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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


Between the orbits of little Mars and gigantic Jupiter, dead on the demarcation line so that the gravity-fields of each planet pulled with equal power, reposed the royal space cruiser, Starwind.


It was a gigantic vessel, polished as glass, the most replete engineering job the science of A.D. 2150 could produce. From the exterior it looked like a silver shuttle, motionless in the void against the backdrop of eternally glittering stars. Within, it was a small city with every conceivable necessity, its power rooms in the exact centre whence was generated the atomic power necessary for the rockets, the vessel’s mode of propulsion.


A matter of profound significance was the reason for the cruiser’s inactivity. Here, out in the void, not far from the asteroids, a child was about to be born. It might be boy or girl—science still had not mastered this uncertainty; which meant it would either be a future king or a future queen.


The mother, guarded by the finest Earth physicians, all of them exclusive to the royal retinue, was Queen Maylion of Earth, wife of Fabus the First. Back on Earth Fabus and his Royalists were fighting a scientific revolution, hence the reason for the space cruiser being far from strife and battle.


In the gleaming corridors of the cruiser, servants and messengers fled back and forth. There was anxiety from the control rooms to the private chambers of Colvin, the kindly Secretary of World State. In yet another suite, waiting for information, sat Dalvo, First Advisor to the King—calm, inscrutable, always giving the impression he was watching for an opportunity to wrest power unto himself.


Perhaps the least disturbed by the taut atmosphere was Hexler, the State’s master-scientist. He was busy in the cruiser’s enormous laboratory, working as usual on synthetic cultures. Hexler had one dream—synthetic life. Synthetic armies, perhaps, which would protect the World State under the rule of Fabus I, if he won the present revolution. But between the realisation of Hexler’s dream of synthetic life and its fulfilment lay one barrier … creation. The solution to the problem had evaded him in his fifty years of scientific study. He could model any creature, male or female, and make it indistinguishable from the living being, but the breath of life was something that defeated him.


Now he had a new angle. Small, embryonic cultures, duplicating exactly the make-up of an unborn human embryo. Perhaps, starting at the beginning of life, he might be able to find the correct reagent to bring activity to the lifeless clay.


Regardless of time and the drama being played out in the Queen’s bedroom, he set in action the various instruments grouped around the solitary culture upon which he was concentrating. But though he tried every combination and sequence of radiations and vibrations, he achieved no result.


At last he relaxed and sighed. He was a tall man, erect as a military leader, his laboratory smock not detracting in the least from his majestic bearing. His eyes were grey under tufted sandy brows. His nose was sharply hooked, his lips firm. He looked—and was—a man of far-reaching decisions, with the power to carry them out.


“Just this one thing, and it continues to elude me,” he muttered, considering the empty laboratory—for he was working alone on this particular experiment. “Is it that I am completely unintelligent, or is it that life is the sole prerogative of the Creator?”


It was just as he finished speaking that something happened. A slight sound made him turn, and his gaze went instantly to the transparent bath in which lay the culture upon which he had been working … Magically, incredibly, it was moving!


Now it had happened he could not believe it for the moment. He watched the undoubted quiverings and shiftings of the embryo, then he quickly snapped on the radiations which would replace the energy lost by the creature’s activity.


A bell rang sharply. Hexler ignored it—until it became insistent. He picked up the receiver.


“Hexler speaking,” he said.


“A son, sir,” announced a voice. “Her Majesty has given birth to a son—at five hours precisely.”


“Convey my congratulations,” Hexler said absently, and switched off. Then his gaze wandered to the clock over the instrument bench. It was 5.5, Earth Standard Time.


“A son,” he mused. “And this embryonic culture, unformed into either sex as I made it, has taken on the male characteristics. It too was born, or became alive, at … exactly five hours.”


His thoughts trailed off into deep speculation, then after a while he returned to his instruments and subjected the slowly growing embryo to every known test. Even as he did so, so swiftly does life move in its earliest stages, the embryo grew from the indistinguishable into the recognisable outlines of a male baby.


It was close on 6.0 when Hexler looked up at the sound of the laboratory door opening. Colvin, the World State Secretary, was coming towards him—quietly, without hurry, his kindly face smiling.


“You seem to be so preoccupied down here, Hexler, I thought I would bring you the news personally,” he said.


“Her Majesty has a son. A son for Earth, Hexler! Fabus the Second, as he will be one day.”


“I heard,” the master scientist answered mechanically. “I was informed of the birth. It took place at five hours.”


“Precisely.”


“This birth took place at five hours also.”


For a moment the Secretary did not understand, then as his gaze followed Hexler’s to the culture-bath he gave a start.


“Hexler, you have done it!” he cried. “You have created life!”


“I am not so sure of that, Colvin.”


“But it is here before you!” The Secretary strode forward and watched the tiny creature intently. “It lives. It …”


His voice stopped and he frowned a little. Hexler eyed him for a while and then said:


“I do not think I brought life to this embryo, Colvin. At the time it was born not a single radiation was trained on it. I had just ceased experimenting, worn out with failure.”


“This—this minute baby is—” Colvin stopped, finding it difficult to speak. “It resembles the son which has been born to the Queen!” he finished, looking up sharply.


“That,” Hexler said, “is no surprise to me. I believe the most incredible thing has happened—scientifically possible, of course, but most unexpected. In a while I shall be sure. What I must do is examine her Highness’s child without delay.”


“That will be a matter of some hours,” Colvin said. “The infant will not be removed to the artificial mother for three more hours yet.”


Hexler looked annoyed for a moment and then shrugged.


“Very well, I must wait,” he said, and his eyes returned to the slowly growing male infant, expanding and developing under the influence of the radiations he was training upon it.


Meanwhile, in the further reaches of the vessel, Dalvo the Advisor was reclining on a silken couch, listening to the instrument on his desk. It had been giving forth every word spoken by Hexler and Colvin in the laboratory. Dalvo, though not a scientist in the accepted sense, was a highly intelligent man—and he knew that to gain power he must know everything about everybody, and use them as circumstances demanded. Hence, unknown to the royal retinue, he had—at various times—wired each chamber with concealed microphones, most of them disguised as wall decorations. Back on Earth the royal palace was similarly “eavesdropped.” There was nothing ever escaped Dalvo: he took good care of that.


Now he lay musing over what he had heard. He was the youngest of the royal retinue, which accounted for his overriding ambitions. Born of a long line of Earth aristocrats he was a being of impeccable manners, usually expressionless, hiding everything under his cloak of suave culture. And he was handsome too. Black hair lay in thick waves on his well-shaped head. His brown eyes were those of a dreamer and an intellectual. Only the mouth gave away his deadly inner nature. It was little more than a gash in his ivory-skinned face.


“Interesting,” he murmured at length, considering his faultless nails. “So the baby of her Highness resembles that of Hexler’s synthetic embryo. Much indeed could spring from that possibility….”


He relaxed again, secure in the knowledge that he would not be interrupted since all matters of State were suspended during the present drama in the Queen’s bedroom. Reaching out to the instrument he turned the volume control a little higher.


Down in the laboratory Hexler was at the end of his patience.


“Three hours is too long to wait,” he decided abruptly, gathering together portable instruments and packing them into a case. “I am going to seek her Highness’s permission to photograph the infant—both normally and by X-ray.”


Colvin said nothing: it was not his province. He remained watching the tiny baby in the bath whilst Hexler hurried from the laboratory. He was away perhaps half-an-hour, and there was triumph in his craggy face upon his return.


“Her Majesty was most gracious,” he said, sorting out his instruments. “Or at least the doctors were. My request was granted. I have here an excellent series of photographs. I only need to develop them.”


He thrust the photographic spool into a sealed trap projecting from a nearby machine, switched on the power, and waited for a few moments; then as a series of photographs, perfectly developed and dry were released from the side of the instrument he picked them up and examined them intently, Colvin looking over his shoulder.


The photography was brilliantly exact in every detail, both in interior and exterior revelations of the infant.


“I never saw two babies so much alike,” Colvin said at length. “Even to the scar on the left shoulder. This synthetic baby has one as well.”


Hexler nodded slowly and then put down the photographs.


“Colvin, there are two future kings of Earth,” he said. “Fabus the Second has a synthetic twin—”


He turned impatiently as Corliss, chief laboratory attendant, came in.


“I do not need you at the moment, Corliss,” Hexler told him. “I am engaged on a private matter.”


Corliss hesitated, a young keen-faced man. Then he nodded and quietly went out again.


“This is impossible!” Colvin protested. “We know for a fact that only one child was born to her Highness.”


“My friend,” Hexler said, brooding, “we are proving that the source of life is not entirely physical, but mental! The mental power of the mother not only gave birth to the natural child, but also to the synthetic one as well. Dual conception.”


“I am not a very good scientist,” Colvin apologised.


“I’m sorry. I’ll make it plainer. Out here in space, in spite of all we do to prevent it, cosmic radiation seeps in upon us, and cosmic radiation is known to create life, but of itself the miracle does not happen. However, under the stimulus—the catalyst if you will—of thought waves life can occur. Imagine this embryo as it was, developed to almost the same stage as the natural baby of her Highness. It becomes plain that a mental catalyst operated. The conception which produced her son was not limited to that one exact form but to this as well. Her room, only just over this laboratory, is at no great distance. Her thought impulses must have reached this far and reacted on this synthetic material. It reacted because it was exactly in ‘sympathy’ with her thought-waves; just as a radio tuned to a particular station will receive that station.”


“But can thought-waves travel that far?” Colvin asked, puzzled.


“There is no limit to them, my friend. It all depends if the recipient of the waves can react to them…. For instance, on the moon of Io, half of which I own, there is a type of mineral which reflects thought-waves as a mirror reflects light-images. For experiment I once tried the limit of a thought-wave by concentrating on the mineral from a distance of five miles. I received an echo back with the same strength as the wave I sent forth…. That satisfied me that thought has no limit in extent and can pass through any barrier.”


Colvin meditated for a moment.


“The position,” he said, “is delicate. We cannot possibly have two heirs to the throne. Further, this synthetic twin is not entitled to the throne because he is not of blood descent. He can, if he wishes, make himself an intolerable nuisance as he grows older.”


“There are two courses,” Hexler said, musing. “I can either destroy this synthetic child—or remove him to a place of absolute safety and watch how he develops.”


“Destruction is unthinkable.” Colvin was completely decided on this. “You have created synthetic life for the first time in scientific history—or at least it has come into being. To destroy it would be sacrilege. No, your other plan is better, Hexler. Remove him to somewhere safe, secretly, and keep from him the information that he is the double of the Earth’s king-to-be…. Remember, too, that this test-tube child has no progenitors. We have no idea how he will develop, whether his test-tube birth will make him a fiend or saint.”


“There is only one thing I can do,” Hexler decided at length. “I have given most of my life to the study of synthesis and creation of life; I shall give the rest of it to watching how this life develops. I shall retire from the royal retinue.”


“If His and Her Majesty permit it,” Colvin said.


“They can hardly prevent it, my friend. Nor do I think they would wish to. I am no longer a young man. It would seem natural enough if I decided to retire from active scientific life and spend the rest of my days on Io. After all, I bought half that satellite for just such a purpose. There I can take this synthetic baby, watch him develop, keep him in ignorance of his twinship with Fabus the Second. He will never know but what I am his father.”


“Very well,” the Secretary said quietly. “Only you and I know this secret, Hexler. It must never go any further … I am thinking particularly of Dalvo. There is much he could do with two potential kings to juggle with.”


“He will never know,” Hexler responded. “Nobody will.”


And in his own private suite Dalvo smiled, and contemplated his faultless finger nails.


Perforce, Hexler could not retire immediately from the service of the retinue. He had to apply first to King Fabus himself—by short wave radio to Earth, and be granted official permission; then the Queen had to underline that permission. With Fabus himself there was no difficulty: he was so absorbed in smashing the revolution, and succeeding, he had not the time to consider Hexler’s request in full. But with the Queen it was different. Hexler was an old and trusted scientist. The moment she was able to be about again she questioned him thoroughly—far too thoroughly for Hexler’s liking. It made it even more difficult for him to have Dalvo present at the interview—quietly smiling, inscrutable, beside the Queen’s desk.


“I frankly do not understand your decision, Hexler,” the Queen said, studying him. “You are aware that the revolution on Earth has been crushed and that his Highness can now put into operation his long range scientific plan, which was the main cause of trouble amongst the masses. How do you suppose he can develop his plan to the full without your assistance?”


“I will give what help I can, Highness, but at a distance,” Hexler answered. “I am too old, too tired, for active participation in science any more. All I wish to do is retire to Io and live in peace.”


“Alone?” asked Dalvo, smiling.


Hexler gave him a glance. “Certainly, Io is a deserted moon. You should be aware of that, Excellency.”


“I—just wondered,” the Advisor said, and his smile did not move.


Queen Maylion gave a sigh and relaxed in her chair. Her deep violet eyes were still fixed on the scientist’s rugged face.


“Will you continue your scientific experiments on Io, Hexler?”


“I think not, Highness. I have met with so little success in my chosen field that I must admit myself beaten.”


“And allow your dreams of synthetic armies to serve your King to fade into oblivion? That isn’t like you, Hexler.”


“Most unlike,” Dalvo commented. “Perhaps though, Hexler wishes to see how his synthetic experiments might develop without actually working on them.”


“How is that possible?” the Queen asked, puzzled.


“Theories, Highness,” the Advisor explained, bowing. “I am sure Hexler is more than capable of developing—a theory.”


“I am afraid, Highness, that his Excellency’s observations do not make sense to me,” Hexler said bluntly. “All I wish is your permission to resign from the retinue, then I can be put off at Io before the cruiser returns to Earth.”


The Queen glanced at the Advisor for suggestions. He merely shrugged.


“You cannot hold a man in the retinue against his will, Highness—especially such a man as Hexler.”


“Very well,” the Queen said, by no means graciously. “You have permission, Hexler. The vessel’s commander will be instructed to stop at Io where you may disembark. You have my permission to withdraw.”


Hexler bowed—and departed. Outside the door of the royal suite he hesitated for a moment, his craggy face grim; then he hurried along the broad and shining corridor to Colvin’s suite. He found the Secretary busy at his desk.


“You seem excited, Hexler,” he commented, looking up in surprise as the scientist hurried towards him. “I find it most unusual—for you.”


“I think,” Hexler said, pausing at the desk, “Dalvo knows!”


Colvin’s expression changed. “About Rafil?” he asked, using the name which had been given to the synthetic twin of Fabus II. “But that is impossible! You have the infant locked away in a secret room in the laboratory. How could anybody ever—”


Colvin broke off as there was a light tap on the polished doors. He gave the order to enter—and Dalvo came in silently, his hands tucked in the wide cuffs of his elaborate garment of office.


“I hope I do not interrupt anything, gentlemen?” he asked, glancing from one to the other as he advanced.


“What do you require, Excellency?” Colvin demanded. He had no liking for the Advisor and never neglected the chance to reveal it.


“An explanation.” The fixed smile left Dalvo’s face and it became hard. “An explanation of why it has not been revealed to their Highnesses that there are two heirs to the throne of Earth.”


“As I thought,” Hexler muttered. “You know…. But how?”


“The why and wherefore need not concern you, Hexler,” Dalvo responded. “I know everything that is happening—and I also know that suppressing information about a second heir amounts to treason.”


“It is not a second heir,” Colvin corrected. “The twin is synthetic, and therefore not a blood descendant.”


“I think we can waive that issue,” Dalvo said. “The fact remains that, blood descendant or otherwise, an exact twin to the future king might prove of inestimable value one day. It places the throne in a dangerous position—and that is treason.”


“You are not concerned with the throne, Excellency,” Hexler snapped. “You never have been. Your sole concern is yourself. I don’t know how you found out about this twin, but I assume you have a price for keeping the secret to yourself. What is it?”


“On Earth, my friend, you have many possessions,” Dalvo responded, musing. “Your scientific genius has enabled you to become the owner of a quarter of the planet just as you have become the owner of half of the Jovian moon, Io. Since you have decided to retire to Io for the rest of your life your Earth possessions cannot have any attraction for you. I … would be willing to act as custodian for them.”


“Blackmail,” Hexler said bitterly, “belongs to the days before men became scientific.”


Dalvo smiled. “Don’t you find it refreshing to be primitive now and again? It relieves the tedium of high office. To state the point clearly, Hexler— Your Earth possessions, valued at some two million in present post-Revolution currency, otherwise I shall be reluctantly compelled to breathe a word in the ear of her Highness.”


Hexler began to pace the great office anxiously. He came to a stop after a while, hard lines round his powerful mouth.


“In my hands, Dalvo, those Earth possessions were safe. I was too preoccupied with science to turn them to account. With you it would be different. You would have enough power to bargain for the throne!”


“A thought,” Dalvo murmured, “which had not entirely escaped me.”


“You can’t do this, Dalvo!” Colvin snapped, and the Advisor looked at him in surprise.


“My dear Colvin, I can do as I please. You and Hexler are the guilty ones, not I. I admit, quite unashamedly, that I have only one ambition in my life—to climb to world power. If I have to do it over the bodies of Hexler, yourself, and even their Majesties, then I shall. To become the legal owner of a quarter of the planet which Fabus rules will give me a foothold. I can extent it—and I shall.”


There was silence, Colvin and Hexler looking at one another. The Advisor withdrew his hands from his sleeves and pondered them.


“You have no choice, Hexler,” he said deliberately. “If the information concerning Rafil reaches their Highnesses it will mean death—and you are well aware of it.”


“Yes—I am aware of it.” Hexler sighed heavily. “Very well, Dalvo, you win. I ask only one thing—that you do not extend your lust for power as far as Io and wrest that from me, too.”


“Io?” The Advisor spread his hands. “What use would I have for a tiny moon chained to unwanted Jupiter? You can have your spacial paradise, Hexler—and welcome. But I warn you never to set foot on Earth again as long as you live, or allow that synthetic creature to do so either. It might cause my plans to be upset…. And they are so far reaching.”


“That doesn’t surprise me,” Colvin remarked acidly.


Dalvo turned to the desk. “As Secretary, Colvin, it is for you to draw up the legal document transferring Hexler’s lands and possessions to me. You will be kind enough to do that. And you, Hexler, will write a letter to me expressing the wish that I am to have these lands as a gift, otherwise their Highnesses may wonder why I have suddenly acquired them. You might say you are giving them to me as a token of … friendship.”


Hexler clenched his powerful fists for a moment, then he swung savagely to a nearby small writing table and began to scribble busily on the royal notepaper. Colvin, for his part, dictated a deed of property transfer to a secretary in the adjoining office and, presently, it was brought in for signature. The royal seal was affixed and Dalvo took it with a smile. Hexler’s letter he read through without hurry and then transferred it to his inner pocket.
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