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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.

      



Contents

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Website

Also by E. E. ‘Doc’ Smith

About the Author

Copyright




CHAPTER 1

Skandos and Tedric

He wasn’t really here. Thousands of parsecs away, his body lay asleep in the warmth of a bed in a house on the planet known as Earth.

But he wasn’t in that body now.

He seemed to have a definite form – arms, legs, torso, skull – but he knew it was only a comforting illusion.

He floated in the thin air above the snow-capped peak of a mountain so tall that the clouds spread out below resembled distant, flickering memories.

He knew where he was: the planet Prime at the edge of the Milky Way Galaxy. The world where the Scientists dwelled.

The temperature of the air was surely far below the level necessary to freeze a man to death, but although he was a man, he was not cold. Only the body can freeze – not the spirit, not the soul, not a comforting illusion.

He looked beneath him at the second figure present on the mountaintop. ‘Greetings, Skandos,’ he said. (Although in actuality he said nothing: this was speech without sound or true words.)

‘Greetings, Lord Tedric,’ said the second figure, a frail, hunched man dressed in loose, flowing green robes. The exact reality of this man was difficult to determine. Although he did not appear to be affected by the cold, his feet penetrated the blanket of snow to ankle depth.

This second man was Skandos, the histro-physicist; he was many thousands of years old.

‘You sent for me, sir?’ said Lord Tedric. As he expressed this thought – and felt it instantly communicated to the other – he was also remembering on a secondary level the frank exhilaration of his recent trip to this planet: a voyage through the depths of N-space unencumbered by ship or suit or even body.

‘I hope your journey was an uneventful one,’ said Skandos.

Tedric smiled thinly. ‘As uneventful as such a journey can be.’

Skandos nodded. ‘I would have come to you, but at my age such travel can be wearying. Then, too, I must consider my colleagues. A number feel that our conversations ought not to be conducted privately.’

Tedric understood what Skandos was telling him – that this conversation would be heard by all the Scientists. ‘Is there any particular reason for that, sir?’

Skandos sighed. ‘You would have to ask them. For myself, all I can tell you is that a certain faction of Scientists objects to your presence here.’

‘My presence on Prime?’

‘Your presence in this universe.’

‘But I thought I was brought here by…’

‘By me,’ Skandos said softly. ‘The responsibility, I have been informed, rests entirely on my shoulders. My colleagues are sometimes fearful. I cannot wholly blame them. Our adversaries are a powerful force. Some would rather run and hide than stand and fight.’

‘But not you, sir.’

‘No, Tedric, not me – but that means nothing. I could be mistaken. Among other names, I have sometimes been called Skandos the Impetuous. There is an element of truth to that charge. Unlike the facade we prefer to present, we Scientists are not wholly devoid of human frailties.’

‘I only hope I continue to merit your trust, sir.’

‘So far, Lord Tedric, you have. Your progress since you first entered this universe has been immense. For the first time in remembered history, our adversaries have tasted defeat. A mere skirmish, some might say, and not the whole war. Nonetheless, it was a triumph.’

‘You mean Fra Villion.’

‘I do.’

‘But Fra Villion escaped. Moments before the destruction of the Iron Sphere, he managed to flee.’

‘Into the red cloud.’

Tedric nodded. Skandos wasn’t asking him – he knew. Tedric was not surprised to learn that the Scientist knew as much – if not more – about recent events as he.

‘And what course of action do you intend to take in response?’ Skandos said.

‘The only one I can. Equip a ship of my own and follow Villion into the cloud.’

Skandos smiled with what appeared to be pride. ‘You are indeed a bold man, Lord Tedric. I must give you credit for that. There is, however, a specific reason why I summoned you here. I mentioned earlier that certain of my colleagues are rather timid souls compared to you or me. It is their considered opinion that the time is not yet ripe for a venture as precipitous as the one you presently contemplate. The mysteries of the red cloud are profound. Your powers are perhaps as yet insufficiently developed to grapple with them.’

‘Am I to understand, sir, that you are in agreement with this view?’

‘Not necessarily. As a matter of fact, I originally argued quite strongly in favour of an immediate assault upon the cloud.’ His lips twitched slightly – the start of another smile ‘I was overruled.’

‘Then what can we do, sir?’

Skandos beckoned with a hand. ‘Come here. I will show you one possible alternative.’

Tedric descended until he stood beside the Scientist. His feet made no imprint upon the soft snow.

‘Observe,’ said Skandos.

Tedric glanced past his shoulder. A circular instrument the size of a pocket compass rested in the palm of Skandos’s hand. The instrument’s face showed a view of a planet swinging freely in space. From what Tedric could see of the surface past a layer of cloud, it was a forbidding planet, lacking oceans and pitted with large craters.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Tavera. The headquarters planet of the black knights of the Biomen – the vemplar.’

‘Why do you show me this?’

‘Because Fra Villion is there.’

‘Then he has left the red cloud.’

‘It was merely a gateway – for him.’

‘And you think I should go to this planet – to Tavera – to confront Fra Villion there?’

Skandos shrugged. Again, the hint of a smile played at his lips. ‘I can offer no opinion. It is an alternative – the possibility does exist. The final decision, however, is yours alone to make.’

‘I understand.’ The Scientists, he knew, preferred to avoid direct intervention in human affairs, largely in hope that their adversaries would agree to steer a similar course. ‘I’ll go,’ he said.

‘I rather expected you would.’ Skandos grew solemn, pocketing the instrument in the folds of his robes. ‘The challenge, however, is not one to be taken lightly. So far, you have confronted our adversaries on the relatively friendly grounds of the Empire of Man. Among the Biomen, you will be an alien – and an unwelcome one at that.’

Tedric nodded thoughtfully. ‘You speak of this as a challenge. How exactly do you mean that?’

‘In my opinion, our adversaries are fully cognisant of my ability to discover Villion’s present whereabouts and inform you. I believe this is a deliberate attempt to lure you into pursuit.’

‘A trap?’

‘Yes.’

‘How?’

‘That I cannot guess.’ A worried look spread across Skandos’s wrinkled face. ‘I have made certain calculations. The odds against your achieving success are considerable, but if you were to win – to defeat Fra Villion in his own realm – the significance of such a victory cannot be overestimated.’

‘And Fra Villion could undoubtedly tell us a great deal about the true nature of our adversaries. He must possess considerable first-hand information concerning them.’

‘As much, one would suspect, as you possess concerning us, the Scientists.’

‘Still, whatever the odds, I intend to proceed to the Bioman Sphere at the earliest possible opportunity.’

Skandos nodded and, reaching out with both hands, clasped Tedric firmly by the wrist. Tedric, in spite of the insubstantial form of his body, could feel the old Scientist’s passionate strength. ‘I can only wish you good fortune, Tedric.’

‘Thank you, Skandos. Thank you for everything. I sincerely hope your confidence will not have been misplaced.’

‘That will not be a problem, Tedric. No matter what happens in the future, you have already served us well.’

Then Tedric was gone. In the flash of an instant, he rose past the sky. Prime, the planet, was a tiny glittering orb shining in the void.

Tedric soared through the vastness of interstellar space.
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