays of snacks and drinks. Justine summoned one, selected a glass which he handed to Kennedy. ‘Get that down you while I move
         around. If you need an introduction, just yell.’
      

      
      Kennedy nodded, sipped at the drink, then set down the glass as two girls came toward him. Both were young, dressed in a shimmer
         of luminescent scales, eyes and lips thick with cosmetics.
      

      
      One said, ‘You’re mine. I saw you first. Tell this interloper to go away.’

      
      ‘Like hell,’ said her companion brusquely. ‘Steal him and you’ll meet me tomorrow in the gymnasium.’

      
      ‘Peace,’ said Kennedy. ‘You’re too young and pretty to fight. In any case I’m spoken for.’

      
      He quickly moved away before they could argue, heading toward the high windows at the end of which stood a cluster of men,
         one of whom he recognized. Director Elias Weyburn had been likened to a brooding eagle, but Kennedy always thought of him
         as a slumberous dog. A big one, less the traditional barrel of brandy but with the sharp teeth and big ears still intact.
         Now his heavy face was somber, his eyes, pouched and lined, peering from beneath heavy brows.
      

      
      He looked at Kennedy, stared past him, ignoring him as he concentrated on what others of the group were saying.

      
      ‘I had always understood that Terra was a haven of peace,’ said a tall, hard-faced man. Serge Helbroft, ambassador of the
         Altanian Oligarchy. ‘And yet what do I find? Groups of young people parading at the edge of the spaceport with banners and
         chanting slogans. The police dispersed them, of course, but how can such things be here on Earth?’
      

      
      ‘You will see much of this on Terra.’ Cran Thorm, wearing the traditional garb of Ragan, made no secret of his contempt. ‘The
         Terran Sphere, despite its pious claims, does not encourage the free expression of the individual.’
      

      
      ‘On the contrary,’ said Weyburn acidly. ‘However, the demonstration you speak of was not authorized by the police. The spacefield
         is no place to stage a protest at the treatment of another world’s disaffected. Your reputation, Ambassador, had preceded
         you.’
      

      
      ‘Meaning?’

      
      ‘Nothing personal, I am certain. However, your government is not noted for its gentle treatment of those who disagree with its policies. The young people you speak of acted unwisely; but since when have children ever been wise?’
      

      
      ‘On Ragan we know how to deal with such things.’

      
      ‘True,’ admitted Weyburn mildly. ‘And on Altan also, no doubt. With steel and fire and irritant gases. However, that is your
         concern. Terran Control is not interested in how you manage your own worlds.’
      

      
      ‘Any violation of our autonomy by any power will be dealt with as deserved,’ snapped Serge Helbroft. ‘We are not children
         to run to our mother at the slightest injury.’
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