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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain's oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language's finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today's leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      
      
CHAPTER
ONE


      
      

      
      The spaceport at Krome was busy and the receptionist at the transient hotel had little time to spare for the non-descript
         man who claimed his attention.
      

      
      “Corade? Sure, room seven-thirty-two. I’ll announce you. Name?”

      
      “Dene Winguard. I’m from the Shardorn, his vessel.”
      

      
      “Crewmate, uh?” The receptionist turned from the phone. “Go on up, he’s expecting you.”

      
      Corade was a big man with a shock of reddish hair, blue eyes, the shoulders of a bull and a thin scar tracing its way over
         one cheek. He wore the puce and green of the Rumzan Line, his insignia the electronic flash of a communications officer. He
         yelled to enter at the knock on his door, then turned from his packing. He narrowed his eyes at the visitor.
      

      
      “You’re not Dene. Say, what is this?”

      
      The stranger carefully closed and locked the door. Corade straightened, his hands clenching a little, body tensed for action.
         As he stepped forward the man quickly said, “There’s no need for alarm. I had to use a subterfuge in order to see you. I’ve
         come with a business proposition.”
      

      
      Corade relaxed, thinking he knew the answer. He had been approached before on a dozen different worlds.

      
      “Smuggling? If so forget it. We’re headed for Weingold. They check and double check and the penalties are too high.”

      
      “Not smuggling.” The man stepped close, lifting his hand. “This.”
      

      
      He wore an ornate ring bright with a glittering gem. As Corade looked at the jewel it seemed to expand, to open like a flower,
         releasing a gush of acrid vapor. Even as he smelled it he fell, dead before he reached the floor.
      

      
      Ten minutes later the receptionist looked up and smiled.

      
      “Checking out, Mr. Corade?”

      
      “Not exactly.” The big red-headed man returned the smile, hefting the bag he was carrying. “There’s been a delay, that’s why
         Dene came to see me. I’ll just drop this off at the ship and carry on with some unfinished business.” His wink left no doubt
         as to its nature. “We pull out early tomorrow, so I’ll keep the room another day. Make out the bill and I’ll settle it now
         to save trouble.”
      

      
      It was considerate, but then Corade always was: the kind of resident the hotel liked, quiet, discreet as to his pleasures,
         no trouble at all.
      

      
      As he counted the money the receptionist said, “A moment, sir, you’ve got change coming.”

      
      “Keep it.” Corade added another bill to the rest. “Give this to the chambermaid. No need for her to go into the room—it might
         be a little embarrassing.” Another wink.
      

      
      “I understand.” The receptionist deftly pocketed his tip. “If I don’t see you again, sir, have a good trip. Will we have the
         pleasure of your company when you are on Krome next?”
      

      
      “Sure. You can rely on it.”

      
      The big man moved quickly from the hotel toward the spaceport, hearing an irate voice as he reached one of the ships on the
         field.
      

      
      “For Pete’s sake, Corade! The old man’s hopping. What kept you?”

      
      “Does it matter? I’m here.”

      
      “And none too soon.” The second officer jerked his thumb at the open lock behind him. “Get on duty fast! We’re due to lift
         within the hour.”
      

      
      The Shardorn was a vessel of the Delta class, plying a regular route among a handful of worlds, carrying light freight and passengers. The big man dumped his bag in a cabin he
         shared with the second engineer and went to the communications shack. It was empty—the Shardorn carried only one electronics officer—and he sat before the panel making the routine checks.
      

      
      An hour later, all ports sealed, crew at their stations, the vessel lifted. Three hours after that the redhead made an adjustment
         to the hybeam receiver. Two hours later he had an interview with Captain Schleheim.
      

      
      “You were late reporting for duty, Corade. Why?”

      
      “I’m sorry, sir. I was delayed.”

      
      “That is no excuse. It is my standing order that every man be at his post at least two hours before lift. This is the second
         time you’ve flouted that order. Do it again and you’ll be looking for another ship.”
      

      
      “It won’t happen again, sir.”

      
      “You know what to expect if it does. As it is you lose a day’s pay.”

      
      Corade would have been resentful; the big man’s hands closed into fists where they hung at his sides. Schleheim noticed the
         gesture and his craggy face hardened. An old veteran of space, tough as the metal which enclosed his tiny world, he ran a
         hard ship.
      

      
      “Two days’ pay,” he corrected. “And, by God, if you lift a hand to me you’ll spend the journey in irons.”

      
      The hands opened, the blue eyes looked down at the deck between them.

      
      “I’m sorry, sir. But two days’ pay for an hour’s lateness? It seems unfair.”

      
      “Whine and it’ll be worse. Now get the hell out of my sight.”

      
      After he left, the first officer turned from where he’d been monitoring the instruments, the screens which showed the star-shot
         vista of space.
      

      
      “That’s odd, Captain. The last time you chewed Corade out he tried to make a joke of it. I never expected him to complain.
         Maybe he’s losing his sense of humor?”
      

      
      “He’ll lose more than that if he doesn’t get a grip on himself,” snapped Schleheim. “An officer’s entitled to his fun, but not when it interferes with the operation of my ship.” He dismissed the incident with a shrug. With the vessel
         traveling at plus-C velocity he had other things to worry about than a girl-bemused spaceman … the passengers, for one.
      

      
      Tradition demanded that he make the routine circuit, dropping a word, exchanging greetings, letting them know their lives
         were in good hands. More than that, though, he liked to know the people he was carrying: the entrepreneur already busy with
         a host of plans, the three dancers, gay, lithe young things whose conversation rose like the twitter of birds, the solemn
         woman with the peaked face and gemmed insignia—an officer of the Matriarch of Weingold, the scatter of others.
      

      
      He paused by a high-backed chair, leaning with slight deference toward the woman it contained. Laura Previn was still attractive
         despite her years, the figure beneath the plain gown curved and lush. With cosmetics and a more decorative gown she would
         have rivaled any of the dancers, but then, he reminded himself, he was regarding her from the viewpoint of maturity, not of
         youth.
      

      
      “A pleasure to have you with us, madam,” he said sincerely. “It isn’t often that my ship carries a genetic engineer as noted
         as yourself.”
      

      
      She returned his smile. “You flatter me, Captain.”

      
      “I speak the truth. Your work on selected physical types will open new worlds for habitation and what you have already accomplished
         in the field of revivication is of personal interest to all spacemen. Even I, a crusty old man, can recognize that.”
      

      
      She smiled, making no comment, and he sensed her desire to be alone. Sighing, he made the rounds of the other passengers,
         wondering what it would be like to be married to such a woman, to share, even remotely, in her work. On his return she halted
         him with a touch on his arm.
      

      
      “Captain, how long will this journey take?”

      
      “Ten days, madam.” She should have known, but genius was noted for absentmindedness. “I shall make them as comfortable for you as I can,” he promised. “Anything you need, anything you want, simply ask.”
      

      
      “That is kind of you.”

      
      “If you care to inspect the ship I shall be happy to escort you.”

      
      This was a measure of his regard. Passengers would normally be a nuisance to such a man, certainly not to be shown around.
         Yet the workings of a vessel did not interest her; she tried to soften her rejection.
      

      
      “Perhaps later, Captain, but I do have work to get on with. Notes for my speech at the conference and other things.”

      
      “Dinner then?” His relief was skillfully masked. “It would honor me to have you share my table.”

      
      This arrangement lasted five days, artificial divisions of time which darkened the ship at regular intervals, brightened it
         at others—a device to avoid the hazard of time-disorientation. On returning to the bridge after a meal Schleheim found the
         second engineer waiting for him.
      

      
      “What is it, Grixon?”

      
      The man cleared his throat. “Something odd, sir. About Corade. I don’t really know how to say it.”

      
      “Get on with it, man!”

      
      “Well, we’ve shared a cabin for some time now and you get to know a man’s ways. Corade likes to joke and tell yarns about
         women. At least he did. This trip he’s barely spoken to me. And another thing. He used to snore like the devil. Now he doesn’t.
         And I owed him some money; when I mentioned it to him he didn’t seem to know what I was talking about. Little things, sir,
         but they add up.”
      

      
      “To what?”

      
      “I don’t know,” Grixon confessed. “It’s just a feeling I have. That I’m sharing my cabin with a stranger. I thought I’d better
         report it.”
      

      
      “You did right.”

      
      Schleheim was a conscientious man; he dutifully recorded the interview in the log, making a mental note to Keep an eye on
         Corade. The man was a good enough communications officer, but he was nothing special and could always be replaced. If he stepped out of line just one more time
         that’s exactly what would happen.
      

      
      Alone in his cabin the big red-headed man looked at his watch. It was no ordinary timepiece, but spelled out the days, hours,
         minutes and split seconds on a graduated scale. This chronometer had cost more than any officer could earn in half a year;
         it was powered by dying atoms and was accurate to a fraction of a second over a century.
      

      
      Grixon was on duty; from behind the bulkhead against the big man’s head came a soft inhalation from sleeping men, stewards
         now relieved of watch. It was far into the night, the passengers were in their cabins, the salon deserted. Two minutes and
         it would be time to act.
      

      
      He took several items from his bag, a compact piece of equipment, a needle gun firing lethal darts, a heavy Dione, the barrel
         finned, the orifice flared. Cracking the door, he entered the passage and turned toward the engine room. The door was fast.
         He opened it, smiled at the crewman who turned toward him, and fired the needler at his throat.
      

      
      The man hit a tool rack as he fell, metal clashing as it followed him to the floor.

      
      “Cran?” Footsteps echoed from behind the humped bulk of the engines. “You clumsy idiot! Can’t you watch what you’re doing?”
         Grixon came into view, eyes widening as he saw the fallen man, the tools scattered around him.
      

      
      “Cran! What’s wrong?” His voice changed as he ran forward. “Corade! What the hell are you doing here?”

      
      Again the needler spat its silent death.

      
      The big man was hard at work before Grixon had fallen. He used tools from the scattered heap to tear at the engine casing,
         opening it to reveal bunched wires. He picked at these, hooking the compact mechanism he carried into the circuit, setting
         it with deft touches. He then moved to another part of the engine, tearing away the seals of the manual override. He glanced
         at his watch as he waited, tense, the needler held ready. Three minutes later he adjusted the bared controls, killing all maneuverability and drive.
      

      
      In the control room Schleheim noticed nothing, the instruments still registering as they should, his attention claimed by
         the first officer standing at the Larvic-Shaw spatial disturbance detector.
      

      
      “Captain. Something close.”

      
      The screen, normally a fuzz of gently drifting lines from the activity of distant suns, was now writhing with a complex mesh
         of curves centering in a convoluted node—a sure sign that the nearby normal continuum had been disrupted by irregular energies.
         It could mean an electronic storm, rogue matter still beyond normal detector range, a rift in the space-time fabric causing
         opposed forces to swirl in a conglomeration of three-dimensional fields—or, incredibly, another vessel dangerously close.
      

      
      But nothing showed in the screens.

      
      Schleheim stared at them, uneasily conscious that something was wrong. Plumping into the control chair, he made adjustments.
         The Shardorn should have turned, lifted, raced away from the potential danger revealed on the Larvic-Shaw. Instead nothing happened. The
         instruments remained as they were, false readings which proved the vessel was dead beneath his hands.
      

      
      “Captain!” Roston’s voice was an echo of his own disbelief. “For God’s sake, what is it?”

      
      Something huge suddenly shimmered in the screens as if covered with a fine blue mist, the blueness quickly vanishing to reveal
         a glimmering shape which reflected the cold light of the stars, the bulk of the Shardorn itself. As they watched it came closer, matching velocity and direction. A dull thud vibrated through the hull as the two
         ships touched.
      

      
      “An attack!” Observed fact blasted aside the captain’s incredulity. “Sound the alarm!”

      
      Laura Previn heard it as the door of her cabin crashed open to reveal a big man with a shock of red hair, his lips smiling,
         the Dione in his hand giving the lie to his apparent good humor.
      

      
      “Up!” he snapped. “Quickly.”

      
      “What—”
      

      
      “Don’t argue, woman! Do as I say.” He ripped a thin, transparent space suit from the emergency locker, dropping its twin from
         under his free arm. “Put it on and seal it tight. Damn you, do it!”
      

      
      She stood for a moment and then the Dione lifted, the finned barrel with its flared orifice leveling on her legs. A touch
         on the trigger and released energy would spout from the disintegration of the unstable charge, forces focused and controlled
         by the ring of permanent magnets in the barrel. The naked energy produced could incinerate a horse, would sear the flesh from
         her legs and leave nothing but charred bone.
      

      
      “Put on that suit,” said the big man. “Do it now or I’ll fire and then do it for you. This is your last chance.”

      
      Shaking, she obeyed. He donned his own suit while she was busy, then snapped tight both final seals.

      
      “And now what?” Her voice was flat as it vibrated the diaphragm set into the mask. “Has the ship been holed?”

      
      For answer he turned and fired at the junction of the closed door. Metal turned molten beneath the blast, then fused and cooled
         again in a tough weld.
      

      
      “Just a precaution,” he said casually. “We don’t want any fool bursting in here and trying to act the hero, do we?”

      
      “What is this all about?”

      
      “You’ll see in good time.”

      
      She was tall and strong, and an academic life hadn’t spoiled her vitality. He grunted as she lunged toward him, one hand knocking
         aside the Dione, the other tearing at his mask. His features seemed to blur beneath her hand, to soften and take a different
         shape, then he had pushed her back and was as before.
      

      
      But the glimpse had been enough.

      
      “You’re not human,” she said. “You’re a Mimic. A Mimic from Dephene.”

      
      He bowed mockingly.

      
      “What do you want with me?”

      
      “All in good time, madam. Now we wait.”

      
      They waited as the lock was forced and men poured into the Shardorn, weapons blazing, burning the air, the passengers, the hapless crew. Cursing, Schleheim tore at the locked arms cabinet, throwing
         a Dione to Roston, taking another himself. Carried only for use in the remote possibility of mutiny, the weapons were mostly
         meant to awe rather than injure. He ignored the needlers loaded with their anesthetic darts: his ship had been boarded, he
         was in no mood to be gentle.
      

      
      A man died as he fired, a second, and then Schleheim himself was wreathed in flame, shafts of energy spearing his torso, his
         stomach, charring lungs and intestines, bursting through pelvis and spine. He went down in a smoking heap of unrecognizable
         tissue.
      

      
      Roston joined him, together with the passengers and the rest of the crew. Only one man did not die immediately.

      
      First Engineer Holtac had been partially protected by a half-open door when the raiders raced toward the engine room. He had
         lost his left arm and half the shoulder. When a second blast cut the legs from under him he fell into a pool of his own blood,
         incredibly surviving the initial shock. The searing blasts, deflected, had served to cauterize the wounds. Lying, tormented
         with pain, the scent of his own burned flesh heavy in his nostrils, he could do nothing but wait as seeping blood drained
         away his life.
      

      
      The noise faded, the screams, the roar of Diones. The following orders were snapped in cold, emotionless tones.

      
      Holtac felt a grate of transmitted vibration and the thin, horrifying hiss of escaping air. Like a crippled snail. he crawled
         into the engine room, reaching the mechanism the big man had planted there, tearing free the wires and inching on to another
         device the raiders had left attached to the main pile. A jerk and it too was free, and he fell, rolling, red stabs of pain
         tearing at his consciousness.
      

      
      Yet there was still something he had to do.

      
      The destructive device had been disconnected. The automatic alarm beacon incorporated into the vessel would already be sending
         out its signal of distress. If he could manage to get into a suit, seal it tight, obtain a large supply of extra air, find drugs to kill his pain, to halt the internal bleeding, find water and antibiotics, he might,
         just might, stand a slender chance of rescue.
      

      
      But with only one arm and no legs, with blackness edging his vision and weakness sapping what was left of his strength, it
         was an impossible task.
      

      
      And he was a gambler who knew the odds.

      
      Painfully, dipping his finger in his own blood to use as ink, he began to draw a pattern on the deck next to his face. He
         was still drawing when he died.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER
TWO


      
      

      
      The park was a green jewel set in the heart of the city, one of a number placed among the soaring buildings of Newark, the
         capital of Earth. The small area was landscaped with flowering trees and gardens bright with diverse hues, a pool in which
         fish sported and fountains played, benches on which the old could sit and dream, the young pause and enjoy pastoral charm.
         There were terraces too, on which lovers could stroll, and meandering ways and shadowed paths leading to sculptured glades.
      

      
      Kennedy found it charming.

      
      He strolled slowly along one of the terraces, apparently casually, yet his eyes were restless as he looked from side to side,
         weighing, evaluating with practiced ease. He scanned the men who walked past or who lingered without apparent reason; the
         women who stared, young girls who slowed as he neared, bold eyes searching his face, his body.
      

      
      One said something to her friend, then sighed enviously and walked on with dragging reluctance. She would like to have stayed,
         to have talked to the tall man with the broad shoulders and narrow waist, to have turned a casual meeting into something with
         deeper meaning.
      

      
      An outworlder, she thought, but no, his face bore the unmistakable stamp of earth. Possibly a spaceman, she considered, but
         certainly not less than an officer. And yet he wore no uniform. His blouse and pants were of nacreous whiteness, shimmering
         with glowing color, the tracery of thin black lines accentuating the richness of the material.
      

      
      A wealthy man, she decided, a dilettante of sorts, one devoted to sport and physical pursuits, a hunter or an adventurer who
         had trodden strange worlds and seen exotic places.
      

      
      One day, perhaps, she would do the same.

      
      Kennedy reached the end of the terrace, turned, walked back to pause and lean on the parapet of the wall along the side. He
         looked down at the sward below, at the pool of tinkling water and the fountain of rainbow spray.
      

      
      Close to the fountain sat a mother with her child, a sturdy boy of six or seven, neat in a miniature play-uniform of blue,
         green and silver, already dreaming of commanding a Mobile Aid Laboratory and Construction Authority, one of the MALACAs which
         guarded Earth and the planets in the Terran Sphere of Influence, the complex ruled and guided by Terran Control.
      

      
      The boy’s shrill voice rose above the tinkle of water.

      
      “But Mother, I don’t understand. If Earth owns all the planets then why do we have enemies?”

      
      “Earth doesn’t own them all,” she said patiently. “In fact we don’t own any but the worlds of our own system, certain uninhabited
         planets and those we have directly colonized. The other worlds in the Terran Sphere are our allies. We help them and protect
         them when they need either.”
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