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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.
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PART ONE

CONSIDER the horse. He climbed up through the crevasses of a cliff of gems; the force which drove him was the love of man.

Consider Mizzer, the resort planet, where the dictator Colonel Wedder reformed the culture so violently that whatever had been slovenly now became atrocious.

Consider Genevieve, so rich that she was the prisoner of her own wealth, so beautiful that she was the victim of her own beauty, so intelligent that she knew there was nothing, nothing to be done about her fate.

Consider Casher O’Neill, a wanderer among the planets, thirsting for justice and yet hoping in his innermost thoughts that “justice” was not just another word for revenge.

Consider Pontoppidan, that literal gem of a planet, where the people were too rich and busy to have good food, open air or much fun. All they had were diamonds, rubies, tourmalines and emeralds.

Add these together and you have one of the strangest stories ever told from world to world.


I

WHEN Casher O’Neill came to Pontoppidan, he found that the capital city was appropriately called Andersen.

This was the second century of the Rediscovery of Man. People everywhere had taken up old names, old languages, old customs, as fast as the robots and the underpeople could retrieve the data from the rubbish of forgotten star-lanes or the subsurface ruins of Manhome itself.

Casher knew this very well, to his bitter cost. Re-acculturation had brought him revolution and exile. He came from the dry, beautiful planet of Mizzer. He was himself the nephew of the ruined ex-ruler, Kuraf, whose collection of objectionable books had at one time been unmatched in the settled galaxy; he had stood aside, half-assenting, when the colonels Gibna and Wedder took over the planet in the name of reform; he had implored the Instrumentality, vainly, for help when Wedder became a tyrant; and now he traveled among the stars, looking for men or weapons who might destroy Wedder and make Kaheer again the luxurious, happy city which it once had been.

He felt that his cause was hopeless when he landed on Pontoppidan. The people were warm-hearted, friendly, intelligent, but they had no motives to fight for, no weapons to fight with, no enemies to fight against. They had little public spirit, such as Casher O’Neill had seen back on his native planet of Mizzer. They were concerned about little things.

Indeed, at the time of his arrival, the Pontoppidans were wildly excited about a horse.

A horse! Who worries about one horse?

Casher O’Neill himself said so. “Why bother about a horse? We have lots of them on Mizzer. They are four-handed beings, eight times the weight of a man, with only one finger on each of the four hands. The fingernail is very heavy and permits them to run fast. That’s why our people have them, for running.”

“Why run?” said the Hereditary Dictator of Pontoppidan. “Why run, when you can fly? Don’t you have ornithopters?”

“We don’t run with them,” said Casher indignantly. “We make them run against each other and then we pay prizes to the one which runs fastest.”

“But then,” said Phillip Vincent, the Hereditary Dictator, “you get a very illogical situation. When you have tried out these four-fingered beings, you know how fast each one goes. So what? Why bother?”

His niece interrupted. She was a fragile little thing, smaller than Casher O’Neill liked women to be. She had clear gray eyes, well-marked eyebrows, a very artificial coiffure of silver-blonde hair and the most sensitive little mouth he had ever seen. She conformed to the local fashion by wearing some kind of powder or face cream which was flesh-pink in color but which had overtones of lilac. On a woman as old as twenty-two, such a coloration would have made the wearer look like an old hag, but on Genevieve it was pleasant, if rather startling. It gave the effect of a happy child playing grown-up and doing the job joyfully and well. Casher knew that it was hard to tell ages in these off-trail planets. Genevieve might be a grand dame in her third or fourth rejuvenation.

He doubted it, on second glance. What she said was sensible, young, and pert:

“But uncle, they’re animals!”

“I know that,” he rumbled.

“But uncle, don’t you see it?”

“Stop saying ‘but uncle’ and tell me what you mean,” growled the Dictator, very fondly.

“Animals are always uncertain.”

“Of course,” said the uncle.

“That makes it a game, uncle,” said Genevieve. “They’re never sure that any one of them would do the same thing twice. Imagine the excitement—the beautiful big beings from earth running around and around on their four middle fingers, the big fingernails making the gems jump loose from the ground!”

“I’m not at all sure it’s that way. Besides, Mizzer may be covered with something valuable, such as earth or sand, in-

“No, sir,” said Casher O’Neill, “he never did.” It relieved him to tell the one little good thing about his uncle; there was so very, very little which could be said in Kuraf’s favor.

“I don’t like slobbering old libertines like your uncle,” said Philip Vincent, “but I don’t hate them either. They don’t hurt other people much. As a matter of actual fact, they don’t hurt anyone but themselves. They waste property, though. Like these horses you have on Mizzer. We’d never bring living beings to this world of Pontoppidan, just to play games with. And you know we’re not poor. We’re no Old North Australia, but we have a good income here.”

That, thought Casher O’Neill, is the understatement of year, but he was a careful young man with a great deal at stake, so he said nothing.

The Dictator looked at him shrewdly. He appreciated the value of Casher’s tactful silence. Genevieve tugged at his sleeve, but he frowned her interruption away.

“If,” said the Hereditary Dictator, “if,” he repeated, “you pass two tests, I will give you a green ruby as big as my head. If my Committee will allow me to do so. But I think I can talk them around. One test is that you let me peep all over your mind, to make sure that I am not dealing with one more honest fool. If you’re too honest, you’re a fool and a danger to mankind. I’ll give you a dinner and ship you off-planet as fast as I can. And the other test is—solve the puzzle of this horse. The one horse on Pontoppidan. Why is the animal here? What should we do with it? If it’s good to eat, how should we cook it? Or can we trade to some other world, like your planet Mizzer, which seems to set a value on horses?”

“Thank you, sir—” said Casher O’Neill.

“But, uncle—” said Genevieve.

“Keep quiet, my darling, and let the young man speak,” said the Dictator.

“—all I was going to ask, is,” said Casher O’Neill, “what’s a green ruby good for? I didn’t even know they came green.”

“That, young man, is a Pontoppidan specialty. We have a geology based on ultra-heavy chemistry. This planet was once a fragment from a giant planet which imploded. The use is simple. With a green ruby you can make a laser beam which will boil away your city of Kaheer in a single sweep. We don’t have weapons here and we don’t believe in them, so I won’t give you a weapon. You’ll have to travel further to find a ship and to get the apparatus for mounting your green ruby. If I give it to you. But you will be one more step along in your fight with Colonel Wedder.”

“Thank you, thank you, most honorable sir!” cried Casher O’Neill.

“But uncle,” said Genevieve, “you shouldn’t have picked those two things because I know the answers.”

“You know all about him,” said the Hereditary Dictator, “by some means of your own?”

Genevieve flushed under her lilac-hued foundation cream. “I know enough for us to know.”

“How do you know it, my darling?”

“I just know,” said Genevieve.

Her uncle made no comment, but he smiled widely and indulgently as if he had heard that particular phrase before.

She stamped her foot. “And I know about the horse, too. All about it.”

“Have you seen it?”

“No.”

“Have you talked to it?”

“Horses don’t talk, uncle.”

“Most underpeople do,” he said.

“This isn’t an underperson, uncle. It’s a plain unmodified old Earth animal. It never did talk.”

“Then what do you know, my honey?” The uncle was affectionate, but there was the crackle of impatience under his voice.

“I taped it. The whole thing. The story of the horse of Pontoppidan. And I’ve edited it, too. I was going to show it to you this morning, but your staff sent that young man in.”

Casher O’Neill looked his apologies at Genevieve.

She did not notice him. Her eyes were on her uncle.

“Since you’ve done this much, we might as well see it.” He turned to the attendants. “Bring chairs. And drinks. You know mine. The young lady will take tea with lemon. Real tea. Will you have coffee, young man?”

“You have coffee!” cried Casher O’Neill. As soon as he said it, he felt like a fool. Pontoppidan was a rich planet. On most worlds’ exchanges, coffee came out to about two man-years per kilo. Here halftracks crunched their way through gems as they went to load up the frequent trading vessels.

The chairs were put in place. The drinks arrived. The Hereditary Dictator had been momentarily lost in a brown study, as though he were wondering about his promise to Casher O’Neill. He had even murmured to the young man, “Our bargain stands? Never mind what my niece says.” Casher had nodded vigorously. The old man had gone back to frowning at the servants and did not relax until a tiger-man bounded into the room, carrying a tray with acrobatic precision. The chairs were already in place.

The uncle held his niece’s chair for her as a command that she sit down. He nodded Casher O’Neill into a chair on the other side of himself.

He commanded, “Dim the lights…”

The room plunged into semi-darkness.

Without being told, the people took their places immediately behind the three main seats and the underpeople perched or sat on benches and tables behind them. Very little was spoken. Casher O’Neill could sense that Pontoppidan was a well-run place. He began to wonder if the Hereditary Dictator had much real work left to do, if he could fuss that much over a single horse. Perhaps all he did was boss his niece and watch the robots load truck-loads of gems into sacks while the underpeople weighed them, listed them and wrote out the bills for the customers.
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