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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.


      




FOREWORD


FOR MANY YEARS, scientists have been seeking to understand the secret of life. As is often the case in the sciences, they began their search with a definition—but it is hard to define something you don’t understand, and a good definition of life has proven to be a highly elusive goal.


Eventually, however, most biologists agreed that nothing could be said to be alive unless it showed all of a list of twelve characteristics. (Later the list was expanded to twenty.) For instance, it must be able to reproduce itself. It must grow by taking in materials unlike itself, and changing them into the materials it needs—not by addition from outside, the way a crystal grows in a solution. It must mutate, or show changes in form or other qualities that thereafter breed true. It must be irritable—by which they didn’t mean that all living things are bad-tempered, but simply that they show reactions to any prods they get from the world around them.


Decades of careful observation seemed to prove, too, that only one kind of substance fitted all of these conditions: protoplasm, the enormously complex material of which all living cells are made, whether the cells belong to a begonia, a worm or a man. Thus the list got a new proviso, implied rather than stated directly: All life is protoplasmic.


Then came the discovery of the filterable viruses, and this whole beautiful structure came down in ruins.


The viruses are particles so small that only a few of them can be seen with the ordinary laboratory microscope.  Most of them have to be photographed at great magnification with the electron microscope; were you to magnify a housefly as much, it would be more than a mile long. They are extremely important to man, because they cause a good many stubborn diseases, including measles, mumps, poliomyelitis, influenza and the common cold. They also attack animals and plants.


They are not protoplasmic. Many of them are made of chemicals also found in protoplasmic cells, but all of them are a great deal simpler than protoplasm itself. Some of them seem to be made of only a single chemical compound; protoplasm contains thousands.


They do not reproduce themselves. Instead, they enter a living cell and force the cell to manufacture new viruses. All by itself, a virus cannot produce offspring.


They do not take in nourishment, and most of them never grow. They stay as they are when the living cell first turns them out. The exceptions are certain viruses which are simple chemical compounds, like the one which attacks the tobacco plant; these can be produced in the laboratory in crystal form, just like rock salt or rock candy, and the crystals can be made large enough to be seen with the naked eye. No other form of life grows like that, and it seems that the “individual” tobacco mosaic virus, if we can realistically imagine that one exists, must be one single molecule of the chemical involved.


Nevertheless, viruses do meet some of the other definitions of life. They do mutate—which is why new and different vaccines must be produced for almost every epidemic of flu. In fact, they seem to mutate faster than most other organisms. And they are certainly sensitive to their environment: they respond to the presence of a living cell by attacking it and taking control of it, and furthermore they do it selectively—the flu virus never attacks tobacco-plant cells, and tobacco mosaic never attacks potatoes.


One eminent scientist puts it that the virus lives a borrowed life—borrowed from the cell it invades. But there is no doubt that it is alive, however badly it fits the old definitions in some ways.


Obviously the old definitions had somehow missed the point, and a new one had to be found. The new definition finally emerged from a most unexpected source: the science of thermodynamics, the study of the behavior of energy.


One of the basic laws of thermodynamics says that whenever one form of energy is changed into another—for instance, when the mechanical motion of a water wheel is changed by a dynamo into electricity—a tiny fraction of the total energy is permanently lost. This effect is called entropy, and it seems to be one of the most basic and fundamental properties of the universe, from the atom to the star.


But it does not appear to apply to life. Though the living cell obviously loses a little energy in each individual energy transaction which goes on within it, somehow the total organism does not; in fact, it actually manages to gain a little energy. At the moment of death this ability is lost.


Life, then, is negative entropy … entropy running backwards.


This deceptively simple explanation holds just as true for a virus as it does for a protoplasmic creature such as man. We know of no good reason why still other kinds of structures could not behave in the same way. If they did, no matter how bizarre and unlikely they seemed to us, we would be forced to admit that they were alive—just as alive as we are.


Which brings us to Jack Loftus and his peculiar friend Hesperus.
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LUCIFER IS FALLEN


THE SUNLIGHT WAS bright indeed in the Washington office of Daniel Hart, Secretary for Space; but this was one of those days when Jack Loftus found it dreamlike, all the same. Of course he had spent a certain amount of his time in high school thinking about how great it would be to be important, in one way or another. He had even thought a little about what changes he would make in the world if he were given the chance.


But he had had better sense than to expect to make it before long years had passed—his father had pounded that into him with a mercilessness which had been none the less stern because it was kind. Yet here he was, at seventeen …


“To begin with,” Hart was saying, “there’s the fact that the capture and subsequent employment of this alien critter—what do they call it, Lucifer?—may very well look like abduction and slavery to the other Angels. Angels! I loathe that name, but I guess we’re stuck with it.”


“Probably,” Langer agreed. He picked up a model of one of the two ships the Angels had destroyed, and turned it around thoughtfully in his hands. “It’s pretty hard to give an animal made of pure energy any sort of Latin name out of natural history. For one thing, there hasn’t been time. And nicknames have a way of sticking, no matter how inappropriate they are.”


“Um,” Hart said petulantly. He was a tall, careworn man with an iron face and steel-gray hair. He watched Langer with grim concentration, his hands folded together on top of his desk so tightly that all the tendons stood out. Langer, sitting next to him, looked as cherubic and unworried as ever; though he was Hart’s top field agent and trouble shooter, nobody could have looked more untroubled.


Jack was not fooled. He had already had time to see Langer at work. The more innocent he looked, the more worried he was—and the more likely to come up with some solution to the current problem so drastic as to throw the whole Department for Space into an uproar of orders, counterorders, and thumbing of law-books in search of precedents.


In the single year that Jack had held his coveted position as senior foreign service cadet in Secretary Hart’s department, he had come to have a solid respect for Howard Langer. He looked as lazy as a porcupine—and was just as dangerous a critter to blunder against. A large number of shady operators who had fancied their own shrewdness had so blundered, and had been hauled away to the pokey with quills sticking out all over them. When Langer was on the job the best arguments never turned out to be on the side of the devil, regardless of the proverb.


“All the same,” Hart was saying, “whatever we call them, they can obviously be deadly when aroused. They’ve destroyed two ships without any real effort.”


“Yes. Speaking of which, what’s keeping McCrary?”


“Don’t know; I’ll check.” Hart snapped open the intercom. Out of it at once came a recorded voice, muttering over and over:


“Calling Paul X. McCrary, yacht 2546-2. Department for Space calling McCrary yacht 2546-2. Official. Official. Calling. …”


Jack recognized the voice: it belonged to Secretary Hart’s underclerk for communications, R. Dover Bearing, usually called “Timkin.” He was a brilliant and desperately overworked young man who at nineteen—only two years older than Jack himself, hard though it was to realize it—already seemed to be pushing thirty-five.


Hart leaned forward and pushed a button. “Tim!” he said, explosively. “Haven’t you even gotten an acknowledgment yet?”


Almost at once the record faded back a little, and Tim Bearing’s real voice came in. The effect was eerie, almost as though he were singing a duet with himself.


“No, sir, not yet. Not even a carrier wave. And somehow he got off without filing a flight plan.”


“All right, keep trying.”


“Mr. Secretary, if you’re not even getting a carrier wave from McCrary’s yacht, he’s obviously still traveling on the Standing Wave,” Langer said indolently. “Until he snaps off it, Tim’s tape can shout itself hoarse and McCrary won’t hear a word.”


“I know that, Major,” Hart said. Jack had yet to figure out what military service Howard Langer might belong to, or had once belonged to. Nearly everyone in officialdom seemed to address him by a different rank. Careless people seeking favors called him “Howie,” as did the press. His friends called him “Howard.” In formal sessions—for instance, before committees and the General Assembly—he was always “Doctor Langer.” “But it’s a sure sign that we’re going to have trouble with the man. I don’t care how much money he’s got; going beyond Jupiter without filing a flight plan is a breach of the law. And I hate to have to throw that at him now—it’s pretty minor compared to our present business with him.”


“Oh, I don’t know, Dan. It’s usually helpful to have a loose lever lying around.”


“Um. I leave that to you. Let’s get back to the Angels.”


“I don’t mind,” Langer said mildly. “But I don’t make policy, Dan. I only carry it out. So far, I don’t know what your policy is going to be.”


“You read my position paper.”


“Pap. Excuse me, Jack—I know you wrote most of it, I recognized your style by the third sentence—but it’s only a summary. It doesn’t actually take any position at all; and that’s not Jack’s fault, Dan. He did very well with what he had. But you weren’t supposed to be taking a position for the newspapers; you were supposed to be taking it for me. There’s a difference.”


“I know, I know,” the Secretary grumbled. “I did the best I could with what I had, too. But it’s not adequate.”


“Are you sure not? Are you sure that you didn’t leave more in Jack’s hands than he’s supposed to handle? That’s always a temptation when you’ve got a gifted cadet, Dan. Let’s hear it again.”


“We’ve already heard it four times!”


“Gently, gently,” Langer said. “I want you to listen to it until you hear something in it that sounds like you, not like Jack, otherwise I can’t act in your behalf. Jack’s no more in a position to make policy than I am. You’re supposed to do that. And Dan, until you do, my hands are utterly tied.”


“Oh, all right. Jack, give it to us again.”


Jack opened the folder. By now he was himself more than a little bored with the position paper on the Angels which his sponsor and teacher had had him write for Langer. The trouble shooter’s insistence on hearing it read over and over again baffled him, and certainly did not match his previous impression of the swashbuckling Doctor/Major/Mister Langer, who sailed off into danger at a moment’s notice and came back with scalps. Yet Langer’s whole attention was now focused on him, and the Secretary had ordered him to read the paper yet again, so there was no choice but to go back over the familiar words yet once more.


“The existence of intelligent races on other planets is no longer a novelty to humanity,” he read, trying to keep his voice from singsonging. “The ruins and artifacts of the long-dead peoples of Mars were among the first and most exciting discoveries of spaceflight. Since the discovery of the interstellar drive, we have found living intelligent races almost as advanced as we are—though by no means so advanced as the ancient Martians were at the time of their suicide—living on planets of the stars Tau Ceti and 40 Eridani. Lesser races have been found on one of the three colony planets of Earth, and since the oldest of these colonies has been established only five years, we may expect that evidence—”


“Yes, all right, Jack,” Langer interrupted. “I don’t think we really need the history now—that’s what I mean by ‘pap.’”


Evidently Jack looked troubled, for Langer’s expression softened at once. “I didn’t mean to abort your conclusion, Jack. But Secretary Hart made you write all that stuff only to prove that ‘Where intelligence can arise, it will arise.’ Finding it on five planets out of the first suitable seven we studied—counting the Earth, of course—proves it beyond a shadow of a doubt, and that’s exactly what we expected. Let’s get on to the knotty parts.”


Jack suppressed a shrug. Though he was a little stung by being cut off in mid-reading, the words no longer seemed very golden to him, regardless of the fact that he had written them; in fact, they were becoming darned dull. He skipped three pages and went on:


“Nevertheless we must confess that the situation in the Coal Sack is surprising. Tentative exploration of this great dark nebula, one of the great interstellar dust clouds which obscures Earth’s view of the center of our Milky Way galaxy, was undertaken for the first time last year by three ships of the McCrary Fleet under government sponsorship: the Lancet, the Probe and the Electrode, a coordinated squadron sailing under the general title of—”


“Jack, please, that stuff doesn’t matter either. Cut it as you go along.”


“Yes, sir. Um … On the edge of the Coal Sack the McCrary flight encountered a life form of a completely unprecedented nature: a stable, self-contained electromagnetic field, rather like Earthly ball lightning, capable of moving as freely through empty space as a bird flies in the air or a fish swims in the sea. Apparently these creatures tend to cluster—or perhaps nest—near the stars which are imbedded in this dust cloud; but also they often congregate on the surfaces of the rare, barren planets of these stars—”


“Dan, are you sure of this ball-lightning analogy?” Langer said.


“No, in fact it’s Jack’s. It’s as good as any other, though, it seems to me; otherwise I’d have taken it out.”


“Aha. Well, I guess I agree. Okay, Jack, proceed.”


“In appearance these creatures are described as being glowing droplets of intense light, four to seven feet in diameter,” Jack read. “They are translucent and blood-red when at rest, but they often change color, from a deep orange to a bright canary-yellow. They seem to have complex internal structures, but since these keep changing from second to second, it is difficult to imagine what kind of internal economy they may have. If it is as complicated as that of protoplasm, we may need centuries to understand it.”


“Is that your point, Jack? Doesn’t sound like it, somehow.”


“No, Dr. Langer,” Jack said. “I’m no biologist. I got it from the labs.”


“Thought so; didn’t sound like your boss, either. No discredit to you. Plow on.”


“The McCrary Fleet attracted large numbers of these beings,” Jack read. “They seemed to know at once what the ships were, at least in general terms, and opened communications at once. These conversations, conducted by radio, were of the most simple kind at first, limited to exchanges of number tables, universal constants like the value of pi, and other primerlike material. Nevertheless, they had the value of establishing beyond all doubt that the creatures were intelligent, as well as alive. Up until that point, the captains of the McCrary Fleet had assumed that they were only a local electrical condition, peculiar to the Coal Sack.


“As soon as the two parties began to talk together, however, each of the ships of the McCrary Fleet was boarded by one of the energy-creatures. We do not have a good account of how this was accomplished, but it appears that each creature seemed to soak through the hull of the ship that it boarded, like a drop being absorbed by a sponge. Promptly thereafter, the Lancet exploded; the ship was totally destroyed, with all hands. The Probe was disabled and presumably has fallen into the Coal Sack and can be considered lost. The Electrode experienced a number of peculiar effects in its driving machinery, which are still being studied, but managed to leave the area and return to Earth …”


“… and to McCrary,” Langer said sleepily. “Trouble, trouble. But never mind: Fare forward, Jack—where thy dreams of yore/in splendor drape the fetid shore,/and pestilential waters dead.”


“Leave him alone,” Hart said, with unexpected sharpness. “It’s not his fault that I’m no stylist. Judging by that sample, you’re not, either.”


“True and beautiful. I apologize. Jack?”


“There’s not much left now, but I’d get through it faster if I could read it all at one clip.”


“Go ahead,” the Secretary said. “Howard, shut up.”


“Yes, Your Excellency.”


Jack read: “During the flight of the Electrode back to Earth, the officers of the vessel became aware that the Coal Sack creature was still with them, occupying the heart of the ship’s fusion reactor and tampering with it. The captain of the Electrode promptly shut down the fusion reactor and made the rest of the trip home on power derived from his auxiliary fission pile; but the effect of this was to trap the Coal Sack creature inside the fusion chamber and make it a prisoner.


“Since it did not appear feasible either to let the creature go or to try to destroy it, in our present state of ignorance of their powers, the captain and crew of the Electrode made a careful study of it—a project facilitated by the length of their journey home on emergency power. In this they were helped by an apparently friendly and co-operative attitude on the part of the creature itself, so that they were soon able to talk to it quite freely.


“In the course of this study it became apparent that the explosion of the Lancet and the disabling of the Probe would probably have to be considered accidents, rather than hostile acts. The invasion of the three ships of the McCrary Fleet by the three Coal Sack creatures appears to have been a tropism; they were drawn to the ships by the ‘glow’ of their fusion reactors, much as a cat might settle down next to a fireplace. This conclusion is partially verified by a daring experiment conducted by the crew of the Electrode, who partially activated their ship’s fusion reactor to make their strange guest more comfortable. In turn, this being proceeded to demonstrate the many feats of control it can exert over raw fusion energy; apparently it can handle this torrent of power with micrometric precision, once it is familiar with the ‘fireplace’ it is asked to live in.”


“An odd analogy,” Langer said, pinching the tip of his nose reflectively. “But maybe it’s just. I’m still groping, I’m afraid. Read on, Jack.”


Jack read: “We now know that these energy-creatures are at home in many kinds of high-energy situations, and indeed seem to think of the atmospheres of suns as pleasant places, like swimming pools or other relaxing milieus; they are wholly at home in the most torrential energy-storms we have yet encountered, and in certain senses seem even to feed on them. But beyond that, it appears that the history of these entities stretches all the way back to the first twenty minutes of the creation of the world, or of the whole universe. They never die, and they were born when the universe was born.


“It is not surprising that the scientists aboard the Electrode dubbed them the Angels; or that they named their captive Lucifer, who is fallen. The government is exploring the matter and will make an announcement as soon as any additional information becomes available.”


“Goody for the government,” Langer said, “if I could believe we had enough material to make an announcement from. I must admit that we’ve about exhausted the resources of that document, Dan. I notice you don’t—”
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