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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

      At night the world of Gholan was full of ghosts; things rustled, squeaked, grated; and the air was filled with vibrant hummings,
         chitters, vague shapes in the sky. By day things were little better, the twin suns looming in sullen majesty, pocked and blotched
         with somber colors, swaths of umber, ebon, smoky cerise, the swollen orbs resembling the lined and leering faces of senile
         old men.
      

      
      The harsh, bleak, and savage world had scouring winds rasping from the deserts and vicious predators lurking in the hills.
         Turgid seas lashed with violent storms and were filled with voracious life. A broken world, decadent, dying.
      

      
      Alik Henata wanted none of it.

      
      He lounged in the seat of the flier, his small, lithe body clothed in expensive fabrics, gems winking on his hands as he moved
         to stare at the passing scene below. Small fields dotted with sparse vegetation, huddled villages built of local stone mortared
         with mud, trails which wound like broken threads from farm to farm. The figures busy at work did not look up from their labors.
         Squat and stunted, they had skins like leather with jaws and lips shaped like the muzzle of a dog. The Zendarh were serfs
         imported from a more fertile world millennia ago, set to breed and toil for their arrogant masters, the Gholanzi.
      

      
      Henata looked at them with contempt. Men would never have suffered themselves to be worked so hard, to be treated so badly; and despite the wild mutation that had peaked his ears and covered his skin with a mottled down so that
         he resembled a cat, Henata was a man. But the canine trait of the Zendarh coupled with intensive inbreeding had broken their
         spirit and turned them into obedient machines.
      

      
      To the pilot he said, “How long?”

      
      “An hour, at least, master.”

      
      The man was of the servile race. He had been taken and trained, and taught a limited skill. He could handle the flier and
         read a few simple instruments, but he was apparently devoid of curiosity.
      

      
      “An hour? Can’t you be more precise?”

      
      “There could be winds, master. And there is turbulence over the Rovik Archipelago. Sometimes it is very bad.” The flat, droning
         voice held the hint of a whine. “I am doing my best, master. We shall arrive as soon as it is possible.”
      

      
      Resigned to the inevitable Henata moved to a more comfortable position and resumed his study of the scene below. The land
         ended, terminating in high cliffs, the ocean beyond dotted with islands. Small boats tossed on the waves, more of the Zendarh
         busy with nets and spears, primitive in their fishing as they were in their agriculture. If the Gholanzi spent less on gems,
         spices, imported wines, and succulent foods, and more on machines, all would benefit from increased production. But the masters
         lived as their forebears had done, seeming to be unaware of the cultures of other worlds, despite the spacefield adjoining
         their main city and the ships which brought them their luxuries in exchange for precious oils and scintillant shells won from
         the sea.
      

      
      Fools, thought Henata dispassionately. The decayed culture was desperately striving to maintain the status quo, believing
         that if it did not accept the existence of other societies it would be left at peace in its own restricted world. The fools
         were unable to see that they were already doomed.
      

      
      But not all on Gholan had such restricted vision.

      
      He straightened as the flier approached a large island, a mass of craggy stone rearing upward as if lava had been flung high and had frozen before it could fall. It rose from a shore
         of cliffs broken in one place by a sloping beach of black volcanic sand, the beach in turn fronted by sheer walls of weathered
         rock. Nowhere was there signs of habitation.
      

      
      To the pilot he said, “Here?”

      
      “Yes, master.” The man was tense, hands tight on the controls, eyes wide as if with terror. As they neared the shore the flier
         bucked, uprising winds catching the wings, the fragile body. “Steady, master!”
      

      
      Henata gripped the sides of his chair, his pupils dilating a little, the only outward signs of his anxiety. Again the craft
         jerked, spun a little, veered as it crossed the shore. Below, in a cup of stone ringed by jagged crags, rested a smooth landing
         place. The flier dropped, seemed almost about to smash itself against a crag, then came safely to rest.
      

      
      “There, master,” the pilot said, pointing. “The Gholan Gate.”

      
      Alik Henata looked and saw only a fretted mass of stone. Then he looked again and saw an arched door, slits of windows, a
         parapet, and a cupola as if, by a trick of optical illusion, the natural-seeming cliff had transformed itself into a magical
         palace.
      

      
      A robed figure came to meet him as he stepped from the flier. The cowl was lowered to hide the face, the hands tucked into
         wide sleeves. Even the feet were covered by the trailing hem.
      

      
      “Your name, master?” The voice was deep, resonant, certainly not that of one of the Zendarh, nor that of a Gholanzian. There
         was no mistaking their hard, brittle snap of arrogance. Yet despite the title he used, with its given and implied admission
         of superiority, there was nothing servile about this man. “You are welcome,” the robed figure continued when Alik Henata gave
         his name. “The Superior awaits. Please follow me. Talk to no one. Stray not from the path. Make no sound.”
      

      
      The orders had to be obeyed, yet nothing had been said about Henata’s eyes, and he used them as he followed the guide through the arched doorway into an area flagged with polished stone. Light streamed softly through the slits
         of windows, catching patches of reflective minerals cunningly placed on the walls and the groined roof so that patches of
         living color shimmered and spread as if alive.
      

      
      They passed through a door, a corridor, more flagged and polished stone, reflected light casting a somber haze over arches,
         columns, and echoing chambers all carved from the living rock. Other figures glided past on soundless feet, all, like the
         guide, robed and cowled. A ramp spiraled upward, and Henata felt the soft pressure of the floor against his feet as silent
         mechanisms wafted them upwards. They reached another door on which the guide softly knocked.
      

      
      “Who?”

      
      “The one expected, master.”

      
      “Let him enter.”

      
      Alik Henata blinked as he stepped through the opened door, his eyes adjusting to a flood of light. Soft rugs cushioned his
         feet, brilliance streamed from ornamented lanterns, the air held the scent of khan, the murmur of Keddish drums. Facing him
         across a wide desk stood a tall robed figure, the cowl thrown back to reveal a harsh, strongly boned face, the eyes upslanting,
         the lips cruel.
      

      
      Master Hna Irmuse, Superior of the Gholan Gate, extended a hand, pointing to a chair.

      
      “Sit. You have credentials?”

      
      “A million of them if necessary.” Henata’s voice was a purr, in striking contrast to the harsh tones of the other. “But I
         appreciate your caution. Here.” He delved into a pocket and produced a wad of papers. “My permit from the Chambodian authorities
         to traverse their Complex—you will, perhaps, wish to check my thumbprint and retinal image. A deposition from the Deltanian
         Bank as to my credit-reserve. My landing permit from Inchonia—I assure you that I am whom I represent myself to be.”
      

      
      Hna Irmuse said nothing, examining the documents.

      
      “As you can see I have traveled widely,” continued Henata blandly. “My business necessitates movement I may also add that
         I have never yet had any complaint as to my trustworthiness.”
      

      
      This claim was self-evident in the obvious fact of his continued existence.

      
      Hna Irmuse folded the papers and tossed them carelessly toward the edge of his desk. They fell from the polished wood to the
         carpet, and he stood, watching, as his visitor retrieved them.
      

      
      “Why have you come here?”

      
      “A matter of business.”

      
      “In this place I am called master.”

      
      Henata lowered his head so as to hide his eyes, with the expression he knew they must contain. “Yes, master. I apologize for
         my lapse.”
      

      
      “You are forgiven. Do you wish to join us as an acolyte? If so, I must warn you that the way is long and hard, the discipline
         harsh, and that your decision may not be revoked. Once you join us it is for life.”
      

      
      Henata spread his hands. “Master, I am honored at the opportunity, but that is not why I came. I am, if you wish, a suppliant.
         I come to buy what it is you have to sell.”
      

      
      “And that is?”

      
      “Efficiency, master.”

      
      “You know what it is you ask?”

      
      “Not I, master,” said Henata quickly. “I am just a go-between. An agent trusted to handle a delicate negotiation. My principals,
         as you can understand, must remain anonymous.” He added blandly, “A stipulation which I am certain you have accepted before.”
      

      
      He had almost gone too far. He could tell it from Irmuse’s sudden hardness of the mouth, the thin lips which parted to bare
         sharp and gleaming teeth, the way tiny muscles bunched along the edge of the jaw. The slanted eyes held a sudden bleakness
         as if the Superior were contemplating an ingenious punishment.
      

      
      Quickly Henata said, “Master, we are men of the galaxy. If I have offended it was without intent and I am sorry. If it is your wish I will leave—but with me I will take millions of zircols which could be yours. A fortune, master;
         those who employ me are not niggardly with their rewards. For services rendered they will pay a high fee.”
      

      
      Hna Irmuse said abruptly, “Your journey should not be wasted. Come, let me show you the Gholan Gate.”

      
      A small elevator in the room took them down to a depth where the air seemed thick and a brooding silence stemmed from the
         mass of surrounding stone. Here the cold blue glow of Kells illuminated the darkness, translucent bulbs coated with a fluorescent
         compound, a pinch of radioactive isotopes triggering the luminescence. In their light Hna Irmuse’s face seemed to be that
         of a corpse, the skin sere, the bones prominent like those of a skull.
      

      
      He said, “Listen. What do you hear?”

      
      Henata heard only the beat of his own heart, the sound of his own breath as it rasped in his lungs. He shook his head. “Nothing,
         master.”
      

      
      The Superior clapped his hands. Immediately, all around them, seeming to step from the very stone, a ring of robed and cowled
         figures appeared.
      

      
      “Had you touched me they would have destroyed you,” said Hna Irmuse quietly. “Not at once, not quickly, but you would have
         been as good as dead before your hand could have come to rest.” He clapped his hands again, and as the figures vanished, said,
         “Follow me.”
      

      
      The place was a maze. After the tenth turn Henata gave up trying to remember a pattern, realizing that he was being taken
         on a tortuous path to wherever it was the Superior intended he should go. Compartments opened and closed, filled with shadow,
         some in total darkness, others revealing lines of barred doors, cells where the acolytes slept, ate, or, perhaps, suffered.
      

      
      From one of them came a whimpering, a thin threnody of pain. Through the grilled opening Henata saw a naked man suspended
         by his feet, a glowing bed of coals beneath his head. The naked skull was blistered, seared, the upturned face creased and livid with pain. Hunched beside him a robed figure intoned endlessly, “Tell me the name. Tell
         me the name. Tell me the name.”
      

      
      “A test,” said Hna Irmuse softly. “A trained mind can master the afflictions of the flesh. Should he obey the questioner he
         will have failed. If he remains silent he will pass to a higher circle of achievement.” He added meaningfully, “There are,
         of course, other tests besides the one you see. Only those who have passed them all become true servants of the Gate.”
      

      
      He passed on to where men stood naked against a wall cringing to the lash of a whip. Others, better trained or more stoical,
         stood unresponsive to the lash as it traced lines of blood on their bodies. A few stood with faces transfigured with ecstasy.
      

      
      “They have transmuted pain into pleasure,” said the Superior. “Tear them apart, rip the flesh from their bones with red-hot
         pinchers, drill into the nerves of their teeth, and they will revel in the agony you hope to inflict. They are the highest
         product of our training, The culmination of years of rigorous discipline. Not all can attain such heights, but all can, and
         must, try.”
      

      
      Another chamber and again a line of naked men. Henata studied them, noting a dozen different racial characteristics: men from
         Helga, Brocklan, Moom, Quendle, Parr, even a pair from Earth.
      

      
      His lips tightened as he saw them. “Master, is that wise?”

      
      “The men from Earth?” Hna Irmuse seemed amused. “They serve their purpose, and all who come to the Gate are considered on
         their merit. If they obey. If they accept what we teach. If they can pass the steps to perfection—then they join our number.
         Now watch.”
      

      
      The line split into two sections, wheeled so that men faced each other, hands lifted, poised, fingers clamped like spears.
         From one side came a thick grating voice.
      

      
      “Remember the vital points. Waste no time on futile blows, every unproductive gesture is a dispersion of energy. The eye is
         a favored target, a blinded man is easy prey, but the eye is small, well-protected, and to be effective the blow must be aimed true. The throat is larger and yet a dropped chin will cover the vital points. The stomach
         is usually vulnerable, but unless you can rupture the spleen the injury will be minor. Therefore use deception. Make both
         hands and feet work together in unison. First pair. Ready. Commence!”
      

      
      The pair, a Helganian and a man from Parr, dissolved in a blur of action. Hands lifted, chopping, stabbing, feet kicking,
         knees lifting, bodies twisting in a symphony of physical grace. Like dancers they weaved and struck, dodged to strike again,
         the meaty impact of their blows echoing from the walls, the high roof with its cluster of Kells like artificial stars.
      

      
      Then one staggered, retching, fighting for breath, one hand to his ruptured larynx.

      
      The thick grating voice said, “The penalty of failure is death. Watch and learn.”

      
      “You will let him die?” Henata sucked in his breath. “He could be saved, given more training. The waste—”

      
      “Bothers you?” Irmuse shrugged. “Those who serve the Gate must be of the best. The man must die. If he lives he will never
         be the same again. Once a man has known defeat he is that much less a man. He will hesitate, lose the essential edge of a
         constant victor, the confidence that he will always win. And it is not wholly waste. Those watching will learn.”
      

      
      On the floor the stricken man had recovered a little. He rose, swaying, hands lifting in blind defense, blood thick on his
         mouth and chest, ugly smears on the floor. Around him the others watched tensely, eyes reflecting the blue glow from overhead.
      

      
      The other man darted in, hand a blur, the sound of its impact like that of an ax hitting wood.

      
      His neck broken, the stricken man fell to rise no more.

      
      Henata said sickly, “Master, why have you shown me all this?”

      
      “A buyer should know what it is he purchases.”

      
      “True, but—”

      
      “You spoke of millions,” said Hna Irmuse softly. “I trust, for your sake, that you did not lie.”
      

      
      “No.” Henata remembered the man he had seen suspended over a bed of coals, the others who had been whipped, those who had
         fought, and the one who had died. “No, master. I did not lie.”
      

      
      “Then we shall return to my office,” said the Superior. “There will be wine and some small cakes I think will be to your liking.
         And there you will tell me exactly what it is you want done—and how much money you are prepared to pay for the services of
         the Gholan Gate.”
      

   
      
      
      

      

      
      CHAPTER
 TWO

      Rham Yakem, Prince of Lekhard, delicately touched the traditional rim of hair circling his mouth, and smiling with genuine
         pleasure, said, “My dear, Cap! This is indeed a surprise. Welcome to my world!”
      

      
      Returning the smile, Kennedy took the proffered hand and closed his own fingers around the slender ones of the young man.
         He liked the prince, liked too his young and lovely wife, her beauty unspoiled despite her obvious pregnancy. Rham Yakem had
         recently inherited his title and his first official act had been to seek alliance with the Terran Sphere. A shrewd move on
         his part—already Commander Breson and his forces of MALACA 7 were busy reclaiming a desert and providing the means of irrigation
         which would double the food-production capacity of Lekhard.
      

      
      “I am a little annoyed, Cap,” continued the prince. “For you to arrive and not stay at the palace—you must rectify the error.”

      
      “At a time like this you are busy,” said Kennedy. “Too busy for social graces. How are things going?”

      
      “As well as could be hoped. The Traditionalists are still fulminating at what they considered to be my heresy in seeking alliance
         with Earth. I have tried to explain the obvious benefits to them but they are stubborn in their ways. Still, time will heal
         all. And the people, once their bellies are full and the technology you have introduced takes full effect, will be thankful.
         In the meantime”—the prince extended his hand to indicate gay pavilions studding the rolling sward which stretched from the foot of his platform—“we are at festival. You will stay with
         us, Cap?”
      

      
      “Thank you, but not at the moment. You have duties … and it may not be diplomatic to display your known friendship with Earth
         in such an obvious manner.”
      

      
      “And ceremonial functions bore you,” said the prince shrewdly. “To be frank, Cap, you are not alone. I would rather be mixing
         with the people and sharing their enjoyments than having to sit up here and make polite conversation with those of the old
         regime. Well, rank and responsibility has its price. Yama, my dear?”
      

      
      She rose, a little awkwardly, lifting one ringed hand to touch Kennedy’s cheek in the Lekhardian gesture of kinship.

      
      “We must meet later,” she said softly. “My husband owes you much, and because of that, so do I. At midnight, perhaps? You
         and your friends?”
      

      
      Kennedy extended his hand and gently touched the petal-smoothness of her face. How much, he wondered, did she know of the
         part he had played in the initial negotiations? Perhaps nothing. Lekhardian women were obedient to their men, relating to
         them with softness and guile rather than with outright opposition. But Rham Yakem would have talked in the deep stillnesses
         of the night, and what his wife lacked in sure knowledge she would have made up by shrewd intuition.
      

      
      He said formally, “My lady, may your life be long and your child strong.”

      
      Her blush of pleasure at his use of the old ways belied her scolding. “Cap! So formal. Are we not friends?”

      
      “Of course.”

      
      “And now that we are allied with Earth we must adopt Terran ways. My son”—her hand fell to her swollen belly—“will be taught
         at the Newark University. His brother at the Rostov Institute. Their sisters—”
      

      
      “Please!” Rham Yakem lifted his hand in mock horror. “So many children! And have I nothing to say in their upbringing?”

      
      “Everything, my lord,” she said quickly, but her eyes held a mischievous gleam as she lowered her head. “But we bore Cap.
         He cannot be interested in our domestic plans. His life lies among the stars, not in the confines of a nursery.”
      

      
      That truth could not be denied, yet Kennedy had never derided or belittled true affection. And the cold hostility of space
         was a poor contrast to the love and affection of a beautiful woman, and the comfort of children. It was a consolation to know
         that what they now enjoyed, he had helped to provide.
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