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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


      
      To any normal man the laboratory would have been reminiscent of a tomb, a place buried, sealed, inviolate; impossible to enter,
         almost impossible to leave. A grave and a prison both, analogies which Professor Jamil Makkofaides didn’t like to think about.
      

      
      He sat in a deep chair before a curved panel loaded with instruments; dials, tell-tales which winked with a spectrum of light,
         columns holding a milky luminescence. A large screen stood in the center of the consol. Below it rested the extensions of
         remote-control handlers into which his hands were thrust. Flexible metal encased the flesh, tiny relays catching the minute
         motions of bone and muscle, amplifying them, transmitting them via electronic impulse to where metal arms and fingers reached
         into the compartment beyond the panel.
      

      
      A portion of the laboratory which was sealed behind layers of metal, plastic and concrete. A bubble faced with glass fused
         into a homogenous whole.
      

      
      A bubble containing death.

      
      Makkofaides looked at it as, enlarged, it showed on the screen. A tiny droplet of purple fluid held on the tip of an adamantine needle. Carefully he moved it towards a plate, arms and fingers aching as he lowered it to where
         a smear of lambent crimson waited to receive it—a tiny egg taken from the breeding tank where captive jalects lived in sealed
         isolation.
      

      
      Gently the needle lowered, touched—too hard. The ruptured egg burst, spilling the results of two days effort in hopeless ruin.

      
      Sucking in his breath Makkofaides lifted the needle, held it in the momentary blast of flame, sent more flame to sterilize
         the operating slab. Again, concentrating, he manipulated the handlers.
      

      
      At the third wasted attempt he gave up, fighting the irrational impulse to smash the apparatus, to beat his hands against
         the instruments, the panel, in a fit of petulant anger. Instead he leaned back in his chair and palmed his eyes, forcing himself
         to remember that he was a scientist and that failure was a natural component of research.
      

      
      And yet there had been so many failures—and now this.

      
      He looked at his hands, square, blunt fingered, the backs blotched with mottled patches of brown. A tell-tale sign of age,
         and yet who but an old man would have consented to voluntary immolation?
      

      
      “Jamil?”

      
      The voice gave him the answer. Rocco Patsalibou was not old. He came from the living quarters with a young man’s tread and,
         not for the first time, Makkofaides wondered why he had volunteered to accompany him in his isolation.
      

      
      Ambition, perhaps? A facile answer and it could hold truth. If they achieved success then their reputations would be made, honors given, for the young man thirty years of studious effort leapt in a moment. He would be rich, professionally
         secure, respected. A gamble in which he staked nothing but a few years of his life.
      

      
      Years? Had it been so long?

      
      Makkofaides blinked, conscious of the vagueness of his mind, a trait which was becoming more pronounced of late. Surely not
         years. Months perhaps, a year at the most. One year or two?
      

      
      Here, in this buried laboratory, time ceased to have meaning.

      
      “Here, Jamil.” Rocco held out a steaming cup of tisane. “How does it go?”

      
      “Badly.” Gratefully Jamil accepted the cup. The vapor rising from the delicate porcelain was fragrant with the tang of herbs.
         “My hands—” He shook his head. “Three times I failed to inject the egg.”
      

      
      “You’re tired, overstrained.” Patsalibou was quick with a soothing explanation. “You’ve been working too hard. Let me try.”

      
      He was deft, Makkofaides had to admit that. And clever, that also he had proved on more than one occasion. The flelgrate series—he
         had been the first to point out the dead end. And the choristath—more months wasted, as he had shown.
      

      
      Rising from the chair, Makkofaides watched as the young man slipped his hands into the mouths of the remotes. On the screen
         the extensions moved with a swift dexterity, the egg selected and placed, the needle dipped and hovering. A fraction of pause
         and then the membrane was ruptured with decisive skill, the virus fed to the waiting culture.
      

      
      Automatically he hit the button of the timer, waited as the hand swept around its circle.

      
      “Now!”

      
      Again, the deft manipulations of the remotes; the egg lifted, positioned, cut open and spread. Fire bathed the tips of the
         extensions and then the screen flickered to added magnification, steadied to show a battleground of tremendous warfare; armies
         engaged in savage, relentless destruction.
      

      
      Purple against crimson, the warring hosts stained for easier identification.

      
      Death against life—and death was winning.

      
      As death would always win, thought Makkofaides bleakly. But natural death was one thing, the ravages of the virus he sought
         to defeat was another. He remembered the palls of smoke over pits filled with flame, fires which had consumed the bodies of
         the dead. Too many dead and too many fires. For weeks the air of Reyud had carried the stench of burning corpses, even the
         blue-white flare of atomics seeming to leave that smell untouched.
      

      
      Imagination, of course, nothing could survive the destruction of rended atoms; yet the sunsets had lingered and the dawns
         had been remarkable. Dawns too few had seen, sunsets enjoyed for the last time by too many.
      

      
      “Jamil!”

      
      Patsalibou was excited. The hand he lifted to point shook a little with anticipation. Following it, Makkofaides felt a return of the hope which he had thought long dead.
      

      
      The crimson appeared to be winning!

      
      “Lux!” At his shouted order the lights brightened; cameras, always monitoring, now recording the instruments, the screen.
         “Experiment 3425,” said Makkofaides. “A mutated strain of blethoraisia cultured in a jalect egg for two days; details of mutation
         on previous record. After three minutes of exposure destruction of virus seems possible.”
      

      
      “Certain!”

      
      “Possible,” insisted Makkofaides. Older, he knew better than to yield to premature optimism. “We have been as close before.”

      
      As close and even closer, but the result has always been the same. The thing from somewhere among the stars, the virus which
         had become known as levive, had always conquered in the end.
      

      
      An alien form of life, so small as to pass through the closest filter, so deadly as to be immediately contagious by touch
         or by the inhaling of droplets of moisture vented by a cough, a sneeze. Alien because it had come from some unknown region
         in space, because it seemed to have the power to mutate at will, to change, to devise novel forms of protection, to defy each
         and every attempt to negate its voracious power.
      

      
      A thing which recognized no master. A disease which had ravished a world.

      
      Reyud would never be the same again.

      
      The population would grow to fill the empty houses, the vacant farms, the deserted villages and towns, but the scars would
         always remain.
      

      
      
      “We’re winning!” Patsalibou was triumphant. “Jamil! We’ve done it! We’ve found a cure, a vaccine!”

      
      “No.” More cautious the older man had noticed the stasis, crimson and purple seemingly locked in balance. The initial gains
         had been held. An instrument gave the answer as it read the color differential. “It’s adapting as it has done before. Once
         again levive wins.”
      

      
      The purple spread as he spoke, extensions of the main body driving like swords through the massed crimson; tiny fragments
         of life splitting, doubling, destroying, overcoming the opposition. Within seconds, the screen showed nothing but purple.
      

      
      “Another failure.” For a second Patsalibou, despite his youth, looked suddenly old. Then his shoulders straightened. “But
         we’re on the right track, Jamil. A few more experiments and we could have the answer.”
      

      
      The answer and his freedom. Makkofaides glanced at the red button set prominently on the console, one of others scattered about
         the laboratory. Once pressed, an atomic flame would sear the inner compartment, destroying all it contained with the cleansing
         fire. The apparatus, the assembled cultures, the hideous virus itself.
      

      
      “Jamil! What are you doing?”

      
      Makkofaides looked down at his hand, the young fingers gripping his wrist. His own were very close to the button.

      
      “I—” He broke off, wondering, trying to remember the thought processes which had led to the action. If he had not been stopped
         all would be over by now. The series of experiments ended in confessed failure. A subconscious urging? The memory of the stench of burning bodies? The corroding fear that, despite all precautions, the terrible
         disease could once again spread on a habited planet?
      

      
      “You’re tired,” said his assistant “Worried, and I can’t blame you, but we have to go on. If there is a chance to find a vaccine
         we have to take it. Perhaps—” he paused and then, as if lunging at an unpleasant obstacle ended, “Perhaps you should quit.
         Resign. No one would blame you.”
      

      
      “No one?”

      
      “You’ve been here too long, working too hard. You need a break. Even if you don’t resign, at least take a vacation.”

      
      “No.”

      
      “But—”

      
      “No,” said Makkofaides again, firmly. “I accepted the responsibility when I took this assignment. Accepted it and what it
         entails. Neither of us can leave until we find the vaccine or admit total failure. I am not yet ready to do that.”
      

      
      “But your hand! If I hadn’t stopped, you would have pressed the destruct-button!”

      
      An accusation Makkofaides could not honestly deny.

      
      He turned, ending the discussion, picking up the cup of tisane which he had set down. It had grown cold, the liquid insipid
         to the tongue. There would be more in the kitchen and he moved towards the room, emptying his cup and refilling it from the
         pot.
      

      
      Sniffing, savoring the aroma, he stood in the open doorway and looked over his domain.

      
      
      A small place; bedrooms, a kitchen, a room for recreation containing games and puzzles, books and various recordings. The
         main space was taken up by the laboratory, the console dominating the open expanse filled with computers and medical equipment,
         instruments for processing their findings and extrapolating further lines of research.
      

      
      Below lay the power source, the stores, water and recycling equipment.

      
      Above lay rock pierced only by a single tunnel.

      
      If Reyud should be invaded, he thought dispassionately, the entire surface bathed in destructive energies, this laboratory
         would survive.
      

      
      He and Patsalibou and the thing from somewhere in space.

      
      The death man had named “levive.”

      
      Patsalibou called from where he sat at the consol.

      
      “I’m continuing the series, Jamil. Repeating the experiment. We need verification and photographic evidence of a higher magnification.
         It is barely possible that there is a critical factor at work which we might be able to overcome by the use of a double-antibiotic;
         two attacking compounds which could be symbiotic on each other. One could take over from the other when the virus mutates.”
      

      
      It was possible, possible too that the remedy could be worse than the disease—a concept Makkofaides immediately discarded.
         Nothing could be worse than the thing they hoped to defeat.
      

      
      He sipped, enjoying the tisane, leaning against the jamb of the door as he watched the deft movements of the extensions on the screen, envying the younger man his dexterity.
      

      
      Another movement caught his eye and he turned, staring in utter disbelief.

      
      Limned against the smooth metal of a wall appeared the shape of a man.

      
      It was like a shadow, a silhouette, thickening as he watched, moving, seeming to step as if through water, one foot lifting
         high, resting firmly before the other followed.
      

      
      A man in a space suit, the face invisible behind the opaque face-plate, apparatus clustered at his waist; a wide belt from
         which metal strips ran to the glinting helmet, others reaching down his legs to boots with wide, thick soles.
      

      
      The gloved hands were extended before him, the mass of a loaded sack appearing from over one shoulder. On the breast of the
         suit rested the blazon of a symbol which Makkofaides recognized. The shape of a double helix.
      

      
      “Rocco!” The cup fell to shatter on the floor as he shouted. “Behind you! Against the wall!”

      
      The shape solidified as the man turned. It seemed to blur, to shimmer, a high-pitched note falling into silence. One hand
         moved to the belt, returned heavy with the weight of a Dione.
      

      
      “Do not move!” The voice was thick from inside the helmet-diaphragm.

      
      “Who are you?” Patsalibou rose, his eyes incredulous. Men simply could not walk through solid stone. “What do you want?”

      
      The answer came in the blast of the Dione.

      
      
      A shaft of energy lanced from the muzzle of the weapon, raw power produced by the disintegration of unstable isotopes within
         the firing chamber, held and directed by permanent magnetic fields. It reached out and touched Patsalibou’s chest, burned
         through the material of his clothing, the skin and flesh beneath, charring the bones of the ribs, penetrating the heart, the
         spine.
      

      
      From the smoking hole came a gush of blood as, already dead, the man swayed, toppled, hands still lifted as if in mute appeal,
         the heel of one hand slamming hard against the red button as he fell.
      

      
      Makkofaides froze to the sound of the alarm.

      
      In theory the fire released in the inner compartment would be contained—but those who had designed the mechanism would have
         had more to worry about than the lives of those in the laboratory. It was possible they had lied about the forces used.
      

      
      A revelation which came only now, when it was too late.

      
      He turned, knowing that if his suspicions were correct, he had time for little more than a prayer, yet still hoping to survive.
         A panel opened at his touch, a short passage, another panel, sealed, the center holding a complex combination lock. As he
         touched it, hands closed around his throat.
      

      
      Big hands which squeezed, a puff of acrid vapor which turned into an ebon mist, a cloud which grew larger … larger … became
         a bottomless pit into which he fell.
      

      
      A pit from which he rose gasping, panting, the stench of sharpness in his nostrils.

      
      
      To stare up at the loveliest woman he had ever seen.

      
      She was tall, long-boned, hips narrowing into a slender waist which rose to spread into rounded shoulders, the delicate column
         of her throat. She wore an embroidered gown of emerald edged with silver, the fabric clinging to and accentuating the lines
         of her figure, slit high on one side to show tantalizing glimpses of her perfectly molded thigh. Her breasts were full, high
         and proud. On the breast of the tunic rode the gemmed insignia of a double helix.
      

      
      “You are awake,” she said. “That is well.”

      
      “Where am I?”

      
      “In a safe place.” Her voice was low, mellifluous, musical; yet he sensed that it could, at times, hold the chill of ice,
         the hardness of steel. “You are not to worry—all decisions have been made for you.”
      

      
      “My friend?” He struggled to sit upright, sank back as nausea gripped him. “You killed him,” he accused. “You murdered my
         friend.”
      

      
      “A man who had grown impatient,” she reminded. “Who had suggested that you resign. One who was eager to take your place, perhaps.
         Yet you call him a friend.”
      

      
      “A colleague, then.” He blinked, it was hard to think clearly, so much had happened. The sudden appearance of the stranger,
         the blast of the Dione, the shrill scream of the alarm, the puff of vapor and now this girl. This incredibly lovely girl.
      

      
      He feasted his eyes on her hair, her face.

      
      A delicate cameo drawn with an artist’s skill. The skin drawn over prominent bones, the cheeks concave, the chin elfin. The mouth was full, the lower lip pouting a little, the teeth small, regular and dazzlingly white. The forehead was high, rising to the mass
         of gleaming ebon hair which was crested above the rounded skull. The eyes were elongated orbs, slanted, abnormally wide, the
         irises glowing pools of violet.
      

      
      “Your name,” he whispered. “What is your name?”

      
      “I am Zilma Narayan.”

      
      “That device you wear, the double helix, the man who killed Rocco Patsalibou wore one like it. Did you send him? Does he work
         for you?”
      

      
      “Questions,” she said, and smiled. “So many questions. Have patience and all will be answered.”

      
      “And how did he get into the laboratory?” The fact troubled him. “A man who walked through stone. It’s impossible.”

      
      “Yet you saw it done.”

      
      A dream, a hallucination as this girl must be, a figment of a youthful past when the demands of the flesh had created an illusion.
         A woman he had yearned to find but never had. A search which had been forgotten as the years passed and science became both
         his mistress and his wife. And now she was here, at his side, comforting him, embracing him with the warm aura of her presence.
      

      
      In a room which was like the girl—a thing of imagination.

      
      Warm yellow light spilled from suspended lanterns casting patches of brilliance on the thick carpet, catching the bright paintings
         on the walls, reflected back in winking gleams from crystal and hammered metal, painted ceramics, the pale blooms of silicone flowers. Luxury, beauty, present and together.
      

      
      He stiffened with a sudden fear.

      
      “No! Dear God, not that!”

      
      “Be calm!” Now her voice was a command. “It is not what you think. I, this room, all you see and feel, is real.” Her hand
         dropped on his own, squeezed, pressing with a calculated regard. “We saved your life,” she said in a softly gentle tone. “Saved
         you from disgrace. Made you safe so that you can continue to live, work and enjoy the years that are left to you. Many years,
         Jamil. So very, many years. And all in return for just a little information.”
      

      
      Again he stiffened, but now not with fear. That horror had passed. Now it was with resolve.

      
      “No.”

      
      “You say that before even knowing what it is I want to know.” Again the pressure of her hand, young and firm with youthful heat, a contrast to his own,
         aged tissues. “But you will tell, Professor. One way or the other, you will tell.”
      

      
      “No!”

      
      “Not just the hour of your birth? Such a little, harmless thing, Jamil. Won’t you even tell me that?”

      
      An answer which would lead to others—once the dam had been broken who could gauge the extent of the flood? And he knew what
         she wanted to know. Somehow, he knew!

      
      “A ship,” she whispered. “A vessel sent from Reyud with a special cargo bound for—where? That is what you are going to tell
         me, Professor Jamil Makkofaides. The exact date it left, the programming of the guidance computer, all the things which you know. Details which are locked away in here.” Her hand lifted, slender
         fingers delicately brushed his temple. “Think of the rewards,” she urged. “Tell me what I want to know.”
      

      
      A bribe offering what? More illusion? A foretaste of horror? And yet, could such a thing be called horror at all?

      
      He turned on the couch on which he lay, an old man, stubborn, fretful.

      
      “No. I can’t.”

      
      “You don’t mean that,” she said softly. “As a scientist you should be more precise with the use of words. You have a tongue
         and you can remember details. The tongue can relay the information and, so you see, there is no real obstacle. You can tell
         me and you will.”
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