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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.







I


IT WAS midday on Jorus, and Hallam Navarre, Earthman to the Court, had overslept. He woke with an agonizing headache and a foul taste in his mouth. It had been a long night for the courtier, the night before–a night filled with strange golden out-system wines and less strange women of several worlds.


I must have been drugged, Navarre thought. He had never overslept before. Who would do something like that? As the Overlord’s Earthman, Navarre was due at the throne room by the hour when the blue rays of the sun first lit the dial in Central Plaza. Someone evidently wanted him to be late, this particular day.


Wearily, he sprang from bed, washed, dabbed depilatory on his gleaming scalp to assure it the hairlessness that was the mark of his station, and caught the ramp heading downstairs. His head was still throbbing.


A jetcab lurked hopefully in the street. Navarre leaped in and snapped, “To the palace!”


“Yes, sir.”


The driver was a Dergonian, his coarse skin a gentle green in color. He jabbed down on the control stud and the cab sprang forward.


The Dergonian took a twisting, winding route through Jorus City–past the multitudinous stinks of the Street of the Fishmongers, where the warm blue sunlight filtered in everywhere, and racks of drying finfish lay spreadwinged in the sun, then down past the temple, through thronging swarms of midday worshippers, then a sharp right that brought the cab careening into Central Plaza.


The micronite dial in the heart of the plaza was blazing gold. Navarre cursed softly. He belonged at the Overlord’s side, and he was late.


Earthmen were never late. Earthmen had a special reputation to uphold in the universe. Navarre’s fertile mind set to work concocting a story to place before the Overlord when the inevitable query came.


“You have an audience with the Overlord?” the cabbie asked, breaking Navarre’s train of thought.


“Not quite,” Navarre said wryly. He slipped back his hood, revealing his bald dome. “Look.”


The driver squinted flickeringly at the rear-view mirror and nodded at the sight of Navarre’s shaven scalp. “Oh. The Earthman. Sorry I didn’t recognize you, sir.”


“Quite all right. But get this crate moving; I’m due at court.”


“I’ll do my best.”


But the Dergonian’s best wasn’t quite good enough. He rounded the Plaza, turned down into the Street of the Lords, charged full throttle ahead–


Smack into a parade.


The Legions of Jorus were marching. The jetcab came to a screeching halt no more than ten paces from a regiment of tusked Daborians marching stiffly along, carrying their blue-and-red flag mounted just beneath the bright purple of Jorus, tootling on their thin, whining electronic bagpipes. There were thousands of them.


“Guess it’s tough luck, Sir Earthman,” the cabbie said philosophically. “The parade’s going around the palace. It may take hours.”


Navarre sat perfectly still, meditating on the precarious position of an Earthman in a royal court of the Cluster. Here he was, remnant of a wise race shrouded in antiquity, relict of the warrior-kings of old–and he sat sweating in a taxi while a legion of tusked barbarians delayed his passage.


The cabbie opaqued his windows.


“What’s that for?”


“We might as well be cool while we wait. This can take hours. I’ll be patient if you will.”


“The hell you will,” Navarre snapped, gesturing at the still-running meter. “At two demiunits per minute I can rent a fine seat on the reviewing stand up there. Let me out of here.”


“But–”


“Out!”


Navarre leaned forward, slammed down the meter, cutting it short at thirty-six demiunits. He handed the driver a newly-minted semiunit piece.


“Keep the change. And thanks for the service.”


“A pleasure.” The driver made the formal farewell salute. “May I serve you again, Sir Earthman, and–”


“Sure,” Navarre said, and slipped out of the cab. A moment later he had to jump to one side as the driver activated his side blowers, clearing debris from the turbo-jets and incidentally spraying the Earthman with a cloud of fine particles of filth.


Navarre turned angrily, clapping a hand to his blaster, but the grinning cabbie was already scooting away in reverse gear. Navarre scowled. Behind the superficial mask of respect for the Earthmen, there was always a certain lack of civility that irked him. He was conscious of his ambiguous position in the galaxy, as an emissary from nowhere, as a native of a world long forgotten and which he himself had never seen.


Earth. It was not a planet any longer, but a frame of mind, a way of thinking. He was an Earthman, and thus valuable to the Overlord. But he could be replaced; there were other advisers nearly as shrewd.


Navarre fingered his bald scalp ruminatingly for a moment and flicked off his hood again. He started across the wide street.


The regiment of Daborians still stalked on–seven-foot humanoids with their jutting tusks polished brightly, their fierce beards combed. They marched in an unbreakable phalanx round and round the palace.


Damn parades anyway, Navarre thought. Foolish display, calculated to impress barbarians.


He reached the edge of the Daborian ranks. “Excuse me, please.”


He started to force his way between two towering, haughty artillery men. Without breaking step, a huge Daborian grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and threw him back toward the street. An appreciative ripple of laughter went up from the onlookers as Navarre landed unsteadily on one leg, started to topple, and with a wild swing of his arms and three or four skipping steps, barely managed to remain upright.


“Let me through,” he snapped again, as a corps of tusked musicians came by. The Daborians merely ignored him. Navarre waited until a bagpiper went past, one long valved chaunter thrust between his tusks and hands flying over the electronic keyboard. Navarre grabbed the base of the instrument with both hands and rammed upward.


The Daborian let out a howl of pain and took a step backward as the sharp mouthpiece cracked soundly against his palate. Navarre grinned, slipped through the gap in the formation and kept on running. Behind him, the bagpiping rose to an angry wail, but none of the Daborians dared break formation to pursue the insolent Earthman.


He reached the steps of the palace. There were fifty-two of them, each a little wider and higher than the next. He was better than an hour late at the court. The Overlord would be close to a tantrum, and in all probability Kausirn, that sly Lyrellan, had taken ample advantage of the opportunity to work mischief.


Navarre only hoped the order for his execution had not yet been signed. There was no telling what the Overlord was likely to do under Kausirn’s influence.


He reached the long black-walled corridor that led to the throne room somewhat out of breath and gasping. The pair of unemotional Trizian monoptics who guarded access to the corridor recognized him and nodded disapprovingly as he scooted past.


Arriving at the penultimate turn in the hall, he ducked into a convenience at the left and slammed the door. He was so late already that a few moments more couldn’t aggravate the offense, and he wanted to look his best when he finally did make his belated appearance.


A couple of seconds in front of the brisk molecular flow of the Vibron left him refreshed, and he stopped panting for breath. He splashed water on his face, dried off, straightened his tunic, tied back his hood.


Then, stiffly, walking with a dignity he had not displayed a moment before, he stalked out and headed for the throne room.


The annunciator said, “Hallam Navarre, Earthman to the Overlord.”


Joroiran VII was on his throne, looking, as always, like a rather nervous butcher’s apprentice elevated quite suddenly to galactic rank. He muttered a few words, and the micro-amplifier surgically implanted in his throat picked them up and tossed them at the kneeling Navarre.


“Enter, Earthman. You’re late.”


The throne room was filled to bursting. This was Threeday–audience day–and commoners of all sizes and shapes thronged before the Overlord, desperately hoping that the finger of fate would light on them and bring them forward to plead their cause. It was Navarre’s customary job to select those who were to address the Overlord, but he observed that today Kausirn, the Lyrellan, had taken over the task in his absence.


Navarre advanced toward the throne and abased himself before the purple carpet.


“You may rise,” Joroiran said in a casual tone. “The audience began more than an hour ago. You have been missed, Navarre.”


“I’ve been employed in Your Majesty’s service all the while,” Navarre said. “I was pursuing that which may prove to be of great value to your Majesty–and to all of Jorus.”


Joroiran looked amused. “And what might that be?”


Navarre paused, drawing in breath, and prepared himself for the plunge. “I have discovered information that may lead to the Chalice of Life, my Overlord.”


To his surprise, Joroiran did not react at all; his mousy face revealed not the slightest trace of animation. Navarre blinked; the whopper was not going over.


But it was the Lyrellan who saved him, in a way. Leaning over, Kausirn whispered harshly, “He means the Chalice of Death, Majesty.”


“Death … ?”


“Eternal life for Joroiran VII,” Navarre said ringingly. As long as he was going to make excuses for having overslept, he thought, he might as well make them good ones. “The Chalice holds death for some,” he said, “but life for thee.”


“Indeed,” the Overlord said. “You must talk to me of this in my chambers. But now, the audience.”


Navarre mounted the steps and took his customary position at the monarch’s right; at least Kausirn had not appropriated that. But the Earthman saw that the Lyrellan’s tapering nest of fingers played idly over the short-beam generator by whicih the hand of fate was brought to fall upon commoners. That meant Kausirn, not Navarre, would be selecting those whose cases were to be pleaded this day.


Looking into the crowd, Navarre picked out the bleak, heavily-bearded face of Domrik Carso. Carso was staring reproachfully at him, and Navarre felt a sudden stinging burst of guilt. He had promised to get Carso a hearing today; the burly half-breed lay under a sentence of banishment, but Navarre had lightly assured him that revokement would be a simple matter.


But not now. Not with Kausirn wielding the blue beam. Kausirn had no desire to have an Earthman’s kin plaguing him here on Jorus; Carso would rot in the crowd before the Lyrellan chose his case to be pleaded.


Navarre met Carso’s eyes. Sorry, he tried to say. But Carso stared stiffly through him. Navarre knew he had failed him, and there was no gainsaying that.


“Proceed with your tale,” Joroiran said.


Navarre looked down and saw a pale Joran in the pleader’s square below, bathed in the blue light of chance. The man glanced upward at the command and said, “Shall I continue or begin over, Highness?”


“Begin over. The Earthman may be interested.”


“May it please the Overlord and his advisers, my name is Lugfor of Zaigla Street, grocer and purveyor of food. I have been accused falsely of thinning my measure, but–”


Navarre sat back while the man droned on. The time of audience was coming to its end; Carso would go unheard, and at twenty-fourth hour the half-breed would be banished. Well, there was no helping it, Navarre thought glumly. He knotted his hands together and tried to follow Lugfor’s whining plea of innocence.


At the end of the session, Navarre turned quickly to the Overlord, but Kausirn was already speaking. “Majesty, may I talk to you alone?”


“And I?” Navarre put in hastily.


“I’ll hear Kausirn first,” Joroiran decided. “To my chambers. Navarre, attend me there later.”


“Certainly, Sire.”


Navarre slipped from the dais and headed down into the dispersing throng. Carso was shuffling morosely toward the exit when Navarre reached him.


“Domrik! Wait!”


The half-breed turned. “It looks like you’ll be the only Earthman on Jorus by nightfall, Hallam.”


“I’m sorry. Believe me, I’m sorry. I just couldn’t get here in time, and that damned Lyrellan grabbed control of the selections.”


Carso shrugged moodily. “I understand.” He tugged at his thick beard. “I be only half of Earth, anyway. You’ll not miss me.”


“Nonsense!” Navarre whispered harshly.


The half-breed nodded gravely. “My writ commands me to leave the cluster. I’ll be heading for Kariad tonight, and then outward. You’ll be able to reach me there if you can–I mean–I’ll be there a sevennight.”


“Kariad? All right,” Navarre said. “I’ll get in touch with you there if I can influence Joroiran to revoke the sentence. Damn it, Carso, you shouldn’t have hit that innkeeper so hard.”


“He made remarks,” Carso said. “I had to.” The half-breed bowed and turned away to leave.


The throne room was nearly empty; only a few stragglers remained, staring at the grandeur of the room and probably comparing it with their own squalid huts. Joroiran enjoyed living on a large scale, beyond doubt.


Navarre sprawled down broodingly on the edge of the royal purple carpet and stared at his jeweled fingers. Things were looking bad. His sway as Joroiran’s adviser was definitely weakening, and the Lyrellan’s star seemed to be the ascendant. Navarre’s one foothold was the claim of tradition: all seven of the Joroiran Overlords had had an Earthman as adviser, and the current Overlord, weak man that he was, would scarcely care to break with tradition.


Yet the Lyrellan Kausirn had wormed himself securely into the monarch’s graces. The situation was definitely not promising.


Gloomily, Navarre wondered if there were any other local monarchs in the market for advisers. His stay on Jorus did not look to be long continuing.




II


AFTER a while, a solemn Trizian glided toward him, stared down out of its one eye, and said, “The Overlord will see you now.”


“Thanks.” Navarre allowed the monoptic to guide him through the swinging panel that led to Joroiran’s private chambers, handed the creature a coin, and entered.


The Overlord was alone, but the scent of the waxy-fleshed Lyrellan still lingered. Navarre took the indicated seat.


“Sire?”


Perspiration beaded Joroiran’s upper lip; the monarch seemed dwarfed by the stiff strutwork that held his uniform out from his scrawny body. He glanced nervously at the Earthman, then said, “You spoke to me of a Chalice today, as your reason for being late to the audience. This Chalice … is said to hold the secret of eternal life, is that not so? Its possessor need never die?”


Navarre nodded.


“And,” Joroiran continued, “you tell me you have some knowledge of its whereabouts, eh?”


“I think I do,” said Navarre hoarsely. “My informant said he knew somebody whose father had led an earlier expedition in search of it. An unsuccessful expedition, but a near miss.” The statement was strictly from whole cloth, but Navarre reeled it off smoothly.


Joroiran looked interested. “Indeed. Who is he?”


Sudden inspiration struck Navarre. “His name is Domrik Carso. His mother was an Earthman, and you know of course that the Chalice is connected in some legend-shrouded way with Earth.”


“Of course. Produce this Carso.”


“He was here today, Sire. He searched for pardon from an unfair sentence of banishment over some silly barroom squabble. Alas, the finger of fate did not fall on him, and he leaves for Kariad tonight. But perhaps if the sentence were revoked I could get further information from him concerning the Chalice, which I would most dearly love to win for Your Majesty …”


Joroiran’s fingers drummed the desktop. “Ah, yes–revokement. It would be possible, perhaps. Can you reach the man?”


“I think so.”


“Good. Tell him not to pay for his passage tickets, that the Royal Treasury will cover the cost of his travels from now on.”


“But–”


“The same applies to you, of course.


Taken aback, Navarre lost a little of his composure. “Sire?”


“I’ve spoken to Kausirn. Navarre, I don’t know if I can spare you, and Kausirn is uncertain as to whether he can handle the double load in your absence. But he is willing to try it, noble fellow that he is.”


“I don’t understand,” Navarre stammered.


“You say you have a lead on the whereabouts of this Chalice–correct? Kausirn has refreshed my overburdened memory with some information on this Chalice, and I find myself longing for its promise of eternal life, Navarre. You say you have a lead; very well. I’ve arranged for an indefinite leave of absence for you. Find this man Carso and together you can search the galaxies at my expense. I don’t care how long it takes, nor what it costs. But bring me the Chalice, Navarre!”


The Earthman nearly fell backward in astonishment. Bring Joroiran the Chalice? Dizzily, Navarre realized that this was the work of the clever Kausirn: he would send the annoying Earthman all over space on a fool’s mission, while consolidating his own position securely at the side of the Overlord.


Navarre forced himself to meet Joroiran’s eyes.


“I will not fail you, my Lord,” he said in a strangled voice.


He had been weaving twisted strands, he thought later in the privacy of his rooms, and now he had spun himself a noose. Talk of tradition! Nothing could melt it faster than a king’s desire to keep his throne eternally.


For seven generations there had been an Earthman adviser at the Overlord’s side. Now, in a flash, the patient work of years was undone. Dejectedly, Navarre reviewed his mistakes.


One: He had allowed Kausirn to worm his way into a position of eminence on the Council. Allow a Lyrellan an inch and he’ll grab a parsec. Navarre now saw–too late, of course–that he should have had the many-fingered one quietly put away while he had had the chance.


Two: He had caroused the night before an audience day. Inexcusable. Someone–an agent of Kausirn’s, no doubt–had slipped a sleep drug into one of his drinks. He should have been on guard. By hereditary right and by his own wits he had always chosen the cases to be heard, and in the space of a single hour the Lyrellan had done him out of that.


Three: He had lied too well. This was something he should have foreseen; he had aroused weak Joroiran’s desire to such a pitch that Kausirn was easily able to plant the suggestion that the Overlord send the faithful Earthman out to find the Chalice.


Three mistakes. Now, he was on the outside and Kausirn in control.


Navarre tipped his glass and drained it. “You’re a disgrace to your genes,” he told the oddly distorted reflection on the wall of the glass. “A hundred thousand years of Earthman labor to produce what? You? Fumblewit!”
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