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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

      
      
      Framed in the circle of illumination cast by assembled spotlights, the little party had all the appearance of a mechanical
         tableau set among the shadows of a vast and echoing stage. The small figures barely moved and the murmur of their voices faded
         in dying whispers, like ancient ghosts muttering restlessly in their endless sleep. Around them the glint and shimmer of complex
         apparatus made an enigmatic spider web: parabolic reflectors, monitoring panels, the twisted coils of Heen-Shalt condensers,
         the humped bulk of electron projectors—a mass of equipment the woman barely understood.
      

      
      Standing at the head of the short flight of stairs which led to the floor of the area, Idalia Ancanette lifted her eyes with
         instinctive caution. Above she saw nothing, but her imagination and previous knowledge dispersed the shadows to reveal the
         upper galleries, the higher reaches of the huge man-made cavern. The stone torn from the side of the mountain had been crushed
         and fused to form the structure of the Valdarh Station; the space thus created had stored the components and housed the workers,
         both long gone now. The artifacts had been used to build the installation; the workers were paid off and sent back to their
         farms and homes.
      

      
      Twenty years ago—a long time, thought Idalia, as she recalled the hopes and aspirations which had attended the building of the station. Cheap and plentiful power was promised for all, the key to turn the deserts into paradises—but
         the deserts still remained and power was more expensive than ever.
      

      
      This area was almost forgotten now, an empty space hidden behind the bulk of the station, a shadowed vastness with the appearance
         of a stage.
      

      
      One of the figures turned suddenly and something metallic rang as what he carried struck against a metal stanchion. The spell
         was over, the tableau broken, the scene turning into a living reality.
      

      
      “We should be making tests, resolving the potential.” As always, Greer Noyor was impatient. His thin face, framed by long
         russet hair, reflected his irritation. “We waste time, Revekka.”
      

      
      “We have time,” answered Hueh Chone, a squat, gruff man whose spatulate hands belied their deft skill. “A day, ten days,
         what does it matter?”
      

      
      “Nothing, as long as we are sure.” Luet Talbor, a young man with mature self-confidence, touched an instrument and took a
         reading. “We must check and countercheck each step of the way. Everything we do must be recorded for later analysis. A mistake,
         a moment of carelessness, and all could be ruined. We may never get such an opportunity again.”
      

      
      “We shall never get it again,” said Yondo Revekka with conviction, cradling a box in his arms. He turned as the woman walked
         toward them. “Madam!”
      

      
      She acknowledged his bow with a slight inclination of her head. Her face, transparently pale, was firm with pronounced bone,
         the lower lip full, the upper thin, the jaw determined. She seemed taller than she actually was because of the mound of silver
         hair which rose in a high coif over her neatly rounded skull. No longer young, her body held the taut lines of physical discipline,
         the curves ripened with maturity. She wore silver pants and a tunic to match, silver shoes on her feet, silver on her lips
         and on the upper lids of her eyes, which were distinctively pink beneath silver brows. Twenty years ago she had been a gawky adolescent; now she was a strongly attractive woman.
      

      
      Halting some twenty feet from where the group stood beside their machines, she said, “Revekka, you have it?”

      
      “Here, madam.” He lifted the box. “Exactly as I promised. You wish to see?”

      
      “If you please.”

      
      A low table stood to one side, covered with papers, graphs, lists of equations. Revekka swept them away and set down the box,
         adjusting a desk lamp so its cone of brilliance fell directly on the lid. For a moment he rested his hands on the box, a middle-aged
         man with brown hair parted in the middle and swept up in two side curls. Then, abruptly, he lifted the lid.
      

      
      Something glowed within the box.

      
      A ring of twisted and engraved metal seemed to catch the light and guide it, bemusing the eye with conflicting scintillations.
         The brightness seemed to blur, recoil on itself and dissolve into a misty haze of shimmers.
      

      
      With trembling hands Revekka lifted it from the box and set it to one side.

      
      “The Xuyen Torus,” he whispered. “The most perfect example of Zheltyana science ever found.”

      
      She took one step closer, then another, reflected light catching the silver of her garments and bathing her in a nacreous
         glow.
      

      
      “Is it genuine?”

      
      “Undoubtedly.”

      
      “It doesn’t seem possible,” murmured Talbor. “A product of the Zheltyana found beneath five hundred feet of debris on a site
         at Xuyen. It was encrusted with dead barnacles, so it must have rested beneath the sea at one time. How long ago, Yondo? Ten
         thousand years? Fifty? A hundred?”
      

      
      “More,” said Revekka. “Much more.”

      
      Idalia Ancanette looked again at the thing lying on the table, the glow drawing her like a moth to a flame. It was more than
         just the light, something beside the phototropic reaction. The thing held a mystery which defied the most knowledgeable brains, even after brilliant men had devoted
         their lives to it.
      

      
      The Zheltyana!

      
      The old, unknown Ancient Race had flowered and spread all over the known galaxy, only to vanish and leave nothing but enigmatic
         fragments behind: stones, metals and ceramics fabricated in teasing shapes, forgotten, discarded, old long before the forebears
         of humanity had ventured from the seas. The fragments and the design known as the Zheltyana Seal, a pattern of convoluted,
         interwound circles, was still used as a good luck symbol on a host of worlds.
      

      
      What had they looked like? Where had they come from—where had they gone? What had happened to the incredible knowledge they
         must have possessed?
      

      
      Idalia Ancanette shook her head, uneasily conscious of the presence of the unknown. Irritated, she looked away from the table
         and what it supported.
      

      
      The past was dead, she felt, useless, of value only as it could help the future.

      
      She said impatiently, “Let us begin.”

      
      Talbor was first at the table, his voice a rising susurration as echoes caught and repeated his words in diminishing reverberations.

      
      “It is just as we thought from the photographs and the cast. Those lines of engraving seem to be a variable wave guide. Note
         how the thickness of the metal is not a constant. The curves follow a complex pattern similar to that proposed by Aoizou of
         Vanarva in his work on interspatial relationships, and the circle is not true. It is composed of arcs of varying radii, resulting
         in a complex arrangement of vectors. Hueh?”
      

      
      “A wave guide has to be a closed system, but it is possible that, when energized, subspatial stress may provide the completion
         of the barrier. My guess is that any induced energy will follow a closed cycle of mounting stress which will be concentrated
         and focused by the external parameters. Naturally we shall have to determine the exact point, but that will be a matter of simple mathematics. Greer?”
      

      
      “The work has already been done. I am curious as to how a super-conductor can function at a high temperature, but preliminary
         work indicates that it is possible, assuming material and design are within rigid specifications. In such a case all that
         remains is to determine the initial charge necessary to induce a self-maintaining system of ever-increasing potential. I suggest
         that we first …”
      

      
      His voice, all their voices, became merged into a whispering drone as they bent over the artifact. Talk for the sake of it,
         she decided; they had arrived at their conclusions before, but the actual sight of the torus had turned hopeful theory into
         imminent action. She saw Revekka approaching her and stepped back from the circle of radiance, lifting a hand to halt his
         approach.
      

      
      “How long?” she asked.

      
      “Before the test?” He shrugged. “Not long, madam. As soon as they have finished their discussion.”

      
      She caught the hint of dissatisfaction in his voice and guessed the reason. His work, in a sense, was done. Now others would
         take over and use what he had given them. Tactfully she said, “They are entranced, Yondo. Remember, this is the first time
         they have seen the actual artifact. But, without you, nothing would have been possible.”
      

      
      “Thank you, madam.”

      
      He took a step closer and she suffered it; he had worked well and it would be churlish to be arrogantly impolite, but, as
         he took another step she retreated further into the shadows.
      

      
      “You have done well,” she said. “And it will not be forgotten. Will it work?”

      
      He said frankly, “Madam, I cannot be certain.”

      
      “But—”

      
      “All we can be positive about is that the Zheltyana must have had a tremendous mastery of scientific knowledge. My life has
         been spent probing and questing into their secrets. It is obvious that, in order to expand as they did, they must have had a highly efficient source of power. I believe that the Xuyen Torus could be part of one of
         their machines—the heart of a generator of unimagined potential. If my suspicions are correct and we can reconstruct the mechanism
         then—”
      

      
      Then the millennium would have arrived! She felt again the heady euphoria of the concept, seeing once more in mental imagery
         the deserts bloom, the planet shake off the bonds of insufficiency. Power would flow like a river to give all men the ability
         to achieve their full potential. Naxos would rise, no longer a poverty-stricken world ringed in by powerful, uncaring neighbors,
         but a strong, new world. Naxos would reach out and make itself the master of its immediate area, the suns and worlds and clusters
         all around.
      

      
      And she would rise with it.

      
      “Madam!” Revekka had seen the glowing luminosity of her eyes, the transformation of her face. He added warningly, “The test
         could fail. I, we, all of us could be wrong.”
      

      
      “You think that?”

      
      “No!” Her enthusiasm was contagious; he shed the lingering trace of doubt, the result of years of always being skeptical,
         of never allowing himself to step beyond accepted boundaries. “No!” he said again. “I am sure that we shall succeed. If those
         men are any good at all they will solve the secret of the Zheltyana. One of the secrets, at least. A small one, maybe, but
         a beginning.”
      

      
      The men were very good, fanatical perhaps, but it took a special kind of mind to venture into the realms of speculation and
         there turn cold, mathematical equations into humming machines.
      

      
      She watched as Noyor lifted the gleaming metal and stood with it poised in his hands. Too impatient to make small, painstaking
         steps, he was eager to get on with the major effort.
      

      
      “What can we lose?” he demanded. “We have settled the focal point and we have the apparatus. The station can supply all the power we need. If nothing else, we can make a preliminary testing.”
      

      
      Chone said dubiously, “I’m not sure, Greer. We are venturing into an unknown realm. At least let us—”

      
      “What? Test it? That has already been done. We know as much about the torus as we can ever know without destroying it. We’ve
         run trials on substitutes for weeks now. The instruments are calibrated and the monitors set.”
      

      
      “And the power output if there is one?” Talbor rubbed thoughtfully at his chin. “What about that?”

      
      “Nothing,” snapped Noyor. “Our main concern is to find out if this works as we anticipate. There is only one way to do that.
         If the rest of you are afraid then leave me and I’ll do it alone.”
      

      
      He moved forward before they could answer, setting the gleaming coil in the center of the apparatus, resting it on a triangular
         support. Thick cables snaked from the support’s base, leading to a board studded with dials. Other cables led to the Heen-Shalt
         condensers, the bulk of the electronic guns.
      

      
      “We’ll try it three ways,” Noyor said as, satisfied with the positioning, he stepped back from the apparatus. “Direct application
         of current through the supports, bombardment from the electronic projectors and energy blasts from the condensers. If the
         readings remain negative we’ll try increased application and various combinations. Luet, you stand by the monitors. Hueh,
         take over the board while I direct. Ready for initial attempt? Good. Apply current to the direct contacts. Minimal voltage.
         Go!”
      

      
      Nothing happened.

      
      Watching, Idalia Ancanette felt a sharp disappointment. It was quickly dissipated by the man at her side.

      
      “To be expected, madam,” said Revekka quietly. “Any machine has to incorporate a safety factor. It would be dangerous to have
         a source of power which could be activated by accident.”
      

      
      Noyor agreed. “My guess is that the initial stimulation will have to be very high. We mustn’t forget that the artifact has been quiescent for millennia and any residual force long dissipated. Increase the voltage, Hueh. Advance
         in steps of ten. Let me know immediately if you register a reaction, Luet.”
      

      
      “Check.”

      
      Hueh Chone said, “This could be a waste of time. We could, in essence, be running current through an iron bar.”

      
      “In which case there should be heating due to resistance,” snapped Noyor. “Luet?”

      
      “No response.”

      
      “Application now one thousand volts.”

      
      “No response.”

      
      “We could be aiming the force in the wrong direction,” said Noyor. “Hueh, use the electronic projectors. One-quarter full
         intensity.”
      

      
      A snap and the tang of ozone filled the air as a concentrated beam of electrons streamed from the twin projectors. They impinged
         on the torus, which rang with a crystalline note of the purest clarity, a bell-sound which filled the air and echoed from
         the walls and roof as if a carillon had woken to chiming life.
      

      
      “Luet?”

      
      “Rising!” Talbor’s voice was high. “The damned thing’s rising!”

      
      It lifted from the triple support, sparks snapping below, dying as Hueh killed the flow of current into the metal rods. It
         turned a little, shimmering, so it seemed to become a slowly spinning wheel of glittering brilliance. Noyor darted forward,
         signaling with a curt gesture for Hueh to stop the projectors. As they shut down the shrilling note faded a little.
      

      
      “Tests?”

      
      “Total absorption,” said Luet from the monitors. “No trace of leakage. It’s reacting like a super-conductor.”

      
      Trapped energy was normally only found in a metal coil cooled to below the liquid point of helium, a temperature close to
         absolute zero. With all resistance vanished, a current would circulate forever without loss.
      

      
      
      “One hundred percent efficiency,” said Noyor. “Just as I suspected. A closed cycle of contained force. The initial stimulus
         must have sealed the open portion of the engraving by subspatial stress. In effect we now have a perfect battery. Charged,
         it would maintain power for centuries, but how to draw it as required? And what would be the upper tolerance?”
      

      
      “Probably infinite, Greer,” said Luet. “Any excess could be bled off into intraspace.”

      
      “And what does that get us?” Chone sounded baffled. “A battery, but what’s the point of that if you have a compact generator?
         And I don’t think the answer is that simple. The construction is too elaborate. There has to be another function.”
      

      
      They worked to find it as Idalia, restless, moved over the area, Revekka like an attendant shadow. The men moved around the
         apparatus like dancers in a ballet, crossing from one piece of equipment to another, conversing in whispers, the whispers
         lost in the silver note still coming from the shimmering torus.
      

      
      And that, in itself, had to be a fault. To be efficient, machinery had to be silent—and electronic devices made no sound.
         A sense of wrongness began to pervade her. She moved further from the circle of brilliance. Once, long ago, she had known
         a similar feeling, a disquiet which had haunted her day and spoiled her play, tormenting her sleep so that, when she woke
         to learn that her parents had died, she had almost felt a sense of relief.
      

      
      And there had been other times. Too many others.

      
      “Madam.” At his distance, Revekka was respectful. “This could take a long time. Perhaps you would like to retire? I would
         send word as soon as success was achieved.”
      

      
      “And failure?” He didn’t answer and she knew the question had been unfair. And yet he was right. She had hoped for too much
         too soon. It could take days, months, before results could be obtained. And yet she was reluctant to go. “A little longer,
         Yondo.”
      

      
      “As you wish, madam.”

      
      
      He turned from her, watching the men. Baffles had been set up and eddy currents generated. A sonic projector gaped at the
         torus, emitting vibrations from its bell-mouth, harmonics to dampen out the chiming note.
      

      
      In the abrupt silence Noyor said clearly, “We’ll use the Heen-Shalts. Charge?”

      
      “Ninety-two percent.”

      
      “The condensers and the electronic projectors then. Both at once. Intensity maximum.”

      
      “No!” Talbor was sharp. “Do you realize how much power we’ve fed into that thing? More and something will have to yield.”

      
      “That’s what I’m hoping. If there’s a safety factor I want to find it. Any trace of leakage yet? Of heating? No? Then let’s
         go!”
      

      
      Idalia turned from the hive of activity to face Revekka. She saw her shadow stretching before her, passing over his face,
         fading as it reached toward the distant walls. A twin accompanied it, cast by the desk lamp on the table which had been pushed
         far to one side of the field of operations.
      

      
      “Ready?” Noyor asked. “Synchronize discharge. Baffles at maximum. Trip at seven. Mark! One, two …”

      
      Idalia took a step to one side, her shadow covering Revekka’s face. Wonderingly, he stared at her.

      
      “Madam? Is something wrong?”

      
      “I’m—” She fought for breath. “I—”

      
      “… six, seven!”

      
      The cavern blazed with light.

      
      The intensity was so violent that it seemed to be a solid, a gush of radiance which flared and turned her shadow into a sharply
         defined thing, then vanished as quickly as it had come, replaced by a darkness that was the utter negation of all light itself.
         For a moment, she thought she had gone blind.
      

      
      And then she could see again, a pale glow which threw a pale shadow, the desk lamp still burning to show Revekka with his
         hands to his eyes, tears streaming beneath the palms.
      

      
      “Yondo!”

      
      
      “My eyes! Dear God, my eyes!”

      
      “Yondo! Look at me!”

      
      His hands fell to reveal bloodshot orbs filled with tears, which fell down his cheeks as he blinked. The relief on his face
         was evident as he realized that he could see, then it was replaced by stunned horror as he looked past her.
      

      
      “What—? My God, what happened? It’s gone! It’s all gone!”

      
      The assembled apparatus, the projectors, the baffles, everything. Only Luet Talbor remained, staggering, bumping into the
         table with the desk lamp, his head lowered, hands clamped to his eyes.
      

      
      Of the rest, nothing was left, nothing but a spindle of coruscating brilliance where the torus had been. The shimmering something
         hummed and glowed, drifted downward as she watched it, then touched the floor and flowed into it as if it had been water.
      

      
      It came to rest suspended over a hemispherical pit of utter darkness.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      Circled in the telescopic sight, the face was a Byzantine depiction of pain. The long jaw, the deep-set, half closed eyes,
         dark with purple smudges, the lines running like scars from nose to mouth, the thin, bloodless lips, all revealed an inner
         torment. The body matched the face—gaunt, emaciated, the ribs stark, the musculature sharply delineated, thrown into prominence
         by the rough wood of the stake against which it was pressed. The arms were uplifted, the wrists lashed with thin wire to iron
         spikes hammered into the wood. Blood ran from the strands, which supported the entire weight of the body; thin streams had
         gathered in the armpits, the hollows of the collarbones. Around the feet faggots reared high, glistening with oil, waiting
         only the touch of flame to turn into a raging holocaust.
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