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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


      
      
      
      From his seat at the controls Elg Rowan could see the screens, ranked dials, the reflection of his own face in a polished
         strip of metal. A hard face, no longer young, seamed and stamped with the vicissitudes of time. He scowled at it, not liking
         what he saw, wondering if it had turned into the visage of a fool.
      

      
      The thought bothered him and he lifted his eyes, staring at the vista of space limned with crystal clarity on the screens.
         Stars shining with remote hostility, the pale fuzz of distant nebulas, ebon splotches of interstellar dust which hid the luminescence
         beyond. He looked with casual indifference at the familiar scene before adjusting the magnification to scan an area of space
         close to hand.
      

      
      Nothing.

      
      Nothing on the screens, nothing on the instruments, and no sign of activity from the expensive Larvik-Shaw spatial disturbance
         detector which his new partners had insisted that he install. The thought of them deepened his scowl. Forty years of tough
         living, risking his neck a thousand times, and now doing it again on the ghost of a promise. If this trip proved a bust he
         was finished, back to where he had started as a dewy-eyed boy in his teens with starlight in his eyes and romance in his soul.
      

      
      The starlight had faded and the romance had died, but the itch remained. The hope that, this time, he would make it. The big
         strike, the bonanza, the jackpot which would make him rich and let him coast on a tide of luxury. It had happened, Eng Kyle
         had done it, Heeb Moreton, Ole Elverum—the names rolled in his mind like the beat of drums. A handful among thousands, but they had proved it was possible. All a man needed was guts and luck. Forty years had proved he had the guts
         and now, surely, it was time for a little luck.
      

      
      Rising, he crossed to the Larvik-Shaw. The screen incorporated into the apparatus showed a thin tracery of delicate lines
         as highly sensitive detectors reached into space to locate any disturbance. An electromagnetic storm would cause the instrument
         to respond. A nearby mass, a gravitational node, any alteration in the normal continuum—but as yet there had been nothing.
      

      
      Irritably he slammed the heel of his palm against the casing.

      
      “Steady on, Pop, that thing cost money.”

      
      Neil Quimper was half Rowan’s age and looked a third. Neatly combed hair rested above a smoothly round face, the lips quirked
         in a perpetual smile, the eyes blue and bright with intelligence. He stepped into the control room and glanced at the screen,
         the instruments.
      

      
      “Nothing yet?”

      
      “No.” Rowan glared his irritation. “I’m beginning to doubt if there ever will be. Three weeks now we’ve been looking and still
         no sign. I thought you had this all figured out.”
      

      
      Quimper shrugged, his voice casual. “Not me, Pop. José Oveido. I just helped to provide the cash, remember?”

      
      He was a spoiled scion of a wealthy family taking a look around the system before settling down to a nice, snug desk job.
         Yet his aid had been essential. Money for fuel, supplies, the expensive detector, and to pay the creditors who were holding
         the ship. His money, Rowan’s vessel, and Oveido’s knowledge.
      

      
      His voice was calm as he joined the others.

      
      “No luck as yet, my friend? Well, it is to be expected. We are looking for a mote of dust in an ocean of emptiness. And yet
         my calculations show that it must be close.”
      

      
      Rowan said bitterly, “Unless you figured wrong.”

      
      “Not I, my friend.” Oveido, middle-aged, rumpled as if he had slept in his clothes, shrugged as he spread his hands in an
         age-old gesture. “If anything is to be blamed it is the computer at Madrid. My calculations were most precise and were based
         on starcharts spread over a hundred years. Zafra exists. You know why I called it that? After my wife, may her soul rest in
         peace. She, too, was elusive and, she too, held great treasure. Treasure, my friend, which we shall find.”
      

      
      That promise had lured him from the Belt to a point a full astronomical unit outside the orbit of Pluto and another above
         the plane of the ecliptic. Rowan moved, impatient with himself and the others, knowing again the searing bitterness of failure.
      

      
      “A dream,” he said. “I should have known better.”

      
      “No dream,” said Oveido quickly. “A careful deduction based on scientific fact. As you know, my friend. As I explained to
         you so very many times.”
      

      
      Quimper and Oveido had met in the Hive at Ceres where they had drifted, an ill-matched pair, looking for someone like Rowan.
         And yet Rowan had to be fair. He had been willing to be convinced, eager to clear his ship and again be on the search. And
         their words had made sense.
      

      
      A fragment of a destroyed world as the asteroids Were, this one was on an eccentric path which carried it far beyond the Solar
         System into the darkest regions of space beyond Pluto. A fragment of something which could have wandered from a distant galaxy,
         perhaps, to be caught by the gravitational pull of the sun and flung, like a comet, into a tremendously elongated elliptical
         orbit.
      

      
      Soon it would be detected by the watchful eyes of Terran Control, and then taken and examined by the ships of MALACA 1 which
         guarded the system. But if Rowan and his partners could reach it first, their claim would be recognized and it and the treasure
         it might contain would be theirs beyond question.
      

      
      Gems, perhaps, minerals, rare metals, even artifacts of some ancient race. The discovery alone would be of value. Fame and fortune at last!
      

      
      “You see, Pop,” said Quimper, “the last time it entered our system was way back before space travel was what it is now. Thanks
         to José here we’ve got a chance to get in first. He’s plotted the orbit as best he could, now the rest is up to us. It’s out
         there, somewhere.” He gestured at the screen. “All we have to do is find it.”
      

      
      “Sure,” said Rowan savagely. “But how?”

      
      “Don’t ask me, Pop, that’s in your department.” Quimper crossed to the Larvik-Shaw. “But this should make it easy.”

      
      If it was there to be found. If Oveido had calculated correctly. If nothing had happened to the fragment on its long, long
         journey around the sun.
      

      
      Rowan glared at the screen, seeing only the familiar tracery of delicate lines, resisting the impulse to hit it again, to
         send the ship into random flight. A search had to follow a pattern. He had taken the figures Oveido had provided and formed
         a wide-flung area of investigation. They were following it now as they had done for the past three weeks. In a couple of days
         it would be completed, and if they hadn’t found anything, the trip would have been a wasted effort.
      

      
      On the screen the lines flickered a trifle.

      
      “Pop!” Quimper had noticed. “Is that—”

      
      “Shut up!” Rowan concentrated on the screen. Again came the flicker and then, abruptly, the lines twisted, converging to form
         a pattern like a spider’s web, thin at the edges and thick at the center. They dissolved as he adjusted a control, returned
         firmer than before.
      

      
      His voice rose in a shout of triumph.

      
      “That’s it! It has to be! By God, we’ve found it!”

      
      It was small, a scrap of rugged stone which barely reflected the light, seeming to drink the radiance, to absorb it as if
         it were a sponge. Rowan snapped off the beams as the ship settled, frowning as he read the instruments.
      

      
      “It’s dense,” he commented. “Which means the rock must have a high mineral content. At a guess I’d say it was a nickel-iron combination. Well, we’ll soon find out.”
      

      
      Suited, he led the others from the air-lock, gekko-boots holding them firm to the scrap of debris. Without wasted effort,
         following a pattern he had learned years before, Rowan set up a spectroscope, and lifting his Dione from its holster, fired
         a lambent shaft of flame at the rocks before the scanner.
      

      
      “No good,” he said as he read the dials. “This stuff must be close to absolute zero. We’ll have to fire together. At the same
         point, three charges each, now!”
      

      
      Nine blasts of raw energy lashed at the rock, minute portions of unstable isotopes yielding their energy in the firing chambers,
         the blasts focused and controlled by permanent magnets in the finned barrels of the Diones. Heat turned the rock to molten
         slag, sent little runnels of metal oozing from the point of impact, a thin plume of vapor rising to dissipate in the void.
      

      
      “That’s better.” Over the radio Rowan’s voice held satisfaction. “High metallic content as I suspected. Iron, nickel, some
         copper, and traces of platinum and gold. Plenty of carbon too. It’s a rough assay, but one thing’s for sure. We’re going to
         show a profit if nothing else.”
      

      
      “Let’s look it over.” Oveido was shrill with excitement. “Do you realize just what this is? The proof of my investigations.
         A fragment of planetary debris on which no man has ever trod before this moment. I suspected that it might exist and now we
         have found it. Those who laughed at me for being a dreamer will have cause to smile on the other side of their mouths. Zafra,
         our own world to do with as we please. We must file our claim immediately.”
      

      
      Quimper said, in a strange tone, “Here! Look at this!”

      
      He was standing close to where the shafts of flame from the Diones had gouged a patch from the rock. As the others moved toward
         him he drew his gun and fired, flame spurting up from the sides of a narrow hole, limning his suited figure with crimson light.
      

      
      “What is it?” Oveido shoved himself forward, moving clumsily in his suit, the gekko-boots clinging to the rock.

      
      “Metal.” Quimper pointed, his helmet-beam illuminating the area at his feet. “Solid metal beneath the stone. See?”

      
      Rowan knelt, probing with the barrel of his Dione, cursing at the inadequacy of the tool. A shard of rock fell away to vanish
         into space beneath the thrust of an impatient hand. More followed to reveal a smooth surface of metal which showed dull and
         gray in the beams of their lights.
      

      
      “What the hell is it?” whispered Quimper. “It’s artificial, that’s obvious, but what can it be for?”

      
      “And who built it?” Oveido was solemn. “Do you realize just how old this must be?”

      
      Rowan straightened, feeling himself expand with the shock of accomplishment. For a moment he suffered a sudden vertigo so
         that the stars seemed to whirl and explode in bright gouts of flame as if they were elements in a fireworks display.
      

      
      The jackpot!

      
      Against the value of the artifact the metallic content of the rock was as nothing. No matter what was contained under the
         smooth surface it would be of incredible value to scientists if no one else. The bonanza!
      

      
      After forty years of looking he had found it.

      
      He said unsteadily, “We need explosives, tools, cutting equipment. This area must be cleared.”

      
      “Couldn’t we let others do that?” Quimper was uncertain. “I mean—”

      
      “We found it,” Oveido interrupted fiercely. “We have the right.”

      
      “It was my money—”

      
      “And my calculations! Without me you would have found nothing. I say we look!”

      
      Rowan felt the butt of the Dione beneath his hand. He could lift it and fire. Two shots and it would be over, the discovery his to enjoy alone.
      

      
      And then, firmly, he released his hold on the weapon.
      

      
      “Listen,” he said harshly. “You’ve begun to argue and I know where that can lead. Forty years in space has taught me one thing.
         Either you rely on your partners or you’re dead. Which is it to be?”
      

      
      His helmet beam caught Quimper’s face as the man turned toward him.

      
      “Pop?”

      
      “Your money, maybe,” snapped Rowan. “José’s brains and my ship. Neither of us could have done it alone. Now we’ll have a vote.
         Either we let things go as they are or we take a look at what’s to be found. Majority rules. I’m for taking a look. Oveido?”
      

      
      “I’m with you.”

      
      “I’m against.”

      
      “Two to one, Quimper. You lose. Now let’s get at it.”

      
      Four decades as a prospector had given Rowan skill. He knew just where to drill, how powerful the charges should be, just
         where to move the ship to a place of safety. Within hours they had cleared a wide area of rock to expose the metal surface.
         After the final blast something new was revealed, a circular plate which had to be a means of entry to whatever lay beneath.
      

      
      “Careful.” Tired as they all were Quimper could have thought for the future. “We don’t want to damage anything. That could
         be an airtight seal.”
      

      
      “So what?” Rowan stooped over the fastenings with a lastorch, the beam cutting into metal as, stubbornly, it yielded to the
         intense heat.
      

      
      “If it is, and if air is still inside there, you could get hurt by the blast.”

      
      Rowan lifted the torch and blinked sweat from his eyes. He was sagging with fatigue and should rest, but excitement made sleep
         an impossibility.
      

      
      “I’ll drill a small hole,” he decided. “If there is air or gas below we can seal it. Get me something to make a test; a heap
         of fine dust will do it.”
      

      
      Again he lowered the torch, metal flowing, vaporizing as the beam dug deeper. Abruptly it ceased to flare, the hole widening,
         the dust thrown over it drifting, untouched by any rising current.
      

      
      “No air.” Rowan returned his attention to the fastenings. “Now let’s get this damn thing open. Get some lights and fresh tanks
         from the ship, Quimper. Oveido, you get a couple of levers and stand ready to slip them into the opening I’ll make at the
         rim. Once these clamps are gone we should be able to heave it open.”
      

      
      It wasn’t as easy as that. For minutes they strained at the levers, and then, losing patience, Rowan burned a jagged opening
         through the center of the plate.
      

      
      In the glow of a suspended light they looked inside.

      
      “Machines,” Quimper said wonderingly. “Or maybe the whole thing is a machine. Look at those connections, those bars. And could
         that be a power source?”
      

      
      Oveido said tersely, “Let’s get inside.”

      
      The thing was vast, a tremendous circular compartment which reached into the distance so that the beams of their lights seemed
         to dwindle and be lost in a host of stark shadows, lightless areas cast by looming constructions of unguessed purpose.
      

      
      On all sides rested enigmatic columns of milky substance, their surfaces graduated with regularly spaced lines. Other apparatus,
         equally enigmatic, hung on supports reaching from equidistant points of the compartment so that they ran directly along the
         central axis. And, like the compartment itself, they were huge.
      

      
      “I feel like an ant.” Rowan’s voice held an undertone of awe. “Like a damned ant walking in a powerhouse. What could all this
         be for?”
      

      
      “How can we tell?” Oveido was solemn. “Giants could have built it, or pygmies. Things that have no relationship with human
         life as we know it. Remember how incredibly old it must be. Long before life had left the oceans the planet of which this
         must have been a part had broken and cast remnants of itself into the void.” His helmet beam flashed over the central apparatus, the milky columns, the thick bars of gleaming metal. “Old,” he whispered again. “So very old.”
      

      
      Quimper moved down the compartment, his gekko-boots leaving a faint trail in the thin patina of dust. He was a little awkward,
         unused to the suction of the boots, lifting each leg high at the knee. He paused at one of the thick bars.
      

      
      “Gold,” he said quietly. “It has to be. Either gold or some unknown alloy. Any other metal would have dulled over the course
         of time.” He moved on, lost in speculation, his voice a soft mutter from the radio. “Units in series it seems like … a cascade
         effect if those machines are what I think they must be … heavy-duty conduits … focal point for directed energy … why?”
      

      
      None of them could answer that question.

      
      Instinctively Rowan checked his meters, a reflex action born of long training. The fresh tanks of air Quimper had brought
         from the vessel would last a while yet and he was eager to learn all he could. Help would have to be summoned now, that was
         certain; this was a job for trained scientists and skilled technicians, but there could be other things than the enigmatic
         apparatus. Some smaller artifacts might be found and hidden away for later, private sale.
      

      
      He would never get a chance like this again.

      
      As Oveido moved after the other man Rowan stepped to one side, hurrying a little as he headed toward the far end of the compartment.
         The suspended units ended to be replaced by a series of rods set in a circle and aimed at a common point. Before it, set on
         spidery supports, a fragment of black metal rested in direct line with the snout of the final unit and the open space between
         the rods. Surrounding it in a series of reflective facets sheets of a crystalline substance caught the beam of his light and
         shimmered in a sudden burst of effulgent splendor.
      

      
      “What’s that?” Quimper lunged forward, forgetting the low, almost nonexistent gravity and rising sharply upward as his gekko-boots
         lost their hold. He spun, collided with the supports of the black metal, grunted as a stanchion gouged into his side.
      

      
      “Steady!” Rowan reached up and pulled him down. “You hurt?”

      
      “No.” Quimper was shaken. “Bruised a little, but that’s all.”

      
      “You sure?” Rowan had caught the note of pain in the transmitted voice. “You could have cracked a rib. Try a deep breath.”
         He frowned at the sudden, sharp inhalation. “Get back to the ship,” he ordered. “Take it slow and easy. We’ll follow.”
      

      
      “No! I want to see what this is all about.” Quimper was stubborn. “That fragment of black metal looks like it could be a target
         of some kind. Or, no, perhaps …” His voice faded as he caught a support and lifted himself higher. “It seems as if once it
         was much larger than it is now. A cube which fitted the supporting clamps. It must have decayed by natural disintegration
         over the years. It—” He broke off, his voice heavy with pain.
      

      
      “You are hurt, my friend.” Oveido joined him, their suited figures clinging to the supports. “Let me help you down. It would
         be best to do as Rowan suggests. Return to the ship and wait for us. We will not be long.”
      

      
      “I just want to see—” Quimper reached out and tugged at a delicate strand of metal. “See? As I thought. This rod should have
         remained in contact with the support. As the metal decayed and grew smaller it would have followed this path here … and touched
         there … and—”
      

      
      He cried out, his breath rasping, liquid.

      
      “Back!” Rowan was firm. “Get back to the ship at once. That’s an order and you’ll obey it unless you’re a fool. From the sound
         of it you’ve ripped a lung and you’ll drown in your own blood unless you take care. Oveido, help him.”
      

      
      “And you?”

      
      “I’ll be along.” Rowan watched as they moved slowly down the compartment toward the opening, more pleased than annoyed at
         the turn of events. Now he would be free of watchful eyes. He added, “You might as well record our claim while you’re at it.”
      

      
      Delay could be dangerous, others might have followed them and be waiting to take over. Such things had happened before. Alone
         he quested the forward area, tugging at a bar of metal, pausing as he caught the splinter of fire from a column crusted with
         gems.
      

      
      It reared from the floor, apparently unconnected with any of the other apparatus, a rod three feet in height by five inches
         thick. He tugged at it and felt a firm resistance. Impatiently he snatched at his Dione.
      

      
      Time was running out. His air was getting low and the others would be waiting. Now, if ever, was his chance to make a private
         haul.
      

      
      Crimson fire bathed the foot of the column as he triggered the release. Metal softened, flowed beneath the impact of the searing
         heat of the shafts of energy, and reflected light shimmered from the suspended units, the circle of rods, the milky columns
         to either side.
      

      
      Light which did not die.

      
      Rowan paused as he tugged at the gem-encrusted lever, eyes wide behind his faceplate as he stared at the enigmatic devices.
         The columns were now glowing with a host of lambent colors, red, green, orange, purple, vivid blue, the graduations clear
         against the inner luminescence. As he watched a nimbus of eerie light shone over the suspended units, flaring with a cold
         emerald, rippling as if from inner turmoil.
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