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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

      
      
      In the darkness the thin voice was sharply precise.

      
      “Watch and remember.”

      
      On a wall a picture flared into life of a man dressed in russet garments, with a roach of hair dyed crimson, and gems winking
         on hands and ears. His mouth was thin, his eyes narrowed, suspicious, and his jaw prognathous.
      

      
      “The Tyrant of Papan,” intoned the voice. “Soon he will be signing a pact of alliance with Terra. Once the planet becomes
         a part of the Terran Sphere MALACA 4 will be summoned to aid in the rehabilitation of the Homimah Outlands.”
      

      
      The second picture showed a man wearing the blue, green, and silver uniform of the forces of Terran Control; his insignia
         was that of a Mobile Aid Laboratory And Construction Authority.
      

      
      “Commander Rajahmund.”

      
      The man in the chair stirred, making no comment.

      
      The third visual depicted a broad, heavy face, the eyes hooded and pouched, the jowls sagging, deep lines running from nose
         to mouth. The nose was beaked, prominent, giving the features the look of a brooding eagle.
      

      
      “Elias Weyburn, Director of Terran Control. The pact with Papan is important, and he will be present in person to finalize
         the alliance. This situation is unusual and offers an opportunity not to be missed.”
      

      
      “I see.” Anj Gasen relaxed a little in the chair. “And you—”

      
      “Be silent!” The thin voice held the cutting edge of a scalpel. “Watch, remember, and learn.”

      
      
      Gasen thinned his lips. The light from the screen played over his thin features, filling the hollows with colored shadows.
         A small, lithe man of early middle age, a professional in devious arts, already he was regretting having accepted the bribe
         which had brought him to this darkened house set at the edge of town. And yet he’d had no real choice; the money had been
         accompanied by two men who had answered no questions but had left him in no doubt as to what would happen if he had refused.
         These strange men, more like robots than flesh and blood, had guided him to the house, into this room, placed him in the chair,
         and seated him in the darkness, from which had come the voice.
      

      
      “The Director will not be alone,” continued the unseen speaker. “With him will be others.”

      
      The next picture showed a tall, thin man with an upsweep of hair over a sloping brow, with eyes like tiny gems in the smooth
         ovoid of his face, ears like shells, convoluted and pointed like a cat’s.
      

      
      “Veem Chemile, a native of Okulu. He has an attribute which makes him particularly dangerous. His skin is scaled with minute
         flecks of photosensitive tissue which will reflect the coloration of any background against which he stands.”
      

      
      Another picture.

      
      “Penza Saratov, a native of Droom. You will note the shaved head, the massive development of shoulders, arms, and torso. Dressed
         as he is in loose robes he appears to be an ordinary man grown obscenely obese. An illusion—Droom has a gravity three times
         greater than Terra—the bulk you see is bone, muscle, and sinew. He is a skilled engineer. He is also capable of tearing a
         man apart with his bare hands.”
      

      
      A new face appeared on the screen, lined and aged, with a mass of graying hair rising from a high forehead. The eyes were
         vivid blue, alight with intelligence, the mouth thin and down-curved, as if its owner had tasted something not to his liking.
      

      
      “Professor Jarl Luden. The discoverer of the Quendial Artifacts and the Moomianian Scrolls. An accepted authority on the Zheltyana. Not as frail as he appears, but his true strength
         lies in the keenness of his intellect.”
      

      
      Anj Gasen said dryly, “Interesting, but was I brought here to watch a picture show?”

      
      “What you see could save your life.” Again the picture changed. “Captain Kennedy. Apparently a normal servant of ORDER—you
         know what that is?”
      

      
      “The government of Earth,” said Gasen. “Overall Regulation Department Environmental Resources.”

      
      “The heart and center of Terran Control,” agreed the voice. “But Kennedy is more than what he appears to be. Study him.”

      
      Gasen saw a tall man, somberly dressed in black edged with gold, the shoulders wide, the torso tapering to a narrow waist,
         the body of a man in perfect physical condition, but there was more to the man than that. Gasen studied the face, the deep-set
         eyes, the strong jaw, the firm mouth. Here was a hard, relentless man, one used to authority, to command.
      

      
      Gasen blinked as the light died. It was replaced by a soft glow spilling from lanterns of iron and yellow glass, a delicate
         luminescence which softened and blurred outlines so that, for a moment, he imagined himself to be deep under yellowed water
         or sitting in a coiling golden mist. Then the illusion passed and he looked at normal furnishings, walls of stone, a thick
         carpet on a floor of polished wood.
      

      
      “And now?”

      
      “You may turn.”

      
      A thronelike chair stood beside the projector, the man in it radiating the strength and power of a king. Tall, he was dressed
         in robes heavily ornamented with twists of golden braid, the yellow stark against the deep maroon, the gemmed insignia of
         a double helix bright on his breast. He sat as if made of stone.
      

      
      But it was his face that drew Anj Gasen’s eyes. It was cold, remote, delicate skin drawn tight over prominent bone, the flesh
         almost transparent, as if made of the thinnest china. The eyes were large and lambent, crimson flecks in irises of emerald green, the orbs elongated and slanting upward
         beneath finely drawn brows. The nose was thin, the upper lip long, the mouth a thin, almost invisible, slit over a rounded
         jaw.
      

      
      “Kaifeng!”

      
      “Dr. Kaifeng!” The thin voice was acid in its correction. “You have heard of me?”

      
      “Yes, Master, I—” Anj Gasen broke off, confused, bewildered at rumor having come so abruptly to life. He swallowed, conscious
         of the dryness of his mouth and throat, the sudden acceleration of his heart. The reaction annoyed him. In his field he was
         an expert—why did the mere presence of this man make him feel like an inexperienced boy?
      

      
      “Gossip,” said the thin voice. “Words whispered over wine. Hints garnered in the dark places of the underworld. Such is reputation.”

      
      And the stories were darkly edged with blood. Things that had been glimpsed, and tales that horrified. Crimes that stepped
         beyond the normal motivations of greed. Gasen remembered a time when he had seen a thing crawl from a darkened corner in a
         booth at a fair, a freak among many. But Gasen had recognized the tattoo on one limb, had known the creature when he had walked
         straight and tall and had owned a mouth with which to laugh, hands with which to hold. Kaifeng’s work.
      

      
      And there had been others, too many others. Gasen said numbly, “Why did you send for me?”

      
      “To become an associate.” The thin brows lifted a trifle. “You are amazed? But why? Surely the successful completion of a
         project rests on the means employed? I have chosen you as the best in your field. There are other reasons, but that will suffice.
         Do you care for some wine?”
      

      
      Without waiting for a response Kaifeng touched a button set into the arm of his chair. A blank-faced servant, the double helix
         bright on his tunic, stepped soundlessly into the room and set a decanter and glass before Anj Gasen. Gratefully he drank.
      

      
      
      “A test,” the doctor said softly. “The wine holds a poison that will destroy you within the hour unless an antidote is administered.
         Needless to say it will be a most unpleasant ending. First the muscles will contract and then the nerves will tremble in sensitivity
         to pain—you wish me to continue? No. I thought not.” The thin voice hardened, became the lash of a whip. “How would you assassinate
         the Tyrant of Papan?”
      

      
      “You can’t.” Gasen dabbed at his forehead, finding it wet with perspiration. “The man is a paranoiac. He is always surrounded
         with guards and defensive devices.”
      

      
      “Negative thinking.” The thin voice held reproach. “And it could kill you. Take more wine; it may stimulate your intellect
         and can do no further harm. I will make it easier for you. The pact is to be signed in the banquet hall of the palace. The
         attendance will be select, and only those men whose likenesses I have showed you are to be feared as nodes of concentrated
         danger. The unknown factor, in a sense. I have decided that, at the time of sealing the pact with Terra, the Tyrant will be
         most vulnerable. Well?”
      

      
      Gasen looked longingly at the wine, then firmly pushed it aside. Now, if never before, he needed the sharp edge of every faculty.

      
      “I know the palace,” he said. “No one can enter without being subjected to a thorough search. Electronic scanners make certain
         that nothing metallic is introduced into the presence of the Tyrant. There are no points of advantage from which a sniper
         could operate, and even if there were he could never escape with his life. It would be impossible to use a mechanical surrogate.
         The area is constantly being bathed with electro-magnetic interference to prevent spying.”
      

      
      “So?”

      
      “Assassination is an art,” Gasen said boldly. “A true assassin works always with one object in mind, to kill and then to escape.
         If escape is impossible then the project is unfeasible. Only a fanatic would be willing to lose his own life to affect the
         culmination of his goal, and fanatics do not usually make good assassins. They lack the required patience and skill. They work on emotion, and emotion is always unreliable.”
      

      
      “True.” Kaifeng inclined his head a little. “May I remind you of the passage of time? It would be a pity if you were to arrive
         at a successful conclusion of the matter too late.”
      

      
      Gasen dabbed again at his forehead, inwardly cursing himself for having ventured into the trap. He should have fought, run,
         done anything aside from accompanying those servants of the doctor. Better to have died in the gutter than end like this.
      

      
      “An agent must be found, one who can gain entry into the palace. A servant, or someone who could be made to resemble one.
         A waiter at the table would be best, someone familiar. He must be provided with a weapon which escapes detection. Nothing
         metallic. The means of death must be subtle. I would suggest something like zame, which kills instantly—” He broke off, his
         mind spinning. “There isn’t time!”
      

      
      The room blurred as agony gripped him, claws of pain tearing at his stomach, ripping at his nerves.

      
      He fell, screaming, to thrash wildly on the floor, his feet hammering a muffled tattoo on the carpet.

      
      Kaifeng watched, leaning forward, one delicately shaped hand supporting his chin, the elbow resting on a knee. His thin lips
         were parted, his eyes glowing as if, in watching, he fed on the other’s pain.
      

      
      As the drumming ceased and Gasen’s agonized face looked toward him, he said, “The first attack, a taste of what will happen
         if you should fail.”
      

      
      “For God’s sake, Master! The antidote!”

      
      “It will be given, but first let me tell you what the future holds in store. You were selected because you resemble a servant
         of the palace. Some slight alterations and you will pass for him. Fortunate, was it not, that you, an expert in your field,
         should so well fit my needs? However, to continue. The alterations will be done, as I said; a weapon will be provided and
         other safeguards installed. The poison you have taken will be reintroduced, adapted to give you more time so that you can perform your task and then escape. A spur for you to obey. Perform your task well and
         you will have nothing to fear. Fail and—”
      

      
      Gasen shrieked, doubling, his eyes flaming, hands clawing at his groin. His back arched, the spine bent like a bow, froth
         appeared on his mouth, and the muscles of his face, contracting, gave him the appearance of a gargoyle locked in the fires
         of hell.
      

      
      This second spasm lasted much longer than the first, and again Kaifeng watched with undisguised pleasure.

      
      As the screaming, jerking figure finally became still, he said to the tormented face, “Pain, one of the greatest means of
         persuasion there has ever been. Far more effective than the simple promise of reward, and it carries an added bonus. What
         you have learned here today, my friend, you will never forget. The pain you have experienced has driven knowledge deep into
         your mind: the faces you have seen, the dangers you must avoid, the task you must perform.”
      

      
      “Please, Master!” Gasen’s voice was a naked plea. “The antidote! Give me the antidote!”

      
      Kaifeng dropped his hand to the arm of his chair, one thin finger depressing a button. He watched impassively as a servant
         entered with a hypogun.
      

      
      Kaifeng gestured toward the man on the floor, waited as the servant stooped over the prostrate figure and injected a blast
         of drug from the instrument into Gasen’s bloodstream. As the servant left Kaifeng said, “You are at ease now? Good. Think
         of the experience as a lesson. I am certain you will not wish to repeat it.”
      

      
      “No, Master.” Gasen rose, feeling unsteady, the light and the recent agony combining to make him feel giddy, weak with physical
         exhaustion, mentally disoriented.
      

      
      “Soon you will be asleep,” Kaifeng said evenly. “The antidote carried a sedative, but before it takes effect there will be
         one last spasm of pain. Not as bad as before, but enough to cause you to remember what I say.”
      

      
      “There’s no need,” panted Gasen. “I know.”

      
      “You are afraid,” murmured the thin voice. “It is so relatively easy to deal with men. Their own intelligence proves their greatest weakness. Already you are suffering from anticipation.
         Well, a lesson cannot be too well learned.”
      

      
      Gasen took a step toward the thronelike chair, the figure it contained. A spark of something flamed within him in final rebellion.
         He was not an animal, a mindless beast to be taught in this way. Better to die than to suffer, better still to take the cause
         of his agony with him.
      

      
      “You are stubborn,” whispered the thin voice. “It will not last. Already the pain is beginning. Cannot you feel it tearing
         at your nerves? Now listen; who is it you must kill?”
      

      
      “The Tyrant!” Gasen clenched his hands, feeling the nails dig into his palms, conscious only of the rising tide of pain. “The
         Tyrant, damn you! The Tyrant of Papan!”
      

      
      “No,” Kaifeng said sharply. “Not the Tyrant. You must kill Elias Weyburn, Director of Terran Control.”

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      Weyburn was annoyed. It was bad enough that he had been forced to come to this backward world, let alone to be cut off from
         communication with the center of Terran Control. Irritably he glared around the room he had been given, a luxurious prison
         of stone draped with expensive hangings. A tray of wine and sweetmeats was set on a low table, and, he knew, attentive women
         were waiting for his summons, ready to pander to his every whim if he wished. Bribes from a barbarian.
      

      
      The Tyrant of Papan had his own ideas of how to entertain guests, but nothing could compensate for Weyburn’s uneasiness. He
         would be glad when the whole thing was over, the pact signed, alliance secure, the forces of MALACA 4 advancing to take up
         a new position, ready not only to help turn the Homimah Outlands into a fertile area, but to resist any and all aggression
         with weapons that could destroy worlds if the need arose.
      

      
      He grunted as a knock sounded on the door.

      
      “Come in.”

      
      It was Kennedy. He smiled as he looked down at the Director sitting in an overpadded chair, the wings of which framed him
         as if they were stunted arms about to embrace him.
      

      
      “Cap!” Weyburn heaved himself to his feet. “Any word?”

      
      “Relax. I’ve spoken to Rajahmund. Nothing has come up to spoil your vacation.”

      
      “Vacation!” With an effort Weyburn restrained his temper. “Are you joking, Cap? Clayton was a fool not to have managed this on his own. A simple treaty and he has to louse it up. As a diplomat he’s a dead loss. Well, maybe Weit
         can find him something to do in Records or put him somewhere on a world where he doesn’t have to use his brains. Diplomats!”
      

      
      “Clayton did his best,” soothed Kennedy. “He was up against something he couldn’t help. Gak Anuk is a paranoiac, a classic
         case of persecution mania coupled with delusions of grandeur. He wouldn’t sign with anyone of less importance than yourself.”
      

      
      That fact didn’t alter Weyburn’s irritation. Away from the center of Terran Control he felt like a spider robbed of its web,
         and with the electronic barrier maintained over the palace he had lost his eyes, ears, and hands. Actually it meant only a
         little delay for messages to be conveyed by hand, but to a man accustomed to hybeam radio and the resources of vast computers,
         it was as if he were a cripple.
      

      
      It also warned him that he was getting old, maybe too old. In the game he played the destiny of worlds could depend on the
         agility of his mind. A wrong decision, too great a delay, the failure to recognize a threat when it appeared, and the galaxy
         could dissolve into flame. Rival powers, envious of Earth and its prosperity, were always gnawing at the edges of Terran Control,
         inviting retaliation, using other planets as pawns, doing their utmost to upset the Pax Terra so carefully maintained.
      

      
      Against them he had the web of agents to aid the select body of Free Acting Terran Envoys of which Kennedy was the foremost.
         The agents of FATE always worked secretly, each his own judge, jury, and, if necessary, executioner. These men would do anything
         in their power to stamp out the flame of war before it could engulf the galaxy.
      

      
      “The guests are arriving,” said Kennedy. “That’s what I came to tell you. Gak Anuk’s guards are checking them now. Commander
         Rajahmund has a corps of men outside, ostensibly an honor guard, but they’ll serve as a screen and can seal the area if necessary.”
      

      
      Weyburn said sharply, “You expect trouble, Cap?”

      
      
      For answer Kennedy crossed the room to where a stellar chart hung against one wall. The Terran Sphere of influence was lined
         in blue, others in red, green, orange, purple. His finger tapped at where an enclave showed in the blue.
      

      
      “Papan. Not much use as a world, and it will require a lot of help if it is to climb up from the barbaric culture it has at
         present. Too far away to interest the Chambodians, but close enough to make the Haddrach of Holme a little nervous if they
         intend expansion. With MALACA 4 positioned here they’ll have us breathing down their necks. And the Sigurians could be resentful.
         If something should happen to Gak Anuk—”
      

      
      “His son would sign,” snapped Weyburn. “I’d rather deal with him than the old man any day.”

      
      “If his son was elected to the throne,” agreed Kennedy. “That needn’t happen. There’s a brother who has a following. In any
         case it would leave a bad taste, not to speak of delay. Negotiations would have to be started all over again from the beginning.
         More pressure, more concessions, perhaps; certainly uneasiness created, the food for spiteful rumors.”
      

      
      Weyburn could imagine what they would be. Deal with Earth or else— Rulers, touchy as to their pride, afraid of their necks, would listen, prime material for those who had a vested interest
         in the diminishing of Terran Control.
      

      
      As the sound of a gong echoed from the lower regions Weyburn shrugged. “Well, Cap, we’ve done our best. That was the summons
         to attend the Tyrant. At least I’ve managed to persuade him to sign before the banquet and not after.” He scowled as the gong
         sounded again, imperious, commanding. “We’d better not keep him waiting.”
      

      
      Kennedy watched him go, heading down the passage to where guards, resplendent in silver and orange, crested helmets on their
         heads, traditional swords at their sides, waited to escort him to the hall. Stepping back into the chamber, he called softly,
         “Veem?”
      

      
      A patch of the wall seemed to dissolve, to take the shape of a man.

      
      
      “About time, Cap,” said Chemile. “The way Weyburn was pacing about I thought he might hit me at any time.”

      
      “He didn’t spot you?”

      
      “Of course not.” Chemile was offended. “The only way he could have done that was by actually touching me.” Frowning, he added,
         “But, Cap, why him? Surely the Tyrant would be the target for any assassin?”
      

      
      “Just a precaution, Veem. There are a lot of people who would like to see Weyburn dead. And Penza is watching Gak Anuk.” The
         gong sounded again, echoes rolling, fading in whispering murmurs. “We’d better get below.”
      

      
      Tables had been set in a U-shape in the hall, with the Tyrant and his honored guests seated in the center. A troupe of Boddari
         dancers gracefully filed into the open space created by the tables, and began weaving and undulating in suggestive abandon
         to the erotic music of Kasendian rhythm. The barbaric music and barbaric dancers matched the groined roof of the windowless
         chamber, the walls of bare stone unsoftened by any tapestries behind which an assassin could hide, the unbroken ranks of guards
         that ringed the confines of the hall.
      

      
      Wine was served. Lifting his goblet, Gak Anuk rose, his voice a roar, killing the music, the soft padding of naked feet.

      
      “A toast! To our new friends of Earth!”

      
      As one they drank, except Kennedy, who pretended to swallow but only wet his lips as others drained their goblets. At his
         side Luden whispered, “The pact is signed, Cap. Weyburn wasted no time.”
      

      
      Kennedy glanced at the scroll lying before the Director, the visible evidence that now only the festivities remained. He could
         have done without them, but ceremony was a part of the native culture and tradition had to be maintained.
      

      
      As the music recommenced and waiters hurried about the tables bearing steaming platters he relaxed a little. With the treaty
         signed MALACA 4 could move in, expanding the boundaries of Terran Control. Soon all those now present would begin to benefit,
         as the barbarism of the present culture yielded to modern influences. Idly he glanced along the table, seeing the rigid figure of Commander Rajahmund
         next to the huge bulk of Saratov, Chemile close to Weyburn, who, his face impassive, still gave the impression of wanting
         to be elsewhere.
      

      
      “Now that this is almost over, Cap,” said Luden as he speared a morsel of succulent meat on the tip of the pointed rod which
         served as a fork, “I suggest that we return to Quendial. There have been fresh excavations at the site where we found those
         artifacts and I would like to make a personal investigation of the glacial drift of the region. As we surmised they could
         have been brought down from a higher region, and the excavations tend to bear out the theory that subterranean pockets could
         contain other remnants of the Zheltyana.”
      

      
      Kennedy helped himself to some shredded vegetables blended with pungent herbs.
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