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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.
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Escape from Breell


If this is an open prison, Cade thought, lead me to a closed one. Like one of those olden-day dungeons – cool and damp and peaceful …


He prodded glumly with his fend-spear at the powdery blue dust ahead of him, watching it swirl and settle, aware that he had thought the same thing every day since he had been sentenced. And that there were all too many days ahead when he would be thinking it again. Lifting his gaze, he stared out over the blue desert that stretched to the horizon, its barren emptiness offering a perfect image of the confinement that also stretched before him.


The desert covered most of a large island on a planet named Breell. Decades before, after humans had colonized Breell, they had built a prison – an open prison – on one corner of the island. Inevitably, a time had come when it needed expanding. But it could only be expanded outwards, on to the desert, which meant that the blue barrenness had to be tamed and reclaimed. To begin that work, a labour force had been created from the convict population already on the island.


The convicts knew very well why they had been chosen. The desert was highly dangerous – and they were wholly expendable.


Cade had heard plenty of stories about people who had tried to escape from the prison, over the years, by trying to cross the desert. Those who had survived thirst and heat-stroke, and the hostile life-forms that lived their alien lives on or under the blue sand, had in the end been halted at the island’s edge by the barrier of Breell’s burningly acid sea.


A very open prison, Cade thought. Because there are so many ways open to you to get killed …


‘Pay heed, pinch-face!’


The harsh throaty growl came from one side, making him jump. But he made no reply, since he was used to both the heavily accented voice and the hostility behind it. He merely glanced warily at the tall inhuman being who was also probing with a fend-spear at the blue dust, while glaring at Cade for letting his attention wander.


The alien, properly called an Occian, was more or less humanoid, lean and stringy with a broad head, wide mouth and bulging eyes. His greyish skin was thick, ridged and blotchy, and there was a slight webbing between the bony fingers. The Occians were amphibious, and so had been nicknamed ‘Phibs’ – a numerous, aggressive species who from the beginning of star-travel had clashed with the numerous and aggressive human expansion. More decades earlier, that clash had sparked a short but costly war between humans and Occians, after which the Human Commonwealth and the Occian Unity had begun a continuing period of total separation, wary competition and intense mutual dislike.


The dislike operated as intensely among individuals as well, perhaps especially in a prison. Cade certainly had no great liking for Phibs, nor – usually – much interest in them. And yet, ever since the desert work had begun, Cade had made every effort to be teamed up as often as possible with that particular Occian prisoner for each day’s work.


He had done so because he knew that, somewhere on its reptilian person, that particular Occian carried a mysterious object that the alien believed to be hugely valuable, perhaps priceless.


Cade knew all that because each night, when the labour force had been taken back to their quarters in the main, original prison, that Occian – surrounded by the two or three other Phib prisoners, keeping apart from humans as always – brought out the object and gloated over it. With Cade eavesdropping intently, while never showing the smallest sign that, unusually for a human, he had some grasp of the Occian language.


Ever since he had first overheard one of those gloating sessions, the unknown object had dominated Cade’s yearnings and daydreams – along with an assortment of fantasies about escape. But then, such dreams had always been what had kept Cade going – and getting into trouble …


He was a young man, nearly twenty human years old – not tall but well-built, solid and springy, trimmed down to leanness by poor food and desert labour. Prison rules required his curly brown hair to be shorter than he liked, just as they required him and the others in the working group to wear shapeless reflecting robes as protection against the fierce desert sun. Within the robe’s hood Cade’s face was boyishly good-looking, almost cherubic, with clear blue eyes and a ready smile that could be cheeky or cheerful or charming as the need arose.


His charm, and his appearance generally, had served him well on many worlds, in many different and seldom legal enterprises. Along with some other useful skills, it had helped him to live reasonably well much of the time, and otherwise to stay clear of various forms of law enforcement that became aware of him. Even after he had slipped up and been caught, on Breell, he had been able to win over some of the guards, and so to wheedle a number of favours – including that regular pairing with the Occian who owned the secret and valuable thing.


But no amount of human charm could hope to overcome the deep-rooted suspicion and aggressive hostility of an Occian. So all Cade could do, every day, was look longingly at the loose wrinkly skin of the Occian’s throat – where an internal storage sac contained the valuable thing – and dream his unlikely dreams.


‘Move, weak-skin!’ the Occian snarled.


Cade jumped slightly again, realizing that he had stopped in his tracks and was staring all too obviously at the alien’s throat. But the Phib had not seemed to notice – shuffling forward, muttering and growling as he probed the dust with the fend-spear. His mutterings, in Occian, expressed remarkably obscene views of Cade’s ancestry, but as usual Cade’s face betrayed not the tiniest hint that he understood. He merely pushed forward as well, wielding his own spear.


About thirty other robed and hooded convicts were spread out over the desert in a broad wavery arc, doing the same thing, stolidly watched by half-a-dozen guards. All the workers were nearly knee-deep in the blue dust, their legs armoured with thigh-high ceramalloy boots against burrowing creatures lurking beneath the desert surface. The fend-spears that they carried, useless as weapons, resembled long oversized forks whose prongs emitted mild electroblasts that distressed the desert life-forms enough to force them to the surface. Then the guards would stun them with real weapons – electroguns called rattlers, firing a focused blast that could temporarily knock out most nervous systems. And the stunned life-forms would be taken away to be humanely dealt with elsewhere.


At least, that was the theory. But the protective boots did not always protect, and the guards were not always alert or quick enough. Cade had already seen two prisoners badly hurt by big, furious dust-eels that spat pellets of their own poisonous dung, and had himself once been barely quick enough to avoid a whipping, venomous tendril from a mobile spine-vine. And, he thought darkly as he shuffled forward next to the Occian, the odds are getting worse with every step I take.


Even as that thought formed, it seemed for an instant that his luck had finally run out – for a terrible eerie howling suddenly filled the desert air all around him. But he recognized the howl almost at once, and reacted to it in the same way as all the other convict workers. Tucking the handle of his fend-spear under his arm, he drew his hood tightly around his face and clamped his hands over his ears.


Even then the howling grew nearly painful as a stubby-winged aircraft settled down towards the ground in a raging, choking tornado of blue dust. It landed slightly ahead of the prisoners and to one side, so that Cade and the Occian were nearest to it. And Cade peered through the dust at it with some curiosity, since it was one of the shuttles that carried the labour force back and forth from the main prison to the desert. It’s too early, he thought, frowning. Where are they taking us now?


But then, as the dust settled, he saw that the shuttle was not taking but bringing. When the hatch opened, three convicts in robes and alloy boots clambered out, followed by a watchful guard with a rattler – and then by the shuttle pilot, who peered around with interest, showing that he had never made the desert run before. Enjoying the break in routine, Cade watched as the new prisoners were herded over to the other guards who had gathered to receive them. All the prisoners in the labour force had also stopped work to watch, their fend-spears idle. Even the particular Occian who was paired with Cade was watching, growling faintly as if annoyed by the human activity.


In that still moment, without warning, the Occian’s growl expanded into a shrill and shocking scream of agony – when from the sand at his feet the writhing tangle of a big spine-vine burst out and flung a tendril like a thorny whip around the Occian’s unprotected wrist.


And the scream was still in its first microsecond when Cade saw, in his mind’s eye, unexpected but perfectly clear, a step-by-step plan of exactly what he was going to do.


The alien began to fall, his scream cut off as the vine’s poison stunned and paralysed him. And the unconscious alien body had barely hit the ground when Cade jabbed at the vine with his spear to drive it back, then reached down, pried open the Occian’s mouth and thrust his hand into the slightly slimy throat. There, in the bulge of the storage sac, his fumbling fingers closed on a small flat ovoid that felt like plastic, and he jerked it out with a triumphant grin.


Tucking the ovoid into a boot-top, he sprang to his feet. Only seconds had passed since the Occian’s scream, and everyone else was only beginning to react – the guards starting to rush forward, the Occian prisoners starting to howl in outrage as they saw the theft. By then, also, the spine-vine had begun to burrow back into the sand. But Cade was still moving at full speed, still seeing his plan of action laid out in his mind as if he had been working on it for a year.


Plunging his spear into the sand under the vine, he scooped it up, straining a little under its weight, dodging a trailing tendril – then used the spear’s long handle like a lever to swing the vine up into the air, and throw it. It hurtled away in a curving arc, tendrils thrashing, aimed at the group of guards rushing towards Cade. Yelling in alarm, the guards scattered, stumbling in the powdery sand as they desperately tried to avoid the deadly thorns.


With that head start, Cade sprinted away. Towards the shuttle.


The pilot was still standing by the open hatch, gaping and bewildered. Unaware that the fend-spear was harmless, he shied back as Cade threatened him with its prongs. And then Cade tossed the spear aside and leaped into the ship, slapping a hand on to the switch that closed the hatch just as the first ill-aimed bursts from the guards’ rattlers hissed around him.


Flinging himself into the pilot’s seat at the shuttle controls, Cade grinned at the familiar, mostly pre-programmed guidance system. And he was laughing aloud as he took the shuttle up in another blue dust-storm, and powered away into the desert sky.
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The Price of a World


The unoriginally named Black Hole Club stood on a shabby back street in the largest city on the planet Breell. The club offered a limited range of food, a variety of intoxicating drinks from many worlds and abundant mild narcotics. All that, plus a few third-rate entertainers at weekends, seldom brought in more than a handful of customers at any time.


So the club had acquired only four silent, huddled patrons on the rain-dampened afternoon when the robed and hooded stranger entered.


Of course, to the lone steward working in the club, most customers on any day were strangers. And many of them also kept themselves well covered – which to the steward always seemed highly comical, since he was one of the dwarfish, orange-skinned alien species from the planet Illiya. The humanoid Illiyans mostly wore nothing at all on their home world and colony worlds, while on other planets they yielded to more modest custom only with minimal kilts, like the shiny purple one worn by the steward.


Yet no sign of his amusement showed in the steward’s huge dark eyes as the overdressed stranger approached. Not even when the steward noticed the stranger’s soiled and ill-fitting coveralls beneath the robe, and his clumping, sloppily over-large boots.


‘Is Aphoz around?’ the stranger asked, in the language of the Human Commonwealth, his voice sounding youthful though his face was hidden in the hood’s shadows.


‘I don’t know the name,’ the steward said with automatic caution.


The hooded human sighed. ‘Tall skinny bald man, scarred cheek, broken nose, a finger missing on one hand. You couldn’t miss him. Especially when he owns this place.’


‘I don’t know what you mean,’ the Illiyan said blankly.


The hooded one sighed again. ‘Just tell him I want to see him. You can’t really think I’m a Civil Patrolman modelling a glamorous new-style uniform.’


The steward nearly smiled before catching himself. ‘Maybe you could give me your name?’


‘That’s really funny,’ the hooded one said flatly. ‘Just get Aphoz. He knows my name.’


The steward remained still. ‘So you say. But you could be anyone.’


‘In fact,’ the hooded one said, sounding like he was speaking through clenched teeth, ‘I’m someone. And if you don’t go and get Aphoz …’


He stopped – because the steward had touched a small stud on his belt, and a mirror on a side wall had opened like a door. In the doorway stood a bulky and remarkably ugly human holding a short and equally ugly bar of dark metal that had somehow been tied in a crude knot, perhaps by its wielder’s huge hands.


As he stepped out, the other four customers rose in a flurry and bolted out of the front door. But the hooded figure paid no attention. He simply opened his robe at the front, to show the heavy shape of a hand-gun tucked into his waistband. The unmistakeable shape of a pyro-gun, which fired focused bursts of pure incinerating flame.


Seeing it, the club-wielder and the steward both went very still. And in that frozen moment, through the doorway that the mirror had covered, a tall bony man emerged who exactly fitted the description given by the hooded one.


‘Aphoz!’ said the hooded one with some relief. ‘Don’t you recognize voices any more?’


‘I was busy,’ said the tall man, Aphoz, scowling. ‘An’ now you’ve scared off my customers, I hope you’re at least gonna buy a drink.’


‘Not exactly,’ said the hooded one, moving towards the doorway. ‘But you’ll buy me one when I tell you what I’ve got for you.’


Shaking his head, the tall man led the way back to a small room like an office, with a cheap Netlink terminal and other info-tech items scattered on rickety shelves and a cluttered table. There the tall man kicked the door shut and wheeled on his visitor.


‘Lord’s sake, Jaxie!’ he snarled. ‘What’re you doin’, comin’ here?’


‘Call me Cade,’ said Cade, throwing back his hood and glaring. ‘And you could be a little pleased to see me.’


Aphoz snorted. ‘Could I? Look at you! You tryin’ to get picked up? An’ me along with you?’


Cade shrugged. ‘I didn’t exactly have time to pack my bags when I left. But I know I wasn’t spotted, coming here.’


‘Not yet, maybe,’ Aphoz growled. ‘But the Civs know we’re pals, an’ they were sniffin’ round here the day after you broke out, an’ most every day since.’


Cade looked unconcerned. ‘Let them sniff. Did they tell you anything about me?’


‘Some,’ Aphoz nodded, settling onto a stained sofa. ‘Said you stole a shuttle an’ took off from that island jail about nine, ten days ago. An’ first, if they got it right, you robbed a Phib who got hurt.’ He lounged back, seeming at ease and unconcerned – but his close-set eyes had begun to glitter hungrily. ‘What’d you steal, Ja … Cade?’


Cade smiled knowingly. ‘Never mind. That’s not what I’ve got for you. I want to sell you the shuttle, so I can get some things I need and get off Breell.’


‘What if I don’t wanna buy?’ Aphoz asked sourly. ‘You gonna pull that pyro an’ make me do it? Get back at me ’cause you got jailed?’


Cade’s smile became warm and cajoling. ‘If I wanted to do that, do you think I’d be here offering you a sweet deal? You know me better than that. We were partners, Aph – and that hasn’t changed just because things went wrong and I got nabbed.’ He laughed. ‘For all we know, there might’ve really been spallerium on that asteroid we were selling.’


Aphoz echoed his laughter. ‘It was a good game, while it lasted,’ he said. ‘I always said you could sell sand to a dust-eel when you get goin’. Just like you’re tryin’ to sell me a shuttle, now.’ Grinning, he studied Cade thoughtfully, then slowly nodded. ‘An’ I guess I’m gonna buy,’ he went on. ‘You got it hid somewhere safe?’


‘That’s what I’ve been doing since I got away,’ Cade replied. ‘Getting it near the city without being seen – tucking it away where no one will spot it – then getting myself here just as carefully.’


Aphoz looked grave. ‘You’ll have to stay careful, too, pal. Soon it won’t just be Civs lookin’ for you. If you took somethin’ important from that Phib in jail, you could have lizard-faces comin’ at you from all directions when the news gets out. You know Phibs. They don’t forget or forgive, specially when it’s a human done ’em wrong.’


Cade’s cajoling smile reappeared. ‘All the more reason for me to get moving. Come on, Aph. I’ll take any reasonable price – then I’ll be out of here, and your worries will be over.’


Again Aphoz thought for a moment, then carefully named a sum in human-world currency.


Cade grimaced. ‘You’re not feeling generous, are you? But I’m in no position to haggle. I’ll take it.’


‘I wouldn’t cheat you, pal,’ Aphoz said virtuously. ‘I’m buyin’ the thing sight unseen, remember. Where is it, anyway?’


‘No offence, Aph,’ Cade replied, ‘but I’ll tell you that when I have cash in hand.’


The other man frowned. ‘That’s not very trustin’ … An’ you want cash?’ He heaved himself to his feet. ‘I s’pose it makes sense. Hang on while I go get it together.’


Cade raised a restraining hand. ‘Aph – I’d be really upset if anything was said about me to your steward, or anyone else.’


Aphoz looked injured. ‘You don’t hafta be like that. I wouldn’t say a word.’ He offered a reassuring smile. ‘In fact, I’ll bring us a bottle an’ some eats, along with the cash. An’ I’ll throw in some clothes for you as well, that fit a bit better.’


Cade glanced down at himself. ‘Some of this stuff was on the shuttle, so I grabbed it.’ Then he looked at Aphoz again, his eyes steady. ‘And the pyro was on the shuttle too, Aph. Let’s not forget that.’


‘No chance,’ Aphoz said quickly. ‘You just relax now, an’ I’ll get things organized.’


‘One more thing,’ Cade said. ‘Does this junk terminal of yours have a reader function?’


As before, Aphoz’s eyes became hungrily curious, but his voice and his nod both seemed indifferent. ‘Sure – help yourself. I won’t be long.’


When he had left, Cade went to inspect the door and its frame, then made a quick but thorough examination of the room’s walls. Finally, with a wry smile, he moved to the terminal, taking from his pocket the small plastic ovoid that had once lodged in a Phib’s storage sac. And his hands were shaking slightly as he pried the ovoid open and brought out a short, paper-thin strip of slightly flexible material, which gleamed as if it was glass or polished metal.


In fact it was a special form of silicon, called a slice, which was a common way to store and transport a small portion of data. Cade had gazed at it many times since his escape from the desert, but until then he had had no access to a reader that would reveal its secret.


A secret that – as the Phib who had owned it had once said, during one of his sessions of gloating – was worth ‘the price of a world’.


Switching on the terminal, Cade inserted the slice. At once his brow furrowed as a stream of meaningless and jumbled symbols began to scroll across the screen. It’s in code, he thought – or some Phib mystery.


But then his gaze sharpened. The parade of jumbled symbols slowed and halted, and was then followed by two lines of letters and numerals that seemed to be the last data on the slice. And Cade did know what those two lines meant. A great many people in the galaxy would have recognized them – if, like Cade, they were given to improbable dreams and yearnings.


For some moments he sat quite still, staring wide-eyed at the screen while questions and doubts and hopes and a pure wild excitement swarmed through his mind. But then a sound beyond the door alerted him. Swiftly he drew the slice from the terminal, put it back in its case and the case in his pocket, switched off the screen, and was lounging casually in a chair when Aphoz struggled back into the room, somewhat burdened.


The burden included a tray with a bottle, two glasses and a plate of greasy-looking snacks, while under one arm Aphoz was awkwardly clutching a bundle of clothing. But Cade was more interested in a different bundle – a huge sheaf of thin plastic rectangles, magni-printed in shades of green, that were the legal currency of the Human Commonwealth.


‘You’re getting a shuttle very cheaply,’ Cade remarked after he had counted the cash.


Aphoz grinned and shrugged. ‘An’ you’re gettin’ off Breell, so we’re both happy.’


Cade nodded, accepted the glass of golden liquid that Aphoz poured for him and prodded at the bundle of clothing. ‘This looks fine, Aph,’ he said. ‘I’m obliged.’


He set the glass down untasted, and with some relief began to change into the clothes Aphoz had brought – a simple tunic, trousers and shoes, unremarkable in colour or style, all fitting reasonably well. As he did so he still looked entirely relaxed and casual – but he did not fail to notice the predatory glint in Aphoz’s eyes while watching Cade transfer the bundle of cash and the small plastic case to his new pockets. Nor did he miss the fact that Aphoz had also not touched his drink. And so, despite his relaxed manner, the pyro-gun was never far from Cade’s hand at every moment.


Then Aphoz lifted his glass. ‘Drink up, pal. This is special. You won’t have had anythin’ like this where you been this past while.’


Cade nodded slightly, but did not reach for his drink. Instead, he took the pyro-gun in his hand, not pointing it at anything but hefting it thoughtfully. ‘I’m sure it’s special,’ he said evenly. ‘You’ve probably got a lot of special stuff here. All designed to help you do deals and make money and stay out of harm’s way.’


Aphoz’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s that s’posed to mean?’


Cade smiled. ‘While you were gone just now, Aph, I had a look around. And I also had a little bet with myself. I bet that while you were getting my cash and all, you’d be doing another deal – probably with the Civs. Maybe adding something to the booze, too.’


He lifted the gun, aiming it at the centre of Aphoz’s face, silencing the other man’s reply and bringing a sheen of sweat on his bony face. In that moment, they both heard sudden noises from out in the main area of the club – the stamp of feet, the muffled sound of voices.


‘What do you know,’ Cade said grimly. ‘I think I won my bet.’


He moved past Aphoz, keeping the gun steady, and touched a small stud on the door-frame that he had spotted earlier. At once a strange shimmer appeared over the doorway – a privacy barrier, which would resist most attempts to force the door.


‘I’d also bet,’ he went on calmly, ‘that you have another way out of here – a private escape hatch. Right?’ He lowered the gun’s muzzle to point at Aphoz’s groin. ‘So open it up, Aph. Or you can spend the Civs’ money on treatment for burns in a very painful place.’


Aphoz was sweating heavily, staring at the unwavering gun. ‘Take it easy, Jax … Cade,’ he stammered. ‘It’s here.’


He picked up a pocket-sized transmitter from the clutter on the table and touched a button. At the other end of the room, a patch of bare wall at once developed a clean straight crack, which widened and opened like the iris of an eye. Beyond it stretched a darkened empty hallway, belonging to the building next door.


Still smiling, Cade plucked the transmitter from Aphoz’s hand, then backed towards the iris-opening while, beyond the other door, a burst of shouts and clatterings arose as the privacy barrier was discovered.


‘I’ll take the transmitter, so this back door doesn’t open up again too soon,’ he said cheerily, stepping out through the iris-opening. Then he paused on that threshold, holding up the pyro-gun. ‘And since this gun comes from the shuttle that you’ve just bought, you’d better have it too.’ His grin widened. ‘I’m sorry to say that I couldn’t find any charges for it. It’s empty.’
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