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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

      
      Lieutenant Charles Vickers woke up gasping, muscles jerking from the fading memory of a nightmare. Things had come to gibber
         as he hung suspended over an open flame. Faces had blurred into spined encrustations, mouths wreathed with tentacles; appendages
         had borne pointed scraps of chitin as sharp-edged and as hard as tough surgical steel. It was a bad time and he was well out
         of it.
      

      
      Glancing at the luminous dial of his watch, he saw that there were still four hours to duty-time. It was too long a time to
         lie wakeful and too short to take a pill. Rising, he snapped on the lights, a delicate moonglow illuminating the small compartment
         which held his bed, a table and chairs, a cabinet and little else. A shower was attached and he stepped into the cubicle,
         setting the control for a hot blast followed by an ice-cold spray. Shivering, his skin goose-pimpling, he hit the hot-air
         button and relaxed as the created wind dried and warmed his flesh.
      

      
      He dressed carefully, checking the insignia before putting on the green, blue and silver uniform. A new-made officer, he was
         proud of the silver bar, prouder still of the crest which held the figure nine. Commander Avery was a good man; only the best
         could hope to rise in the MALACA which was his responsibility.
      

      
      Again Vickers checked his watch. Three hours still to kill.

      
      A narrow passage ran past the door of his compartment, Kell lights strung at intervals along the roof. The cold blue light showed other doors to either side and opposite, all closed, each compartment holding a sleeping man. He walked
         softly to the end of the corridor where a stairway led to the level below.
      

      
      At a desk the watch-officer looked up in surprise.

      
      “Up early, Charles?”

      
      “Couldn’t sleep. I had one hell of a nightmare.”

      
      “About girls you couldn’t get?”

      
      “No, about things that were getting me.”

      
      Lieutenant Ormond smiled. He was old and grizzled, outranking Vickers by virtue of seniority, but he had come late to his
         officer’s insignia.
      

      
      “It happens,” he said. “I remember after we’d cleared up some trouble on Ecari I couldn’t get to sleep for a week. Every time
         I closed my eyes I could see what the Elemquile had done to one of our patrols. Maybe you got it in indoctrination?”
      

      
      “I did.” Vickers was grim. “Flayed and set out in the sun. Eyelids removed and paste smeared over the raw flesh to attract
         sand-lice. And you were there?”
      

      
      “I found them,” said Ormond grimly. “We hadn’t a hope in hell of getting them back alive—those that were still alive, that
         is.” He looked at his hands. “I was senior non-com—our officer had been killed on the way into the hills. I had to make a
         decision and make it fast.”
      

      
      “And?”

      
      “I killed them.” Ormond’s voice was harsh. “I burned the poor devils with a Dione. It was all I could do, as the inquiry agreed.
         That’s why I couldn’t sleep.”
      

      
      And that was how he had earned his commission, Vickers knew. The man had recognized the situation and had done what was necessary.
         He had later found the hive of the Elemquile to take a bitter revenge.
      

      
      Vickers said enviously, “At least you were in action, Brad. It was tough, I know, but you had real work to do.”

      
      “Work I could have done without.” Ormond leaned back, understanding. “You’re young still, Charles, and impatient. It’s natural,
         I guess. We all feel the same way at first—get in and clear up the mess and stop pussyfooting around. But it doesn’t work out that way. Most of the time a MALACA is just hanging around in space, waiting and watching.
         That’s why I’m glad of something like this.” His head jerked toward a wall, the planet outside. “It breaks the monotony.”
      

      
      Vickers grunted, knowing the truth of what the older man said, yet not liking it. Crossing to the window, he activated the
         shutter and, as the metal slid upward, stared outside.
      

      
      Epidoris was a bleak world. By daylight, when pierced by the savage glare of the tiny white primary, the deserts and hills
         showed sere and harsh and the looming mountains held a sense of dread. Even the leaden ocean was a sullenly heaving mass of
         gray water. At night, when the stars could be seen, the scenery took on a strangely disturbing appearance, as if things moved
         just beyond the edge of vision, freezing when directly looked at, moving again as the eye drifted on.
      

      
      But at darktime, when the great ball of the binary system’s dark star occluded the white dwarf, then the very air held mystery.

      
      “Ghosts,” said Ormond from where he sat. “That’s what’s out there now. Things long dead, resurrected to walk again, stalking
         the ground and jealous of those who now own what they once held.”
      

      
      “Legends.”

      
      “Maybe, but they are real enough for the natives. Not one of them ever ventures out at darktime. You know what their most
         severe form of punishment is? To be thrown outside at a time like this, to wander alone and unprotected among the ghosts.”
      

      
      “Nonsense,” said Vickers without turning. “I know they do it, but it’s still nonsense. A childish superstition. There’s nothing
         out there but darkness.”
      

      
      “You could be right.” Ormond, older and with more experience of alien worlds, was less certain. “But none of those who are
         thrown out are ever seen again.”
      

      
      “They could have got lost or been attacked by some predator.”

      
      “Which only comes out at darktime?” Ormond shrugged. “You could be right about it all being superstition, but you’ll never convince them of that. And, to be frank, I
         wouldn’t be too eager to go wandering at a time like this myself.”
      

      
      Not that he would have to—the interdict was plain. At darktime all personnel were confined to stations and quarters. It was
         courtesy to the local government, perhaps, but the rule was enforced by military discipline.
      

      
      Vickers looked to where the dark star hung almost directly above. The surface held a dull crimson light, giving the appearance
         of a smoldering wood fire thickly coated with ash. Around it shone a halo, a gleaming corona cast by its brilliant twin.
      

      
      And darktime was not really dark. A host of stars threw a pale, nacreous luminescence over the distant town, the nearby bulk
         of grounded units, the tower and administration block, the assembled machines and other barracks.
      

      
      A bustling hive of activity by day and normal night, the station was now a scene of desolation.

      
      Looking at it, Vickers whispered:

      
      “A savage place! as holy and enchanted
As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted
By woman wailing for her demon-lover!”

      
      “Samuel Taylor Coleridge,” said Ormond. He had risen and now stood beside Vickers at the window. Quietly he continued:

      
      “And from this chasm, with ceaseless turmoil seething,
As if this earth in fast thick pants were breathing,
A mighty fountain momently was forced;
Amid whose swift half-intermitted burst
Huge fragments vaulted like rebounding hail,
Or chaffy grain beneath …”

      
      He broke off, shaking his head. “‘Kubla Khan,’” he said. “When he wrote it Coleridge must have had a vision of this place and what we’re here to do. A great poet. You fond of poetry, Charles?”
      

      
      “Some I like, some I don’t.” Vickers drew in his breath and turned from the window. “But a scene like that out there gets
         you. It has a strange kind of beauty. I’d like to go outside and walk around for a while just to get the feel of it.”
      

      
      “And then write a poem?” Ormond lifted his hand and touched the control, sending the window-shutter falling with a soft rasp
         of oiled metal. “Umbillia Obonga did that. He used to leave camp and go for long walks and then sit for hours, not talking,
         not even seeing, just thinking.”
      

      
      “You know Obonga?”

      
      “I knew him,” corrected Ormond. “He was in my squad way back. He’d have made a good soldier, too, but he decided otherwise.
         So he left the service.”
      

      
      And he became the most noted poet on seven worlds. Vickers looked at his fellow officer with enhanced respect.

      
      “That man he wrote about in ‘Paean for a Person.’ You?”

      
      “Us.” Ormond was curt. “The squad. He took pieces from all of us.”

      
      “Was he with you on Ecari?”

      
      “He may have been. I forget.” Ormond added brusquely, “Forget it, Charles. Obonga tended to exaggerate.”

      
      Vickers nodded, knowing better than to press. He looked at his watch—still more than ninety minutes to go.

      
      “You want me to take over, Brad?”

      
      “Hell, no. What’ll I do with the saved time? Look at walls?” Ormond riffled some papers. “Anyway, I’ve got to finish up these
         returns.”
      

      
      “I can do those.”

      
      “You could, but you’re not going to. Make me the same offer some other time and I’ll leap at it, but not now. Darktime’s going
         to last a while yet. After reveille you can get the men to work checking their gear and doing the usual ship-drills. Now I’m in charge and what I say goes.”
      

      
      Vickers shrugged. “As you say, Brad, you’re the boss. I’ll have them double-timing right outside your door.”

      
      “Do that and I’ll break both your arms.” Ormond plumped into his chair, smiling. “And don’t think I couldn’t do it. You young
         sprouts sometimes need to be taught a lesson.”
      

      
      “Yes, daddy.”

      
      “And don’t get smart, either.” Ormond grunted as he moved a paper and a small package fell to the floor. “Hell, I forgot all
         about this. A runner brought this from the town for you, Charles. You were in the sack and he had to make time back. From
         the way he took off I’d guess that he made it.” He threw over the package. “This another from that wonder-girl?”
      

      
      “What makes you ask that?”

      
      “It looks like a recording to me.”

      
      “So?”

      
      Ormond shrugged. “Don’t get so touchy, man. It’s none of my business what you do off the job. I was just making talk.” He
         glanced at his watch. “If you want to listen to it, go ahead. You’ve got plenty of time.”
      

      
      “Thanks,” said Vickers. “I will.”

      
      Back in his room he closed the door and, from his box, took a player. It already held four disks like the one he had taken
         from the package, each four inches in diameter and an eighth of an inch thick. Slipping the new one on the spindle, he tripped
         the release and watched as it fell to the deck. A light pulsed and suddenly the area immediately above it became suffused
         with light. The rosy glow spread to form an area two feet across, a three-dimensional screen in which something moved—a woman,
         dancing.
      

      
      She was tall and long-boned, with hips and thighs merging into a narrow waist which rose to spread into rounded shoulders
         and slender arms. She wore loose, diaphanous garments, scarlet fabrics which accentuated the whiteness of her skin, the supple
         grace of her body. Her breasts were high, full and proud, her neck a graceful column of alabaster. Her feet were bare, ankles ringed with tiny bells. There were more bells on her wrists and others set
         in rings which adorned her tapering fingers.
      

      
      The bells made a thin, high-pitched ringing, shrill, penetrating, filling the air with a chiming tintinnabulation, accentuating
         the throbbing beat of Heddish drums pulsing a Kasedian rhythm.
      

      
      The figure moved closer and became larger, small feet drifting over a floor of polished stone, gilded nails catching the light
         and reflecting it, winking like the eyes of serpents.
      

      
      Crouching, eyes holding the rosy glow of the screen, Vickers adjusted the volume, his senses quivering to the drums, the bells.
         The other recordings had never been like this. Now the girl was dancing with wild abandon, her supple figure moving into suggestive
         postures, each flowing into another even more open, more inviting. Her dance was as old as time, a naked invitation, a promise,
         a demand.
      

      
      Women had danced like this before the ancient altars of their gods in times long ago: writhing in front of the sacred flames
         which spelled life to their communities, dancing on the bare and naked ground at the end of winter to insure the fertility
         which alone could prevent starvation. The old, primitive symbolic magic which had once ruled superstitious minds had never
         wholly been forgotten.
      

      
      Unconsciously Vickers began to respond, his hands moving in time to the insidious rhythm, lifting, falling, lifting again,
         as if he too were beating the taut skin of drums, the very dirt itself. His lips parted a little as he leaned forward from
         his squatting position on the floor, his eyes fastened to the writhing body, the exquisite beauty of the face.
      

      
      Her face was delicate, with skin drawn over prominent bone, the cheeks concave, accentuating the high cheekbones, the elfin
         line of the jaw. The mouth was full, the lower lip pouting a little, the teeth regular and dazzlingly white. The forehead
         was high, rising to the cascade of thick and richly ebon hair which hung like a waterfall of oiled jet over the smoothly sloping shoulders. The eyes
         were slanted elongations, abnormally wide, the irises lambent pools of violet.
      

      
      This woman, this girl, was the epitome of female grace … dancing for him alone.

      
      Dancing … bells ringing … vibrations built up to create harmonics which echoed from the walls, the roof. Amplified sounds
         met to augment each other as, unconsciously, he increased the volume … higher, higher until the stop had been reached and
         all the universe seemed to be filled with the pervading rhythm.
      

      
      “Hey, in there!” Ormond’s hand was at the door, his closed fist hammering. “You gone crazy, Charles? Cut out that noise!”

      
      Vickers made no response, remaining before the player, deaf to everything but the sound, the shrilling, pervading sound.

      
      “What’s going on?” a deep voice called, thick with broken sleep.

      
      “The walls!” Another. “They’re quivering!”

      
      “Vickers!” Ormond’s shout was an angry roar. “Open up, man! That’s an order!”

      
      Sound welled up from the player, a peculiar combination of notes which now seemed to have a life of its own, a thing divorced
         from the mechanism from which it stemmed. It muffled the hammering, the snap of metal as the latch yielded, Ormond’s boots
         as they carried him into the compartment.
      

      
      Only when the other’s big hand gripped his shoulder did Vickers stir.

      
      “What’s the matter?” He rose, face red with anger. “What goes on here? You’ve no damned right to come breaking in here like
         this!”
      

      
      “Turn that thing off!” yelled Ormond. “The noise is—” He broke off as the dancing figure swirled, garments lifting, settling
         as she seemed to collapse to the floor, scarlet and gold making a flower-pattern about her figure.
      

      
      The sound died except for a sympathetic humming from vibrating metal as, on the player, an arm moved to sweep the recording from its place in order to make room for another.
      

      
      The disk glided sideways, met the chute and hesitated for a fraction of a second before it slid down to lie beside the others.

      
      As it touched, a gush of vivid yellow light burst from it and the other recordings. An expanding bubble of radiance touched
         the two officers, passed them, moved on into the passage, the walls. The sphere vanished almost as quickly as seen.
      

      
      “What the hell was that?” Ormond blinked. “Did you see it?”

      
      “It came from the player.” Vickers gestured toward it, his hand freezing in mid-air. “Brad! What happened?”

      
      The machine was ruined, a heap of plastic and metal slag from which a savage heat radiated.

      
      “A booby trap.” Old with experience, Ormond was quick to guess at an answer. “That recording must have been booby-trapped
         in some way. Set to explode when played.”
      

      
      “It didn’t.” Vickers, still dazed by the music, the dance, lifted a hand to run it through his hair. “The recording was over.
         It was being moved—no, it had been moved from the table when it happened. I saw it.”
      

      
      “Means nothing,” snapped Ormond. “It could have been badly fused or the sonic trip may have slipped a little. My guess is
         that it should have blown when you were watching it. If I hadn’t come in you could be dead now.”
      

      
      “No, the explosion—”

      
      “Probably never happened.” Ormond was impatient. “Or it may have been time-set to go off in your hands. Body heat alone would
         have done it once it had been primed. You didn’t touch it, so it self-destructed. Damn it, man, can’t you see what must have
         happened? Someone wanted to kill you and sent that recording to do it. If I hadn’t come in and made you stand up you could
         have been blind by now or crazy.”
      

      
      
      “No. The girl—”

      
      “To hell with the girl! This has to be reported.” Ormond snapped an order to a face showing through the gap of a half-opened
         door. “You there! Take up post outside this room. No one to enter or leave without my say-so. Move!”
      

      
      To Vickers he said, “Let’s go and make our report.”

      
      The phone was dead. Twice Ormond punched the buttons, scowling as the screen remained lifeless. After the emergency switch
         had failed to produce an answer he slammed down the handset.
      

      
      “This is where I get canned for breaking regulations,” he said. “I’ll have to break the interdict and make a personal report.”

      
      “Can’t it wait?”

      
      “No.” Ormond glared his irritation. “You’re still thinking of the girl,” he accused. “Well, forget her. She has to be implicated
         in this somehow. The thing now is to make sure no one else plays one of those recordings. Try the phone again. If it doesn’t
         work, I’m heading outside.”
      

      
      He crossed to the door, unlocked it, paused with his big hand on the knob. When Vickers shook his head he jerked it open.

      
      And froze.

      
      “What—” He turned, his face strained. “Vickers, get over here. Fast!”

      
      He pointed outside as the other officer joined him.

      
      “Tell me what you see out there. Quickly, man, tell me!”

      
      There was nothing.

      
      The grounded units, the tower, the assembled machines, the administration block, the other barracks—all had vanished.

      
      Even the humped buildings of the distant town were nowhere to be seen.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Beneath the runners the sand made a sibilant susurration, a dry rustling as of windblown leaves or a hand passed over raw
         silk, flesh against fabric generating tiny crackles of static electricity. Above, the sail strained at the mast, bulging,
         wood creaking, shrouds humming like vibrating strings.
      

      
      At the tiller Kennedy could feel the frail shell of the sand-yacht quiver in response, each tiny lift of the runners sending
         its own message. The wind caught at his hair, pressed hard against his shoulders, sent streamers of the fine, powdery grit
         flying alongside, wreaths of sand as fine as smoke.
      

      
      “Cap! We’re winning!”

      
      The girl at his side was young, her round face with the sparkling blue eyes thickly freckled. The suit she wore was vivid
         blue touched with crimson—a color combination matched in broad stripes on the sails and the pennon standing almost rigid above.
      

      
      Behind and to each side, other yachts raced across the sands of Okeng, sails and painted hulls making bright patches against
         the rolling ocher plain.
      

      
      “Bharch is getting close, Cap,” she warned. “He could foul us at the turn.”

      
      “Better get down, Gwen,” he warned.

      
      “Not yet.”

      
      She rose to stand on tiptoe, one hand gripping a shroud as she leaned out over the hull. The wind sent her long blonde hair
         streaming past her face, the ends whipping. A hidden rock caught a runner and the craft jerked, lifting to slew, sand pluming from the skids. Only Kennedy’s hand, reaching out, the fingers closing like iron on
         her wrist, pulling her back and down, saved the girl from being thrown from the yacht.
      

      
      “Thanks, Cap,” she said, rubbing her bruised flesh. “Watch out for Bharch. He’ll cut close behind us and try to steal our
         wind. He might even veer ahead and force us to yaw. This is one match he doesn’t intend to lose.”
      

      
      Kennedy could see the man, close now, teeth bared as he urged every ounce of speed from his craft. His two-man crew crouched,
         ready and waiting to repeat a favorite maneuver; it was legal enough in this race, but it could leave an opponent’s craft
         totally wrecked, the crew hurt or dead.
      

      
      “Cap!”

      
      Kennedy had no need of the warning. As Bharch swept toward them, sliding in close behind for his own sail to block the wind
         from Kennedy’s, Cap pressed on the tiller, sending his yacht out and away. The other passed on an inward curve toward the
         flag which signaled the turn.
      

      
      “He’s beating us!” The girl’s voice held sharp disappointment. “Cap, you let him through!”

      
      “We’ll pass him,” promised Kennedy. “Penza!”

      
      A man rose from the foot of the mast—a giant, almost as broad as he was tall. Sunlight reflected from the shaven ball of his
         skull which surmounted a thick neck over massive shoulders. The product of a high-gravity world, Saratov was a living machine
         of flesh, bone and toughened muscle.
      

      
      “Ready, Cap. Now?”

      
      “When I give the word.”

      
      Kennedy looked ahead, judging time and distance. The yachts behind could be ignored. Another with sails bright with yellow
         and green was too far out and, though level, presented no threat. Bharch’s yacht was almost directly ahead, the sail of orange
         and puce taut against the pressure of the wind, runners whining as the craft swung out to take the turn. It was a precautionary
         measure, one Bharch could afford to take now that he was confident of success. Too sharp a turn and the offside runners would lift too high, stability would be lost and the craft
         would topple, to end in a mass of splintered wood and ripped fabric.
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