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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

      
      He woke screaming from a dream in which he had been slowly flayed alive, and stared wild-eyed at the tall figure standing
         beside his couch.
      

      
      ‘My lord.’ Nava Sonega moved a little, the light from a lantern touching the engraved hollows of his face. ‘You are summoned
         to attend your brother.’
      

      
      Umed Khan gulped, reaching for the table on which stood a goblet of wine. It did little to ease his apprehension, but his
         throat moistened, he was able to speak.
      

      
      ‘Why? For what purpose?’

      
      ‘A hunt, my lord.’ Sonega’s voice matched his figure, old, sere, the rustle of leaves beneath dormant trees. ‘The runes were
         cast and the omens propitious. Also,’ he added dryly, ‘a herd of wild drell has been reported from the Frome estate.’
      

      
      ‘And my brother is eager to slaughter them.’ Umed Khan finished his wine. ‘Has he not had enough of killing?’

      
      Nava Sonega made no comment, stepping back as the other rose. The prince was dewed with sweat, in need of a bath and relaxing
         attention, but there was no time for self-indulgence. Quickly he dressed in boots, breeches, an undershirt of fine metal mesh,
         a tunic of woven silk ornamented with lizards, the creatures brightly yellow against maroon. A thick cloak and he was ready.
      

      
      ‘Arms?’

      
      ‘Will be provided, my lord. Attendants and nerfs are waiting.’ Sonega led the way toward the door, turning as he reached the
         portal in time to see the other reach for more wine. ‘My lord,’ he said sharply. ‘You have not eaten.’
      

      
      It was a subtle warning against overindulgence, or as subtle as Umed could expect, but the man was right. Wine was no protection,
         and the false courage it gave could be dangerous. Now, as always, he would need a clear head if he hoped to survive.
      

      
      Setting down the decanter, he said, ‘I had a dream. I was being slowly flayed and it seemed that my brother watched and enjoyed
         my pain. Your interpretation?’
      

      
      ‘I am not a seer, my lord.’

      
      ‘And so do not believe in premonitions?’ Umed Khan shrugged; over the course of years he had learned to recognize Sonega’s
         caution. ‘And yet you must have some guidance to determine your actions. How else could you have survived so long in the court
         of Jarhen? First with my father, then with my brother, neither noted for their gentle restraint. What charm do you possess
         which gives you immunity against those who rule?’
      

      
      ‘No charm, my lord.’ Nava Sonega opened the door. ‘No charm, but a little anticipation. The knowledge, for example, that your
         brother will be irate if kept waiting.’
      

      
      Umed Khan heard his brother’s voice as he descended to the courtyard. A bull-roar heavy with arrogance, it rose to echo from
         the moldering stone of the palace.
      

      
      ‘Fool! My boot! You dare to be so clumsy!’

      
      A man screamed as a whip cracked and Umed saw a groom staggering back from where his brother sat mounted, hands to his eyes,
         blood running from beneath his fingers. Jarhed laughed thickly, running the lash through a gloved hand.
      

      
      ‘He spilled wine on my boot and claimed he had not seen the leather. Well, if I struck true, he will never see again. Now,
         brother, mount! We have far to go.’
      

      
      Twenty men accompanied them, riding sullenly through the silence of the predawn city. Slumbering beggars stirred as they passed,
         waking to cringe at the sight of their lord and his retinue. Only in the great square were there signs of activity; too early
         for the markets, it was always time for pleasure, and those watching would wait until the end.
      

      
      They thronged the circle of guards, eyes lifted to stare above and beyond the crested helmets and ceremonial pikes to where,
         bathed in the light of searchbeams set on surrounding houses, a man was dying.
      

      
      He was thin, emaciated, ribs stark against the strained parchment of his chest. His head was thrown back, the corded throat raw from screaming, the gaping mouth soundless now, able only to
         mew the pain. Ropes lashed his arms behind his back and supported the bulk of heavy weights lashed to each ankle. Between
         his thighs the slender cone of polished wood on which he had been impaled was laced with lines of blood, some dried, others
         glistening wet.
      

      
      ‘He’s lasted well,’ rumbled Jarhed. ‘The execution was at sunset. Five will get you ten if he lasts until noon.’

      
      ‘No,’ said Umed.

      
      ‘Squeamish, brother?’ Jarhed’s laugh rose above the murmur from the crowd. ‘At times I think our father’s madness drove him
         into the arms of a chull and only my mother’s charity claimed you for her own.’
      

      
      Umed felt the hand on his arm, Sonega’s quick pressure of warning, and was glad that he had not drunk the second goblet of
         wine. Instead of the sharp retort against the insult, which would have brought the lash of a whip across his eyes or sent
         him to follow the dying man on the stake, he said quietly, ‘Each to his own, my lord. I gain no pleasure from wagers on dying
         men.’
      

      
      Others had no such compunction. From the crowd came the calls of men chanting odds, the comments of those who calculated their
         chances. Impalement took time to kill. A man could hasten his end by struggling, driving the pointed end deeper into his vitals,
         bursting intestines, spleen, diaphragm, and lungs, drowning in his own blood. Or he could do the reverse, strive to support
         his weight by the pressure of his thighs against the polished wood, lengthening his agony by as much as days.
      

      
      In this case the weights were against the man. With his poor constitution, flabbily muscled and with little reserve, he would
         barely last until dawn.
      

      
      Jarhed had wanted a safe gamble.

      
      Umed followed as the big man led the way toward the northern gate, hooves thudding as the column passed from the city and
         headed into the country beyond. Lights glowed from the spacefield to one side, a patch of brightness against the shimmer of
         stars, the trail of a comet which laced a skein of brilliance low on the horizon. Higher curtains of luminescence glowed like
         veils flecked with gems, points of ruby, emerald, sapphire, and agate, murky globes of opal, splinters of diamond, smudges of amber, ebon patches of interstellar dust which shielded the light of suns beyond.
      

      
      Umed stared at the heavens with interest. Tugool was entering the house of Cran, Armand was in the ascendant, and Tramarg
         in aspect. All propitious signs. Against them was the fact that Jarhed had summoned him from his bed to join the hunt. He
         had experienced a troublesome dream, and on retiring, had broken a favorite charm.
      

      
      His mount stumbled and Umed lowered his head. Signs and omens must be ignored in the need to avoid a fall which could easily
         break his neck.
      

      
      At dawn they ate, chewing slabs of dried meat and tough bread as they rode, washing down the rough fare with drafts of bitter
         wine. An hour before noon their guide halted and pointed with his whip at a clump of vegetation.
      

      
      ‘There, my lord,’ he said to Jarhed. ‘If they have not moved on, the drell should be within.’

      
      ‘If they are not, you will suffer for it.’ Jarhed rose in his stirrups, looking ahead. Beneath him the nerf shifted restlessly,
         long neck twisting, pointed head staring with lidless eyes back and up at its rider. The tail, docked and tufted with feathers,
         lashed slowly from side to side. ‘Steady, my beauty!’ Jarhed’s gloved hand slapped at the scaled neck. He was kinder to beasts
         than to men.
      

      
      Umed said, ‘He could scent the drell, my lord.’

      
      ‘Can you, brother?’ Jarhed’s teeth flashed white in the sunlight. ‘Is that why you are so pale?’

      
      ‘Your plans, my lord?’ Sonega saved Umed from the necessity of making a reply. ‘If the drell are within that copse, I would
         suggest that we dismount and proceed on foot.’
      

      
      ‘So speaks the mighty hunter,’ sneered the Lord of Jarhen. ‘Any fool knows that a nerf becomes unmanageable at the scent of
         a drell. Arkon! My gun!’
      

      
      It was a beautiful weapon, imported from a foreign world, the stock chased with gold in flowing designs. Umed looked enviously
         at it as he was handed a spear. It was eight feet long, the blade sharply pointed, other blades curving from the shaft three
         feet from the point. Against an unarmed man it was effective, against a boar ideal, against a drell it was useless.
      

      
      He said, ‘Am I not to have a rifle, my lord?’

      
      ‘You are of the ruling house, brother. I think it time you displayed your courage. You will stand to my right with Sonega. Arkon, you and Henga to my left. The rest as usual. Beaters, forward!’
      

      
      Half the men rode forward to the far side of the copse to drive, with yells and shots, anything within to the edge facing
         them. The rest, aside from those attending the mounts, spread in a wide semicircle behind Jarhed, following as he headed toward
         the vegetation.
      

      
      Seven of them, thought Umed. A symbolic number, a lucky one; but for whom?

      
      He glanced from his spear to the rifle Sonega carried. A poor thing compared to Jarhed’s, but infinitely better than any spear.
         Arkon, too, carried a rifle; Henga a spear. The pattern, at least, was symmetrical, but that brought little comfort. Henga
         too could be a sacrifice. Despite the sun Umed felt a sudden chill.
      

      
      Had he been summoned to the hunt so as to die the victim of a contrived accident?

      
      Portents had not been lacking. At a farm near Comarch a kraked had been born with three heads, at another close to Lapah a
         flight of birds had wheeled to form strange patterns in the sky before descending to peck a bull-nerf to death. Red snow had
         been seen in the desert, and a volcano, long quiescent, had fumed into noxious life. A comet flamed in the sky, and in the
         city, a prophet had foretold of dire events.
      

      
      Harbingers of fate, thought Umed Khan sickly. He had carelessly ignored the signs pointing to the future. And his recent dream
         – he should have pleaded sickness, fallen from his mount, anything. But now it was too late.
      

      
      ‘My lord,’ whispered Sonega. ‘If anything should come our way, allow me to fire. Remain behind and to one side. If I should
         fall – run.’
      

      
      ‘You think me a coward, Nava?’

      
      ‘Better a live coward than a dead hero,’ said the old man bluntly. ‘That spear is useless. Flight may not save you from a
         charging drell, but to attack it with that is to commit suicide.’ He added softly, ‘And do not forget, my lord, you are next
         in line to the throne.’
      

      
      That was reason enough for Jarhed to want him dead. Cabals could be formed, rebellions fostered, but without a focal point
         they would be that much less dangerous. Umed swallowed and felt his palms grow slippery with sweat. He wiped them, gripped
         the shaft of the useless spear, lowered the point toward the shielding vegetation.
      

      
      
      Something scuttled from under a bush and he felt his heart leap. Jarhed fired, and a tiny body lifted beneath the impact of
         the bullet, fur and bone and blood smashed into an unrecognizable pulp. Above the rolling echoes of the shot came the voices
         of the beaters, the sharp sounds they made, and something more. A hiss like that of escaping air. A rumble. The sound of snapping
         twigs and breaking roots. The roar of a drell.
      

      
      It burst around them like a clap of thunder, quivering the air with raw power, the blast sending leaves falling from arching
         branches. It came again, a third time, then the brush parted and nightmare rushed forward.
      

      
      It was huge, an old bull, the scaled hide warted and scarred from ancient combats. The head was two-thirds jaw, parted to
         show gleaming fangs, the red of tongue and throat throwing the razor incisors into sharp prominence. The snout was horned,
         the axillary appendages to either side of the head reaching forward, claws like hooks to snare and drag prey to the gaping
         maw. The legs were like the boles of trees, the hooves pads of crushing destruction. And it was fast.
      

      
      Umed had only a glimpse of the creature, then he felt the impact of air against his face, the thick, harsh stench clogging
         his nostrils and stinging his eyes. Through tears he saw the beast suddenly lurch in front of him, and he dropped, lifting
         the spear in a futile gesture. Sonega fired, a thread of flame sending lead smashing against the scaled armor, bullets whining
         in ricochet. He was aiming for an eye, thought Umed, hoping to blast the sight from one of the orbs buried deep in protective
         bone. He missed, but came close enough to veer the creature from its path. It slewed a little and thundered to where Jarhed
         stood.
      

      
      The Lord of Jarhen stood his ground, the rifle hard against his cheek, finger tensed to send blasting missiles into the throat,
         the spine, the brain of the drell. He had time to take careful aim, confident that the weapon he carried was equal to the
         task, and he closed his finger.
      

      
      And lost his smile as nothing happened.

      
      He closed his finger again, heard the dry click, and lowered the rifle to tear at the bolt. Too late, he recognized his danger.
         He stood for a moment, numb, then turned and tried to run.
      

      
      The drell caught him at the third step. The head lowered, lifted, the horn impaling a struggling shape, jerking to throw it
         clear, passing over it and leaving a red smear where a head had been. Umed watched, shocked by the speed of events, unable to move, to shout a command. And then, as if stung to life, the
         attendants moved in, guns firing, their roar drowning that of the drell, bullets smashing into the great bulk to bring it
         down to its knees, to its side. It rolled to rest, lifeless jaws gaping toward the empty sky.
      

      
      Umed looked at it, then at the thing it had left crushed into the ground. The headless, impaled creature lying in a pool of
         blood and intestines, less now than the dirt on which it lay. His brother, the Lord of Jarhen. Abruptly he was very sick.
      

      
      ‘My lord!’ Nava Sonega stood over him, a goblet of wine in his hand. ‘Drink this, my lord.’

      
      Umed sipped at the wine. It held a sharp tang as if of herbs. Cautiously he handed back the goblet.

      
      ‘A stimulant, my lord,’ said the old man easily. ‘You have suffered a shock. Your brother –’ He glanced at the mess on the
         ground.
      

      
      ‘It could have been me,’ muttered Umed. ‘If you hadn’t veered, the beast –’

      
      ‘We could both have died.’ Deliberately Sonega took a swallow of the wine, a silent reassurance that it contained nothing
         harmful. ‘But we did not. Fate guarded us both.’
      

      
      ‘But not my brother.’ Umed frowned. ‘He was going to fire. I saw his finger press the trigger. Twice. He would have killed
         the beast.’
      

      
      ‘It could be that he missed.’

      
      ‘No.’ Jarhed had been a superb shot. ‘He did not miss. The rifle did not fire.’

      
      He saw the veil fall over Sonega’s eyes, and became aware of the abrupt silence which fell all around. In it, remarkably clear,
         the voices of the beaters echoed through the copse. The voices, nothing more, and that was strange. A herd of wild drell had
         been reported and there should have been cows and even cubs, but there had been nothing aside from the one old bull. One bull
         and a rifle which had malfunctioned. Had he read the portents aright?
      

      
      Arkon dragged one boot over the ground. ‘My lord, shall we call off the hunt?’

      
      Umed nodded, thinking, remembering the delay before the attendants had fired, the way in which Sonega had turned the charge
         of the beast. Would Arkon have done the same had it headed in his direction? Could he have done anything else? Jarhed had always insisted on the right to kill. To rob him of that pleasure would be to invite the stake. And yet …
      

      
      He walked to where the rifle had fallen. A hoof had twisted the barrel, smearing the gold in the stock, but the bolt still
         worked and Umed operated it, staring at the cartridge which had rested in the chamber. The primer bore the clear mark of the
         pin. A misfire, then. He had proof that the gun had worked.
      

      
      ‘Fate,’ whispered Sonega at his side. Unheard, the man had joined him. A cartridge which did not fire. Who could have prevented
         it?’
      

      
      Had Jarhed lived he would have found an answer. The armorer for one, his assistant, the importer of the ammunition, the beaters
         even, certainly the attendants who had taken so long to fire. All would have screamed out their lives on the stake. They could
         still do it. With a start, Umed realized that he was now Lord of Jarhen.
      

      
      ‘One shot,’ he said slowly. ‘It would take more than luck for one shot to kill a drell.’

      
      ‘True, my lord.’

      
      ‘And yet it could have happened. If Jarhed hadn’t fired at the small creature, he could be alive now.’

      
      ‘Even so, my lord. But what man can avoid his fate.’

      
      No one, and if the cartridge had been tampered with, did it make that much difference? Jarhed could have fired again before
         the drell had charged. He could have been quicker to work the bolt. He could have run or not come on the hunt at all. A thousand
         things could have saved him if fate had not sealed the moment of his death.
      

      
      ‘Your brother is dead, my lord,’ said Sonega flatly. ‘And now you rule Jarhen. No longer need you fear dreams and portents
         of evil … And omens are not always what they seem.’
      

      
      He was right, of course. Radiation could induce a mutation, and birds at times behaved in illogical ways. Red snow was not
         new, and shiftings of the planetary crust had wakened volcanoes before. Comets were normal, and the prophet could be deranged
         or delirious. Yet, in a universe composed mostly of the unknown, any guide was better than none.
      

      
      And, thought Umed cynically, it was not always wise to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      
      Dropping the cartridge to the ground, he drove it into the soil with the heel of his boot. ‘An accident,’ he said. ‘A thing
         impossible to have prevented. And who am I to argue against the dictates of fate? The custody of Jarhen has been given to me.’
      

      
      He heard Sonega’s indrawn breath, the sigh of what could have been relief. It traveled on invisible wings so that Arkon relaxed,
         as did the others, voices softly breaking the silence that had hung over them like a cloud.
      

      
      Sonega said, ‘And now, my lord?’

      
      ‘We return to the city?’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      Umed smiled, straightening, throwing back his shoulders and breathing deep of the scented air. ‘You mock at portents, Nava,
         but they are very real. And all men, whether they know it or not, admit it or not, are but instruments of fate. You are such
         a one, I another. We exist only as parts of a master plan. Would it surprise you to learn that, when I was very young, a seer
         foretold what would happen today?’
      

      
      ‘No, my lord.’ Sonega was impatient. ‘But the young are easily impressed and hindsight a simple exercise. As the younger brother
         by a year any accident could have lifted you to the throne. And I venture to suggest that the seer you speak of did not give
         details.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ admitted Umed. ‘He did not. But the facts suffice. Now I rule.’

      
      ‘To hunt, to kill, to pleasure yourself regardless of the welfare of Jarhen?’ Sonega was too bold. ‘As your father did before,
         killing himself with the misuse of exotic drugs? As your brother did before –’ He broke off, glancing to where men lifted
         a bound shape to the back of a nerf. ‘You will forgive me if I speak bluntly, my lord, but I would be a poor adviser if I
         did not. Jarhed cannot continue alone. We need help and resources we cannot afford. To insist on complete independence is
         to face inevitable financial ruin and total domination by an aggressive power. This has been obvious for many years. However,
         your father –’
      

      
      ‘Played at the despot and indulged his every whim.’

      
      ‘– refused to consider the matter.’ Sonega ignored the interruption. ‘And your brother –’

      
      ‘Played the same game for a dozen years.’

      
      ‘– also insisted on following his own desires. Now we can afford to wait no longer. Representations have been made and it
         is time to decide which path Jarhen will follow.’
      

      
      ‘To whom we will give our allegiance, you mean.’

      
      
      ‘Not so, my lord. To determine with whom we shall form an alliance. There is a difference, as I am sure you appreciate. As
         you will appreciate that a decision has to be made and our future decided.’
      

      
      Umed climbed into the saddle and looked down at Sonega’s face. ‘You had better mount,’ he said. ‘We have far to travel.’

      
      ‘My lord?’

      
      ‘And it would be best not to travel too quickly in case we should fall.’

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      All was quiet in the Mordain. With the ship on automatic control, clear space ahead and nothing urgently demanding attention, it was time to relax. In
         the compact laboratory Kennedy picked up a knife.
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