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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.







Three Extracts


He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.


The Bible/King James version/Philadelphia, 1947.


None cometh from thence that he may tell thee how they fare, that he may tell thee of their fortunes, that he may comfort our hearts, until we also depart to the place whither they have gone. O, no man returneth again who is gone thither.


The Book of the Dead/Wallis Budge version/London, 1923.


There is a land where no man ventures; for no man cometh back therefrom once he hath entered in. But even in the Valley of Life he that is pure of heart need not fear; even in the Valley Where Life Was Born the pure have naught to fear. But woe unto him who is not pure of heart; for therein shall be given to each according to his deserving.


The Book/Martinez-Schuster translation/Syrtis, 2031.
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I.   Just This Side of Death


Vultures gather at the scent of death and circle lazily on the wind. You can see them for miles, far up, black flecks against the acetylene-blue, and when you see them, you know that death came by this place today.


There are no vultures on Mars; the air is too thin for birds of any kind. But slidars can smell death on the dry, cold air as well as any Earthside scavenger.


The natives break and tame slidars for riding-beasts. But in the wild, the ungainly, long-legged scarlet reptiles are carrion eaters, and they love the smell of dead things on the desert air.


The slidar M’Cord was riding jerked its head up at the scent of death. Ignoring the bite of the mouth rings as the reins pulled taut, it twisted its head about, flexing its long, snaky neck. Fanged jaws agape, it hissed hungrily at the taste in the air.


M’Cord had been prospecting the equatorial dustlands for ten years and he knew the way of slidars well. The beast sidled, tossing its head restlessly, uttering the wailing cry of its kind.


He knew what the slidar knew.


Something nearby was dead; or dying.


He gave the brute its head, loosening the reins. The ungainly reptile broke into its loose-jointed, loping stride. Slidar means “loper” in the Tongue. The beasts are aptly named; they shamble with the splay-footed stride of camels.


It was just past midday. The sun burned bright but gave no warmth, cold against the cold dusky sky that was bruise-purple rather than blue, for the air was thinner here than on Earth. M’Cord had left the colony of Sun Lake City three months ago; he had taken a wandering, circuitous route through Tharsis and Xanthe and across the Hydraotes into the dustlands of Southern Chryse. He was heading for the uplands of Eos to do some scouting around the canyons along the coast of Mare Erythraeum.


But he was in no particular hurry to get there.


He was a hard-faced, lanky Earthsider, lean and rangy, with long legs and cold gray eyes. His people had been of the Black Irish from County Kerry, but somewhere along the line a dour, dry strain of Highlands Scots had entered his blood. He was shrewd and tough and a mean man with a knife in a barroom brawl. He had been hurt, once, long ago, and never got over it. Now he hurt back, whenever he could; but mostly he kept to himself, closemouthed and hard-eyed, a man with few acquaintances and no friends.


Only a Low Clan woman with black silk hair and little crystal bells woven in it, who kept a room for him on a back alley in Sun Lake behind the Presidium, knew that he could be tender at times, and could laugh when he wanted to.


But she knew, too, that when the black mood was on him he could be harsh and even cruel.


He was cruelest of all to himself; that was M’Cord’s way.


He let his loper follow the smell of death that rode on the bitter air. This was the Aram Desert, smack on the equator at about eleven degrees west longitude. No one lived here; there was not even a camping-place of the People within a thousand miles, and the nearest Earth-sider colony was Sun Lake.


No one lived here because here nothing could survive. The yellow dustland was like talcum, desiccated and sterile. Even the rare predators who lived in the desert countries avoided Aram.


M’Cord wondered, then, what it was that had died.


Sometimes a skimmer comes down in the dustlands, its flimsy airfoils punctured by micrometeorites. It might be a colonist; it might even be a CA cop.


M’Cord grinned at the thought, a hard grin that pulled his lean cheeks taut and bared his teeth. A grin like a fighting snarl.


He had no love for cops.


But it wasn’t a CA patrol skimmer, it was a dead loper. With a man pinned under it, not dead, but not far from it, either.


He was a native, M’Cord knew, from his coppery-red skin and russet furcap. A big man, strong, with long arms and long legs corded with tough sinew, and a lean harsh face, grim and expressionless. A face of dry, burned leather in which only his yellow eyes lived and moved.


He lay on his back, propped up on his left elbow, and he watched M’Cord come up to him without a word or a gesture.


His left leg was pinned under the dead beast.


His right leg was drawn up flat against the loper’s big shoulder. He had been trying to push the corpse off him, using only his foot. He had been trying to do that for three days and nights.


His lips were dry and cracked. His tongue was black and swollen. The flesh on his face and neck had fallen in and hard bone and lean sinew stood out in sharp relief.


Beside him on the powdery sand lay a flat waterskin. It was long-since dry, and he had ripped it open, reversed it, and chewed the lining to suck up the last trace of moisture.


He was just this side of death; but he was still fighting.


His right hand lay on his thigh. It clasped an energy gun.


The gun was not lifted, pointing at M’Cord; but it was out and ready.


He lay there, unspeaking, watching the Earthsider with yellow, hating eyes.


M’Cord pulled up and sat in the saddle, looking at the Martian and thinking it out.


Neither said a word.


The natives hate Earthsider colonists; but they hate CA cops even more. M’Cord was neither, but it made no difference. For more than half a century M’Cord’s fellow countrymen had looted and bilked and robbed the last remnants of a proud and ancient race of warriors. Plundered their tombs and holy places, raped their women, and chained the men to slave in the barium mines.


To the People, all Earthsiders are the F’yagha—the Hated Ones. And M’Cord was a F’yagh.


But they who roam the dustlands share a common code. Survival in the hostile, powdery deserts is infinitely difficult. Here, a man helps another in need, and blood-feud and clan-war alike are of no importance.


M’Cord slid out of the saddle, but slowly, keeping both hands clearly in sight. He came around the dead slidar toward the helpless man. The native lay motionless, watching him come without a word; but his fingers tightened on the butt of his energy weapon.


Belted low on his lean hips, M’Cord wore two guns of his own, of course. No one rides out of the Wetlands without a weapon by his side. There is no law beyond Tharsis. So M’Cord packed two power pistols; they were old and worn, but General Electric had built them to last. M’Cord could have them unholstered and ready for action in a tenth of a second.


Before he came up to the prone figure pinned under the dead slidar, M’Cord stopped, slowly and carefully unbuckled his gunbelt, and let it fall in the dust behind him.


The native’s yellow eyes watched him, hard and cold and fierce as a hawk, as he knelt by his side and unsnapped one of the two canteens he wore.


“This water is not my property,” M’Cord said slowly and as clearly as he could, wishing he knew the Tongue better than he did. “I found it in the desert. It belongs to no one. I will leave it here for anyone who passes.”


Then he sat back, squatting on his heels, watching as the half-dead native picked up the full canteen in trembling hands, unscrewed the cap, and drank.


He did not offer to help, although the man was feeble and far gone. Neither did he address him directly. To the Martians, water is a precious thing, and a sacred. The sharing of water is a ritual that means much to them. One does not casually offer a drink, for the acceptance of water from the hands of another establishes a bond of rare intimacy, like blood-brotherhood; and one neither offers nor accepts such a bond lightly.


But in denying ownership of the canteen, M’Cord made it possible for the clansman to take it without obligation.


He watched as the man drank. First he only moistened his lips; then he wet his tongue; finally, he took a cautious sip into his mouth and held it there for a time before painfully swallowing.


To survive in the dustlands you must learn how to use water. After three days’ exposure, had the native drunk deeply, as he yearned to drink, it could have killed him. His tissues, by now, were dehydrated; a bellyful of cold water could have sent him into convulsions.


The man took another shallow sip, cherished it, swallowed slowly. Then, although his fingers trembled with yearning, he refastened the screw seal and set the canteen beside him. He would repeat these actions in thirty minutes or so, M’Cord knew.


He studied the man thoughtfully, with narrowed eyes. This was no rider of the Low Clans, surely, but a warrior princeling of the High Blood, from his fine bones and keen eyes and lean, aristocratic symmetry. Low-clansmen are coarser of feature and wear their furcaps trimmed in a different fashion.


This man was very far from home.


M’Cord wondered why he had come to this place.


And where he was going.


The slidar had not suffered an injury, or none that M’Cord could see. But he was surely dead, and had been dead for days. Had this been Earth, and the beast a horse instead of a loper, the warrior could have cut a vein and drunk the beast’s blood. But there is a substance in the blood of slidars that reacts with some enzyme in a Martian’s system and makes a poison. Thus the warrior had been dying a slow death from thirst, and would soon have perished had not M’Cord decided to give his steed its head and see what it had scented on the dry air.


He tended the native as best he could. First he dragged aside the corpse, freeing the Martian’s leg. It was broken below the knee, a clean break, as far as he could tell. He splinted the femur with two plastron rods kept in his medikit against just such need, and bound the leg tightly with celluflex.


The warrior lay and watched him without a word. He grunted once as M’Cord set the bone, but that was all.


When it was over he wet his lips from the canteen again and took another mouthful of water. M’Cord gave him a ration of beef stew in one of those self-heating containers. The warrior wolfed it down hungrily, never noticing the pain-killer and full set of antibiotics M’Cord had slipped in when his back had been turned.


When at last the clansman decided to speak, it was gruffly, and in a harsh, croaking voice.


“Are you a ‘god-peddler,’ F’yagh?” he rasped, meaning a missionary.


M’Cord shook his head. “Your gods are your own,” he said, “and mine are mine.” He knew how the People felt toward missionaries; they have little love for such, and speak of them with dry contempt.


The warrior grunted.


“I was near my gods this day,” he said grimly, with a little laugh. “So close was I to the Bridge of Fire, I could feel the heat of the flames against my feet!”


M’Cord nodded somberly. “Yhoom was not yet ready to welcome your spirit,” he said, for he had read The Book once or twice. “Mayhap the Timeless Ones have yet a task for you here.”


The Martian eyed him without curiosity.


“My name is Thaklar,” he said grudgingly. But he did not name his clan, M’Cord noticed.


He gave him his name; the Martian wrinkled his face at the sound of it.


“… ’Gort?” he said, not finding it easy to pronounce.


“Close enough,” shrugged M’Cord. “Do you have the strength to ride?”


They made ten miles before sunfall, Thaklar swaying, bent in the saddle, dozing, with M’Cord trudging on foot through the powdery yellow sand, leading the slidar by the reins.


When the sun died and the stars flamed forth, bright as ice-blue diamonds in a sky like black velvet, they had reached the Oxus and camped for the night on the rubbery blue moss. M’Cord carried only one thermosac in his saddlebags, so they slept together. But they were not yet friends, the Earthsider and the Martian … who was three thousand miles from where he ought to be.




II.   Dragon Hawk


M’Cord was up getting water before dawn. The Oxus is one of thirty-four thousand such strips of rudimentary vegetation that crisscross the surface of Mars and which Earthside astronomers of a couple of centuries ago mistakenly called canals.


Mars has been drying up for seventy-three million years. When a planet dries its crust cracks, and if it has a crust like that of Mars—mostly a combination of silicon and magnesium-salts—the crystalline stuff cracks with geometrical regularity. What water remained from the drying-up of the primeval oceans drained into these cracks, and the hardy Martian vegetation rooted there, making long strips of knee-high, rubbery-leafed mosses whose root systems extend over a mile beneath the surface.


The rubbery leaves are tougher than leather, but you can extract the moisture by using a pressure-still; which is how desert prospectors of M’Cord’s breed can survive for many months without having to find an oasis every few days.


While his morning crop of fat, juicy leaves were percolating in the still, M’Cord roved about, checking the ground with a hand indicator. His guest sprawled lazily on the deflated thermosac, watching him, puzzled. At last his curiosity got the better of his natural taciturnity.


“What is it that you do, ’Gort?”


“I search for ‘power-metal,’ Thaklar,” answered M’Cord, meaning uranium. The warrior nodded thoughtfully: the F’yagha, he knew, had a strange lust for the crumbly gray ore, which he knew to be worthless. It was but one of the many mysteries about the Outworlders that baffled him.


He grunted. “And if you find metal, ’Gort?”


“If I find much metal, then I am a rich man, Thaklar,” M’Cord said, truthfully enough.


The Martian laughed—a peculiar, snarling sound with contempt in it, and little humor. “Then you will fly to your home world in a sky machine, ’Gort!” he observed. “I hope that you find much metal. I would that all of the F’yagha in the world could find much metal; then they would all fly home in sky machines and leave us in peace.”


“That would not happen, Thaklar,” M’Cord said, grinning. “If very much power-metal were found, very many more of my people would come here, because every man wishes to become wealthy.”


“Aeiii! Then I give thanks to the Timeless Ones that the world is poor in power-metal, and would that it were even poorer!” Thaklar moaned. It was as close to making a joke as he had yet come, and M’Cord smiled at him.


The warrior, however, did not return the smile. M’Cord had saved his life, and he knew it. But he was still a F’yagh—still a Hated One. Down deep inside, somewhere, Thaklar may have felt gratitude toward the Earthling; but not necessarily. The Martians were barbarians, having lost the high civilization they once had in the Upper Cretaceous. Like all barbarians, they were savage, cruel, and thoroughly unpredictable.


Or so M’Cord believed, anyway. And he still turned his back on Thaklar with a certain degree of trepidation. The warrior was perfectly capable of shooting him in the back, if only to take his mount and his gear. They were not yet friends; but they were not exactly foes, either. A sort of armed truce stretched between them, and probably a temporary one at that.


“If you’re strong enough to make jokes, you’re strong enough to get breakfast started,” M’Cord said, pointing toward the saddlebags. Thaklar gave him a yellowy glare but did not smile. After a while he got up, hobbling stiff-legged, and began to search through the bag.


They ate self-heated cans of scrambled eggs and bacon bits, and drank black coffee that had a metallic aftertaste, which was a lingering flavor from the processed water from the moss leaves. Fresh coffee was a mad luxury on Mars, but M’Cord insisted on it.


Then they rode on, with M’Cord still afoot, again leading the loper.


“Where is it that you go, ’Gort, in seeking the power-metal?” Thaklar asked about an hour later.


M’Cord shrugged. “Up toward Eos, and along the Erythraeum,” he said, but he used the native terms rather than the Earthsider geographical names.


Thaklar meditated on that. After a while M’Cord dared to ask where he had been heading when his beast died. It was a bit risky, that question. It was strictly against Custom to inquire into the personal business of a newly met acquaintance. He was not particularly surprised that Thaklar pointedly kept silent. The silence continued for half an hour more. Then, unexpectedly, the warrior spoke up.


“I go south and east,” he said flatly.


“Then we are going in opposite directions,” M’Cord remarked.


Thaklar said nothing.


M’Cord plodded along, not caring for conversation anyway. His thighs ached and the muscles in the backs of his legs were on fire from the unusual exercise of trudging through ankle-deep powdery sand.


“There is no power-metal in the high country,” said Thaklar, unexpectedly breaking silence again.


“Maybe not; but that’s where I’m going,” M’Cord grunted, too tired to bother being diplomatic.


Another interval of silence; this time it lasted for about twenty minutes.


“If you were going south and east, I could show you power-metal,” Thaklar said.


M’Cord stopped and bent over to massage his weary calves. While he did so, he thought about it. Thaklar still wore his energy weapon; he was perfectly capable of drawing it, forcing M’Cord to disarm, and making him head southeast at gunpoint. Or, M’Cord grimly reminded himself, of shooting him down where he stood, and going on alone. This sort of slow-motion effort at persuasion was, quite obviously, a gesture of something like friendship.


South and east. That sounded like Deucalionis Regio, or the Sabaeus Sinus Plateau. What in the world did Thaklar hope to find in that part of the country? The plateau was a dead wilderness of sterile rock, cleft asunder by a thousand canyons and ravines; Deucalionis was a curved tongue of dustland that extended into the highlands between two plateaux. Seventy million years ago it had been a bay, perhaps, or a river delta, cut deep into a continental coast. Now it was nothing: dead rock, scoured with sand, where few wild beasts roamed.


The trouble was, M’Cord wasn’t going there. He had his heart set on the coastal canyons of the big Mare to the west.


And he was damn well going where he wanted to!


Instead of saying no, he temporized by chancing another question.


“Are you bound for a camp of your people?”


This time, for some reason, the answer came swiftly.


“My people are my business, F’yagh.”


“Didn’t mean to pry. Sorry.”


“I … have no people. I am aoudh,” Thaklar said heavily, using an untranslatable term whose meaning lay somewhere between “outlaw” and “orphan,” or at least, “one who has no kin.”


“ ‘The gods are father to every man,’ ” M’Cord quoted.


Again, the interval of silence.


Then grudgingly: “An Outworlder that knows The Book? You are certain, ’Gort, you are no god-peddler?”


M’Cord was too weary to smile. “I’ve been here for ten years. I learned the Tongue. Often I live and work among your people—”


Stung, Thaklar stiffened in the saddle. “Not among my people!”


M’Cord made an offhand gesture. “The Low Clans, I mean.”


“I am a warrior of the High Blood, Outworlder!”


“I know you are. Must we quarrel? I am weary.”


Thaklar bent a fierce yellow gaze on him as he stumbled along painfully, slump-shouldered. When he spoke, it was in a softer tone.


“I ride in comfort, while you tread the dust like a slave. Why is this?”


M’Cord felt like hitting him. “I walk because I must, damn you! You ride because you have a broken leg.”


Pride flamed in the hawk face of the Martian.


He jerked back on the reins, bringing the scarlet beast to a sudden halt. Painfully, he swung one leg up over the saddlebow.


“I can walk. You will ride.”


“Get back up there, you damned fool!” M’Cord swore, starting forward. Suddenly he was looking down the muzzle of an energy gun. He stopped short, glaring first at the gun, then at Thaklar’s obstinate face.


“I am a Dragon Hawk warrior; no F’yagh from the Wetlands does me favor! Get into the saddle, ’Gort; I will lead the beast.”


“You can’t walk five steps, and you know it. So stop acting like a woman,” M’Cord growled.


The Martian hissed and spat. His furcap ruffled like hackles.


“You … call me … woman?”


M’Cord matched him glare for glare.


“I call you a damn fool. Get back up in that saddle! I do you no favor, Thaklar. I walk because I know that you cannot. Are these not the dustlands? Is it not Custom for one man to help another here?”


The pistol did not waver. M’Cord looked down the cold black eye of the muzzle, breathing heavily.


“Go on, shoot me down, then. Is it thus the Dragon Hawk warriors treat men who have done them no hurt? Shoot me down—and take all the water!”


It was cleverly said. To accuse a man of acting from water-motive was to strike at the roots of his honor. It was not so much an insult as a crushing stroke of ultimate contempt.


Silence stretched tight, almost to the snapping point. Sweat trickled down M’Cord’s ribs under his thermalsuit. The back of his mouth was dry, but he held his face rigid and impassive as iron, fearing to swallow and seem afraid.


Something almost like admiration gleamed briefly and was gone in the fierce yellow eyes of the other. He holstered the gun and attempted to remount the saddle, but could not, because of the leg, so M’Cord gave him a hoist. Neither man had anything to say, but now the silence between them was somehow comfortable and without strain.


An hour past noon, they rested.


M’Cord was heading for Oxia Palus. There, at the junction of five minor canals, was a commo station. It was untended, of course, only an emergency radio beacon, but M’Cord knew he could put a call through to Mareotis, where the People kept a sort of embassy and where the Colonial Administration maintained a combination trading post and first aid station. A medic in a skimmer could be there in two days, three at the most, with one of the native Hndolanthi. A Hndolanth is a kind of interpreter-cum-herald. He said as much to Thaklar.


Again, the customary interval of grim silence between morsels of conversation. M’Cord was getting heartily sick of it.


Then Thaklar opened the breast of the fur-lined leather shirt he wore. When he laid his breast bare M’Cord saw the Dragon Hawk emblem tattooed about his heart.


From an inner pocket Thaklar withdrew a small round object.


“If you will take me south and east into Chumndar Draw, I will give you—this.”


He held out his hand and opened it. He was holding a ziriol the size of a small walnut.


M’Cord said nothing, but his eyes widened.


A ziriol is a purple ruby, a kind found only on Mars. Prized among Earthside jewelers, the gems are immensely, even fabulously, rare. A ruby that size—and it looked to be of the finest water—was worth something in the neighborhood of five hundred thousand dollars.


Even in CA scrip, that’s a lot of dollars.


In ten years of bumming around the dustlands—a little smuggling here, a bit of gun-running there, and quite a lot of prospecting everywhere—M’Cord had yet to garner a tenth of the sum.


He reached out, picked it up, examined it closely. No counterfeit; the gem was true. And superb. A taint of vanadium salts in the ruby matrix produced the rare, imperial purple shade.


The gem he held cupped in his palm could set him up for life. Oh, maybe not with a villa on the Riviera and a bungalow on the fashionable South Slope of Everest and a hunting cabin in the Antarctica Game Preserve, but he could live comfortably enough for all his years on what that gem would bring in the side streets of Amsterdam.


He tossed the shimmering crystal back to Thaklar, who snatched it deftly from the air. Then he dug out his battered compass, took a squint at the sun, and gestured off to one side.


“Chumndar Draw is over that way, I think. We’d better get started.”




III.   Fear Has Yellow Eyes


It was hard going, but they took it easy, frequently stopping to rest. Since M’Cord had to slog along on foot, these rest stops were imperative. He was a big man, and strong, and as tough as they come, but wading through ankle-deep powdery sand was as hard as wading through viscous mud, and one tires easily on Mars. That’s because of the air, which is thin and cold and so dry that it makes a wintry day on the Andean Plateau seem like the humid depths of the Matto Grosso.


The gravity was no problem—at an apparent fraction of his Earthside weight, M’Cord was as spry and nimble as a boy. No, it was the air—cold enough to sear your throat lining and dry enough to burn your lungs, and starved for oxygen. Long ago it had been commonly accepted that a man could not live without artificial aids on the surface of the dusty old planet. But when the first expeditions got there they discovered that the air was considerably richer in oxygen than spectroscopic analysis had ever shown. Still too thin to breathe for very long, of course—a man without a respirator and thermalsuit would be dead in a few hours, and not pleasantly, either. The first colonists had lived in cramped towns huddled under collapsible plastic domes, wearing respirators on those rare occasions when they ventured out of their cocoons. But in time the scientists had found an easier way of doing things, as is usually the case with scientists. But it was not until they perfected the Mishubi-Yakamoto treatments that Earthsiders could move about on Mars without cumbersome tanks or masks. The treatments were lengthy and painful, and, more to the point, they were expensive; but a lone prospector like M’Cord could not exist on Mars without them. It had taken him a couple of years to pay off the medical fees, but it had been worth it.


In deft and subtle ways, the treatments altered human body chemistry so that the body’s need for oxygen was considerably lessened and its capacity for using every molecule of the stuff was increased. Subsidiary treatments toughened throat linings and the cellular structure of the lungs so that they took no damage from the dryness and cold. But a man wearied more easily on Mars, despite the reduced weight, and became more susceptible to lung diseases. Even in this, nature found ways to compensate, to balance one loss with another gain: your lungs might go bad on Mars, but your heart was strong as iron.
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