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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


He was a long way now from the stars, and that was all right with him.


Damn the stars, thought Dilullo. I’ve had enough of them.


He sat on the browned, sun-warmed grass on the side of the low hill, hunched with his knees drawn up, looking in his gray coverall like an old rock set in the slope. And Dilullo’s face had something rock-like in it too, a roughly carved face of harsh planes, his hair graying at the edges.


He looked down at the streets and buildings of Brindisi, at the cape and the mole and the little islands, with beyond them the blue Adriatic shimmering in the hot Italian sun. He knew the old city very well, but it had changed since he had hurried through it as a boy on his way to school.


Working and studying, to get to be a starman, he thought. And what did the stars give me when I got to them? Danger and worry and sweat, and when I went out to them once too often I came back to find that everybody and everything I had was gone.


The sun wheeled lower, and still Dilullo sat and stared and remembered. Then he was drawn back to the present by the sight of a man walking up the slope toward him.


He was a young man, compact of figure, his dark head bare. He wore a coverall and there was something about the easy springiness with which he came up the slope that made Dilullo peer more closely. He had never seen but one man who walked quite that way.


“I’ll be damned,” he said aloud. “Morgan Chane.”


Chane came up to him and nodded. “Hello, John.”


“What the devil are you doing here?” demanded Dilullo. “I thought you’d have been long gone from Earth on some Merc job by now.”


Chane shrugged. “I would have been, only it seems nobody wants to hire Mercs right now.”


Dilullo nodded understandingly. The Mercs … the Mercenaries … would do tough, dangerous jobs anywhere in the galaxy if the pay was right. But sometimes there just weren’t any jobs.


“Well, you got enough money for our job at Arkuu to keep you for a while,” he said.


Chane smiled. He smiled easily, and his dark, lean face was that of a very nice young Earthman … only Dilullo knew that he was not a nice young Earthman at all but a human tiger.


“I thought,” Chane said, “that I’d see how your new house is coming along. Where is it?”


“I haven’t started building it yet,” said Dilullo.


“Not started?” exclaimed Chane. “Why, it’s been weeks and weeks since you quit the Mercs and left us. You didn’t talk about anything but this grand new house, and how anxious you were to get it started.”


“Listen,” said Dilullo testily, “if you’re going to spend a lot of money on a house to live the rest of your life in, you don’t hurry it too much. You’ve got to be sure of the right site, the right design …”


He broke off and then said, “Ah, what’s the use of trying to explain it to you. … what does a home mean to a damned Starwolf!”


Chane said, “I’d just as lief you didn’t call me that, John. They still hang Starwolves most places if they catch them.”


“Don’t worry,” Dilullo said sourly. “I’ve never breathed it to a soul. I can well imagine you don’t want it told around.”


The Starwolves were the natives of a distant heavy planet named Varna, and there was a reason why they were hated and feared all over the galaxy. They were the most competent robbers of all time. Their heavy world had given them unmatchable strength and speed and ability to endure acceleration, and nobody could beat them in space. They had used that advantage to take loot from all over the universe.


Nobody but Dilullo knew that Chane had been a Starwolf. He looked like any other Earthman, and his parents had been Earth folk, but Chane himself was born on Varna and had grown to Varnan strength. He had robbed and roved with the Starwolf squadrons until a quarrel with a comrade had resulted in a fight, and a dead Varnan, and Chane fleeing into exile to avoid the vengeance of the dead man’s clan. And I had to pick him up, thought Dilullo, and turn him into a Merc, and he’s been a damned good one, but all the same I’m glad I don’t have the responsibility for this tiger on my hands anymore.


Dilullo stood up. “Come on, Chane. I’ll buy you a drink.”


They went down the slope and into the streets of the old town, and presently sat in a cool, shadowy tavern in which time seemed to have stopped a long while ago. Dilullo ordered, and a waiter brought two bottles, and he shoved one of them across the table.


“Orvieto abboccato,” said Dilullo. “The best wine in the whole galaxy.”


“If it’s that good,” said Chane, “why are you drinking whiskey?”


Dilullo answered, a little embarrassed, “The truth is, I’ve been away from here so long I’m not used to wine any more. It upsets my stomach.”


Chane grinned, and drank his wine, and looked around, at the old wooden furniture, at the smoke-blackened ceiling, at the open doorway outside which twilight was coming to the street.


“It’s a nice town,” said Chane. “A real nice place for a man to retire and live quiet in.”


Dilullo said nothing. Chane poured himself more wine and said, “You know, you’re lucky, John. When the rest of us are out there beating up the starways, in trouble up to our necks on some faraway planet, why, you’ll be sitting here and drinking and taking it easy, real peaceful-like.”


He drank and set his glass down and added, “I’d sure like to settle down in a place like this myself when I get old.”


“Chane,” said Dilullo, “let me give you a bit of advice. Never try to needle people, to cat-and-mouse with them. You don’t know how, as you’re not quite all human yourself. Now say what you want to say.”


“All right,” said Chane. He poured more of the straw-colored wine for himself. “John, do you remember that when we came back from Arkuu, we heard the Singing Suns had been stolen?”


“I’m not likely to forget it,” said Dilullo. “The greatest art-treasure in the galaxy robbed away by the Starwolves. You must have been real proud of your people.”


“I was,” said Chane. “Just six ships, slipping in to the throne-world of Achernar and snatching the Suns out from under their noses. Achernar has been screaming bloody murder ever since.”


They had, Dilullo knew, and he didn’t blame them. The Singing Suns had been their almost-sacred treasure.


They were not really suns. They were synthetic jewels, created long ago by a master craftsman, and the secret of their creation had died with him. Big, varicolored, glorious, the jewels represented the forty biggest stars of the galaxy, revolving in a mobile. And the jewels sang, each one differently … the deep and somber note of Betelgeuse, the soaring sweet tone of Altair, the thrilling sounds of Rigel and Aldebaran and Canopus and all the others, blending together into a true music of the spheres.


Chane was still smiling. “They talked of sending a war-fleet to Varna to get the Suns back. But that couldn’t be done, for all the independent systems in Argo Spur, where Varna is, wouldn’t let their sovereign space be violated by a fleet going through them.”


“I’ve said before,” said Dilullo disgustedly, “that it’s a damned immoral arrangement. Those Argo systems protect the Starwolves from attack because they profit from the Starwolf loot.”


Chane shrugged. “Anyway, the government of Achernar, as a last resort, has offered a two million credit reward to anyone who’ll go in there and bring back the Singing Suns.”


Dilullo made a harsh sound that was not quite laughter. “They’ll get far with that! Who is there in the whole galaxy that’s going to try to recover Starwolf loot?”


“I thought some of us might,” said Chane.


Dilullo stared at him. He seemed completely serious, but with Chane you never knew.


“Go to Varna? Take something away from the Starwolves? There are easier methods of suicide!”


“The Suns aren’t at Varna, John,” said Chane. “Do you think the Varnans would just keep them and admire their beauty? I know the Starwolves, and I can tell you they don’t care a tinker’s damn about art, no matter how great. No, they’d break up the Suns, sell the jewels separately in the thieves’ market worlds of Argo Spur.”


“Break them up?” exclaimed Dilullo. “Of all the vandalistic, blasphemous things ever heard of. …”


Chane shrugged again. “That’s what they’d do, John. A thousand to one, the Suns are right now on certain worlds of the Spur. We figure we could get hold of them and claim that two million.”


“Who are ‘we’?” demanded Dilullo.


“Why, Bollard and Janssen and some of the others have agreed to give it a try,” said Chane.


“How did you convince them where the Suns are?” said Dilullo. “You couldn’t tell them about your Starwolf past.”


“I just lied to them,” Chane said shamelessly. “I told them I grew up in the Spur and knew a lot about its worlds.” He added, grinning, “And so I do, too … but from going with the Varnans to barter our loot.”


Dilullo was too used to Chane’s lack of conventional morality to be surprised. He said, “That Spur is murder. There are more nonhuman- than human-peopled worlds in it, and on nearly all of them you can get killed just for the clothes you’re wearing. Supposing that you can locate the Singing Suns there—”


“I can locate them,” Chane said. “I know just where loot like that would be sold.”


“So you locate them,” Dilullo finished, “then how do you figure to get hold of them?”


“Take them,” said Chane.


“Just like that? Good old-fashioned Starwolf stealing?”


Chane smiled. “This wouldn’t be stealing, John. You forget that the Singing Suns rightfully and legally belong to Achernar, and whoever has them knows it. If we get hold of them, by cunning or force, we’re only recovering stolen property for the owners. All legal and honest.”


Dilullo shook his head. “Legally, you’re right. Even ethically, you’re right. But I don’t want to hear a Starwolf talking about honesty!”


He added, “Anyway, how do you and Bollard and the rest figure even to get to the Spur? It takes money for an expedition like that, and nobody would advance you a nickel on a venture into that hellhole.”


“We all have some money from our Arkuu job,” said Chane. “And that’s where you come in, John.”


“I do, do I? In what way?”


Chane explained brightly, “You got a hundred thousand for your share of that last job. You could help finance this one and take a leader’s share if we make it.”


Dilullo looked at him across the table for a long time before he spoke.


“Chane,” he said, “you’re a marvel in one way. You have the most brass of anyone in the universe. You know bloody well that hundred thousand is for my house.”


“I didn’t figure you would ever build that house,” said Chane.


“Why did you figure that way?” asked Dilullo, his voice dangerously soft.


“Because,” said Chane, “you don’t really want a house. Why have you sat around here for weeks without starting one? Because you know that when the first nail goes into the house it’s going to nail you down here and you’ll never see the stars again. That’s why you’ve put it off and put it off. I knew you would.”


There was a long silence, and Dilullo looked at Chane with a look that Chane had never seen before. Chane tensed himself, ready to spring back out of the way if Dilullo struck at him.


Nothing happened. Nothing except that Dilullo’s face became slowly bleaker and that a haggardness came into it. He picked up his glass and drained it and set it down.


“That’s a bad thing for you to say to me, Chane,” he said. “And the reason it’s so bad is that it’s true.”


He stared down into the empty glass. “I thought it would all be the same here, but it hasn’t been. Not at all.”


He sat staring into the glass and the lines in his hard face were deep. Finally he stood up.


“Come along,” he said.


They went out of the tavern. It was dark, but the moon was bright on the streets of old white buildings. Dilullo led the way, along a street that went twisting out of town, with the whisper of the sea vaguely audible on their left. Dilullo walked with his shoulders sagging like those of an old man, and he neither looked at Chane nor spoke to him. He finally stopped and stood staring at nothing … nothing but a vacant lot between two old stucco houses. He stared silently for a long time.


“This is where my first house was,” he said.


Chane said nothing. There was nothing to say. He knew all about that house and how, long ago, Dilullo’s wife and children had perished in its burning.


Dilullo suddenly turned and grasped Chane by the arm, so fiercely that even Chane’s iron Starwolf muscles felt it.


“I’ll tell you something, Chane,” he said. “Don’t ever go back and try to live things over again. Don’t ever do it!”


Then he dropped Chane’s arm and turned away. “Ah, let’s get the hell out of this place,” he said. “Let’s go to the Argo Spur.”




II


The galaxy wheeled through infinity, a vast, spinning, lens-shaped storm of stars. Out from its central mass trailed mighty spirals, and one of these spirals was isolated, sweeping far out into space. It had a dim, tarnished look compared to the other vast arms of the galaxy, for beside its myriad suns this spiral contained many dark nebulae and an unusual number of dead stars. It was often called the Dark Spiral, but its other name was the Argo Spur.


Beauty and horror, riches and danger, worlds of men and many more worlds of not-men, were in the Dark Spiral. None knew that better than Morgan Chane, as he sat in the bridge of the little speeding ship and looked and looked, his face dark and brooding. What he looked at in the viewscreen was not an actuality but an accurate simulacrum, for they were in overdrive and in non-space direct vision is impossible.


The fabric of the ship was shuddering and shaking around him. It was an old ship and its overdrive was not very good. It did what it was supposed to do, it hurled them across extra-dimensional space toward the spiral at its highest speed, but it trembled and creaked ominously all the time it did so.


Chane disregarded that. He looked at the spiral in the simulacrum and his eyes were fixed on a tawny yellow star blazing deep in the wilderness of the Argo Spur.


And how often I’ve come this way, he thought.


The superb tawny-gold sun was the primary of the planet Varna, the most hated world in the galaxy.


And this vast, far-flung spiral of stars ahead was the old road of the Starwolves. Through it they had come and gone on their way to raid the systems of the main part of the galaxy. And through it Chane had come and gone with them, so that there was little about the tangle of suns and dead stars and dark nebulae that he did not know at least something about.


The little ship hurtled on, still trembling and whispering uneasily. There was nothing for a pilot to do when a ship was in overdrive. All that was needed was a man in the bridge to keep watch on the telltales of the overdrive units. Chane was the man now, and he did not at all like the way the telltales quivered.


After a time, Bollard came into the bridge. He looked at the instruments and shook his head.


“This ship is a dog,” he said. “A worn-out old dog.”


Chane shrugged. “It’s the best we could lease for the kind of money we had.”


Bollard grunted. He was a fat man, so fat that his paunch bulged out his coverall, and he had a moonlike face with crinkles around his eyes. He looked slobbish, but Chane, who had been out twice with him, knew that Bollard was strong and fast and tough, and that in a fight he was about as slobbish as a sword blade.


Bollard touched a switch, and a simplified star-chart was projected into being. He looked at the blip of their ship, now well into the base of the spiral.


“You said you had an idea about where we’d drop out of overdrive,” he said to Chane. “Where?”


Chane indicated with his finger a small area marked in red.


“There.”


Bollard stared. “That’s a Zone 3 danger area. Do we have to go into it?”


“Look,” said Chane, “we’ve been all over that. We’ll be scanned from the time we enter the Spur and we’ve got to look like the drift-miners we’re supposed to be, which means that we have to go where drift-miners would go.”


“We could skirt around the area and make like we are mining without going into it,” said Bollard.


Chane smiled. “That’s a real clever idea. Only, when we get to Mruun, we’ve got to show some reason for coming there, and some valuable ores to sell would be a good reason.”


Bollard seemed unconvinced, and Chane added, “You don’t know the Spur. I do, for, as I told you, my parents were Earth missionaries who moved from one of the Spur systems to another when I was growing up …”


He thought that the first part of his statement was true, even though the rest was not. His parents had indeed been dedicated missionaries, but Varna alone had been the scene of their mission, and they had lived and worked and failed and finally died on Varna.


“… and I can tell you,” Chane finished, “that on some of the Spur worlds, just one whisper, one breath, of suspicion will get you killed quick.”


“I still don’t like this idea,” grumbled Bollard. “It’s all very well for you; you were a drift-miner before you joined the Mercs. But I’ve never been a rock-hopper.”


Chane said nothing. He had told them he was a drift-miner to cover up his Starwolf past, but he had never been one and he thought he had a tricky time ahead of him.


He thought it even more when, finally, the blip of their creaking ship had moved quite near to the red patch of the danger area. Dilullo, sitting in the co-pilot chair beside Chane, studied the chart.


“We’d better drop out of overdrive here,” he said.


“We can go a little closer,” Chane said.


They went closer, and Dilullo began to fidget. Presently he said decisively, “That’s close enough. Drop out.”


Chane shrugged, but obeyed. He pressed a button that gave the alert signal throughout the ship, and set up the controls.


Chane moved a switch, and they dropped out. And Chane, who had done this hundreds of times, thought again that it was something like dying and then being born again. From the extra-dimensional space in which they had been traveling, he seemed to fall through vertiginous abysses. Every atom in Chane’s body felt shock, his senses whirled, and then they came out of it.


And now the viewscreens no longer presented a simulacrum. The glory of the Argo Spur was revealed and there smashed in upon them the light of ten thousand suns.


A series of ear-piercing shrieks came from the drift indicators. At the same instant, Chane saw great and small bulks hurtling by the ship.


“Knew we were getting too close!” yelled Dilullo.


Chane saw death looking him in the eye. Their little ship had dropped into space right inside a colossal stream of stone and metal. And they couldn’t go back into overdrive until the unit recycled.


“This damned drift has changed since I last saw it!” he exclaimed. “Sound the hooter!”


Dilullo pulled a lever and the hooter alarm yelled stridently through the ship:


An odd-shaped mass of stone was bearing down on them. Chane hit the controls and stood the ship on its tail. There was a rattling of tiny particles on the hull and he hoped they weren’t holed. Dilullo was shouting something, but between the hooter and the constant shrieking of the drift-alarms he couldn’t hear what it was.


Radar and sight both informed him of another weird-shaped mass coming at them, tumbling over and over. He hit the controls again.


Then the Starwolf surged up in Chane. They were trapped in this bloody cataract of drift and they probably weren’t going to get out of it alive, and all the careful maneuvering in the world wouldn’t do them any good now. He took the Varnan way, the way he and his old comrades would have taken had they been in a bind like this. He held steady on the steering and smashed his free hand down on the power and sent the ship hurtling blindly ahead at full normal speed.


Gamble your ship and your life. It was better than trying useless dodgings and turnings and getting killed anyway.


Chane’s teeth showed in a mirthless smile. He had had a good life as long as it lasted, and if it had to end he was not going to claw like a frightened old woman against the inevitable. No.


Dilullo was still yelling at him, but he paid no attention. John was a good man but he wasn’t a Starwolf, and he was getting a mite old.


A monstrous face of stone whirled past them. A face with bunches of tentacles instead of eyes, and a protuberant trunk-like mouth, and nothing human about it.


The ship slammed through particle-drift again, and past another face that had no relation to humanity, and then past a mighty tumbling statue of a thing with the same tentacle-eyed face and too many arms and legs.


Faces, figures, a phantasmagoria of nightmare shapes … and of a sudden the scream of the drift-alarms shut off. They were out of the cataract of meteoric drive and into clear space.


Chane took a long breath. The gamble did pay off, sometimes. He turned around and looked at Dilullo with a bright smile.
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