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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.


      




The Arrival


It came out of the Pacific Ocean just before dawn, bursting up over the horizon and screaming across the California coastline with meteoric speed. It was so fast that it was over Arizona before the first crash of its supersonic flight struck the ground. The explosion of sound blew out windows, activated countless burglar alarms, set every dog in its track to howling. At the same instant the military Early Warning radar exploded into life. Enemy attack!


The jet fighters were scrambled, ground to air missiles zeroed in, ICBMs readied in their silos. The whistle almost blew to start the big one—but not quite. There was just nothing orthodox about the trace that resembled an attacking missile. It came from the wrong place, at the wrong speed and the wrong altitude. It hurtled along at close to Mach-5 and it should have burnt up. It did not. When it changed speed, over Kansas, it did so abruptly, dropping to Mach-3. In less than thirty minutes it had crossed half of the United States, with aimed missiles tracking it all the way. They were not fired.


‘Nothing is right about that thing,’ a military radar controller said, speaking for all of them. ‘We don’t have a bird that can fly like that—and neither do the Russkies.’


‘We hope,’ his commanding officer said grimly, looking at the red telephone before him, waiting for an answer to his emergency call. The President would be on the Hot Line to Moscow right now, getting an answer to that very important question. He had the phone pressed to his ear the instant it began to ring. Listening closely, nodding. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said, hanging the instrument up slowly. ‘You’re right. It’s not the Russkies. They are as surprised as we are. Intelligence reports confirm that it couldn’t possibly be theirs. But if not theirs…?’


It is significant that he did not speak aloud his thoughts about the possible origin of a craft like this one—nor did anyone else. They watched, dumbstruck, and waited.


Not for long. With an altitude change just as disconcerting and sudden as its earlier alteration in speed, it dropped to a thousand feet as it crossed the New Jersey Highlands and hurtled out over the Outer Bay. Then turned north towards Manhattan Island.


It did not do this in an arc. It simply turned a corner, changing its course by ninety degrees in a fractional instant of time. On the radar screens the course plot was an unbelievable L shape.


It was aiming towards the World Trade Center. The highest building in the world.


Sharon Forkner was standing and looking south out of a window on the ninetieth floor at that very moment, staring unseeingly at the magnificent view, thinking about what she had to get at the deli on the way home. A glint of light on the horizon drew her attention. She glanced at it, at the black speck growing beneath it, growing and swelling in a frantic heartbeat of time. Something immense and dark hurtling directly at her—then past with an explosion of sound. A foot high gouge was ripped through the fabric of the building not ten feet from her as some portion of the thing brushed against the Trade Tower. Particles of plaster and a cloud of dust boiled out, then cleared to reveal the long gap in the wall with sunlight pouring in. She fainted, falling limply against the desk then sliding slowly to the floor.


As though the Trade Towers had been its target, the vehicle began dropping as soon as it had passed between them. Its speed slowed from supersonic to subsonic before it had crossed Forty-second Street. It was scant feet above the midtown skyscrapers and falling like a rock as it came over Fifty-ninth Street. Its dark form blotted out the sun; people looked up, horrified, as it dropped towards them. Just clearing the Central Park Zoo to crash headlong into the grassy slope beyond. Plowing a rut in the ground before coming to a stop. A park attendant was obliterated by its landing, as was a nurse pushing an expensive baby carriage. They were the only casualties.


In the silence that followed its arrival screams and shouts could now be heard, and the shrill blast of a police whistle. The first sirens sounded in the distance.




1. Intruder from the Sky


New York is a city that knows how to move fast. Within five minutes a police cordon had pushed the bystanders back a hundred yards from the grounded object. Two photographers were snapping pictures over the cops’ shoulders while a cine buff was dragged out of a tree, still grinding away happily. Almost as the thing touched the ground the switchboard at the Daily News lit up—cash awards are given to people who phone in news tips—while the fire trucks arrived at the same time as the squad cars. When the military helicopter landed a good thirty-five minutes later, the situation was well in hand.


‘I’ll take command of the situation now,’ the general said, swinging down from his helicopter.


‘You’re under arrest,’ the grizzled police captain said, his face registering all the emotion of a chunk of granite. He pointed a finger like a loaded gun at the helicopter pilot. ‘You have ten seconds to lift that thing off and out of this area. Move.’


‘You can’t…!’ the general shouted just as two policemen did, pulling his arms behind his back and clamping cuffs about his wrists. The copter pilot took one look at this and kicked the engine into life. The roar of the blades drowned out the general’s voice which was all for the best.


Rob Hayward had reached the police cordon just in time to witness the incident. He permitted himself one grin of intense satisfaction before wiping all emotion from his face. Taking out his wallet with his identification he moved forward through the line.


‘I am Colonel Robert Hayward, Air Force Intelligence. This is my identification.’


The police captain looked at the man who had appeared at his side. Tall, solid, blue eyes in a tanned face, a nose broken more than once. The captain glanced at the ID.


‘What do you want, colonel?’ he asked.


‘To supply you with some information. That object out there crossed the West Coast about an hour ago. We tracked it here. We have no idea what it is. An official investigation team and Army personnel are on their way now to relieve you. With Presidential authorization. Until they arrive I respectfully suggest that you move your cordon back at least another hundred yards and begin to clear the streets and buildings in the immediate area.’


The captain nodded. ‘I appreciate those suggestions, colonel, and will put them into effect.’ He had to raise his voice to be heard over the hoarse bellowing of the handcuffed officer. Rob Hayward leaned close as he spoke again.


‘Your prisoner is General Hawker, commander of the Governor’s Island garrison. Do you think you could release him in my custody? Outside your police lines of course.’


‘I know who the son of a bitch is. You can have him if you want him.’ A thin smile vanished as soon as it appeared on that leathery face. ‘I just wanted to make a jurisdictional point.’


It was dark by the time the military units had replaced the police, but the banks of searchlights turned the park as bright as day. There had been no changes. The scarred, ninety-foot-long wedge of blue metal lay dormant and mute. Guns of every calibre were trained on the thing, as well as the massed banks of recording instruments. Rob Hayward stood with the small group of officers and scientists who were deciding on the next step.


‘We can get a volunteer to go hammer on the thing,’ an armored cavalry general said.


‘We had been thinking of some form of communication a little more sophisticated,’ one of the scientific team sniffed. ‘Radio broadcasts, changing frequencies, infrared and ultraviolet…’


‘A thirty inch round from a naval gun would let them know we’re here,’ an admiral said.


Rob Hayward kept his peace. Chance had put him on the spot; as East Coast director of Air Force Intelligence he didn’t visit New York that often, and he intended to make the most of it. His recording teams were already in position. The brass could make the opening moves; he would follow up when events entered his jurisdiction. For the moment he was just going to observe…


The loudspeaker on the communications trailer rustled into life and the voice of one of the operators boomed out.


‘We’re receiving short wave radiation from the thing. And sounds of some kind…’


His voice was drowned out by metallic creaking from the object before them—followed by an explosive bang as a great slab of metal dropped from the craft’s side. The gunners crouched over their sights, fingers poised on the triggers.


‘Hold your fire!’ an imperious voice cracked out. ‘Unless there is an order there will be no firing.’


The man who had spoken, General Beltine, stepped forward and turned to face the ranked troops. An old-fashioned swagger stick slapped against his thigh as he glowered at the soldiers; their fingers relaxed. Only when he was sure that his command had been understood did he turn about and face the silent opening with the others.


Nothing more happened. After one minute the general signalled one of his aides and gave a command. The man hurried to the waiting officers, scanning their faces as they looked eagerly at him. He came up to Rob Hayward and saluted.


‘General wishes to see you, colonel.’ Rob returned the salute and followed him forward.


‘Orders from the Pentagon,’ Beltine said. ‘If that thing shows no signs of aggression that have to be immediately countered then I am to put Plan L67 into action. That’s you and your team, right?’


‘Yes, general. L67 is one of the contingency plans drawn up for use in case of an emergency of this kind.’


‘Don’t tell me you were expecting this to happen?’


‘We weren’t expecting anything to happen, sir. We just have plans for a number of situations of emergency. May I proceed?’


‘Is your team here?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Then—go ahead. And good luck.’


Rob spoke quietly into his two-way, then turned back towards the lines of troops and vehicles. L67. One of the blue-sky plans that everyone had laughed at. What if a flying saucer lands? What then? Ha-ha. Not only weren’t they laughing now—they probably weren’t even smiling.


He pulled open the flap of the tent and stepped in. Sergeant Groot held out the web belt with Rob’s equipment already attached. The sergeant was six foot six, big and black and just as mean as he looked. He had left South Africa when he was still a teenager—the police there were still looking for him—and had immediately enlisted in the US Army upon arrival here. His combat record was an astonishing one, as was his reputation as an unarmed defense expert. He had been working with Rob for over six years and their relation was one of mutual respect.


‘What do we know about that thing?’ Groot asked.


‘Absolutely nothing. There is an open door. We go in blind. Are you ready, Shetly?’


Corporal Shetly nodded in response, adjusting the clips on the heavy communication pack on his back. He was gangly and thin, with a protruding Adam’s apple; he looked and sounded like a dim ridge-runner from the Tennessee mountains. He was also an electronics specialist who could work and repair any device manufactured by man. He settled the reel into position on his hip and paid out a length of wire. ‘Recordin’ now,’ he said, activating the TV camera with attendant pickups.


‘Let’s go then.’ Rob tightened his helmet strap and switched on the light fixed into place on it. They went out smoothly, one, two, three, just as they had practiced a hundred times.


His backup squad was waiting. They fell into position to the rear without being given any commands. As they proceeded, soldier after soldier dropped behind to guard the thin communication wire that stretched back to the recorders in the tent. The signal was being radio broadcast as well, but the signal would undoubtedly cut out as soon as the pickups were inside the metal shell. The wire was their backup. The cordon of troops opened ranks as they approached, then closed in behind them. Rob led the way forward, stopping only when he was within arm’s length of the vessel.


‘The opening is in front of me,’ he said, the microphones picking up and recording his words. ‘Rectangular. About eight feet high. Metal wall a foot thick at least. Metal wall inside as well, floor, light blue, no patterns, no markings. The corridor turns. Nothing else visible. We’re going in.’


He moved. Jumping over the low sill and landing with a clang on the floor inside, not slowing until he reached the turn in the corridor. He stopped there and waited for the others to catch up.


‘Communications?’ he asked.


‘In the green on everythin’, colonel. Making a damn fine home movie.’


‘Stay close. If I need support I want it fast.’ Groot’s noncommittal grunt was the only answer, but he knew what it meant. He would get all the backup he needed when he needed it.


‘Proceeding down the corridor.’


He led the way, one slow step at a time, stopping suddenly when Shetly spoke.


‘Radio reception and broadcast gone. Everything goin’ out on the wire now.’


‘Doors ahead. I’m stopping at the first one. No handle. An orange-colored disc in the center. I’m going to touch the disc…’


Rob reached forward slowly, aware of Sergeant Groot’s large form moving up close behind him. He never touched the door. When his fingers were still six inches away the mechanism was actuated. There was a sharp clicking sound and the door dropped out of sight into the sill.


As they looked in, Rob could not control a sudden gasped intake of breath. Behind him Shetly muttered an oath under his breath. Only Groot was silent, but the muzzle of his .45 automatic quested forward slowly until Rob pushed it aside.


‘We won’t need weapons,’ he said hoarsely, then cleared his throat. ‘For the record. The door is now open and we are looking into what appears to be the control room of this craft. There are banks of instruments of many kinds, plus viewing screens that show remarkably clear pictures of the surroundings. The pilots, if that is what they are, both appear to be dead. One is on the deck beside his chair. The other still seated, but slumped to one side. Both have what appear to be multiple wounds. The one on the floor is lying in what might be a pool of blood. I say “might” because the congealed liquid is … green. These creatures do not appear to be human in any way. I am going closer.’


Rob slowly entered the room, his team keeping pace behind him. Groot’s gun nosing in all directions for any possible attackers. There were none. Just the two at the controls. Rob moved closer, then waved to Shetly who was hanging back.


‘Get that camera closer, corporal.’


‘Got a telescopic lens on now, colonel. I don’t rightly favor gettin’ too close…’


‘I want that camera right beside me. Just turn your head aside if you’re going to flip your cookies.’


‘I just might!’


‘Right there. Hold it. The subject appears to be about seven feet tall. It is wearing a harness of some kind with various instruments attached to it, but no other clothing. It is covered with matted dark fur however, so anatomical details are not clear. It has suffered numerous cuts and contusions. The skin on its … hands is dark, with six, no seven fingers. Spatulate. No nails, but there appear to be small claws on the tip of each finger. It has two eyes, no visible ears, slits for a nose covered with a leathery sort of flap. The mouth is hanging open. It has teeth like … a shark. Pointed and serrated, two rows of them. The thing is, well, ugly. That’s the only word for it. Not something I would like to meet on a dark night!’ Rob turned away, not realizing that he shuddered as he did. The creature was repulsive, would have been so even without the terrible oozing wounds.


‘I’ll come back to this room after we take a look at the rest of the vehicle.’


Rob led the way from the chamber and continued down the hall, his team behind him, commenting for the record as he went.


‘In the corridor again. No markings or artifacts of any kind here, though there are five more doors opening off of it, identical with the first one. I am going to open them in order. Approaching the first of these now.’


Rob hesitated, not knowing why, perhaps not wanting to face what possibly lay behind the metal wall before him. He could feel the hairs on the back of his neck stir—this was stupid! Emotional. He slammed his hand forward.


The door snapped down and out of sight and the great, fur-covered form hurled itself forward. It was screeching in a high-pitched wail, eyes open and glaring.


The weapon in its hand swinging towards them.




2. Inside the Ship


A reflex of fear kicked Rob to one side. As he fell he saw a line of flame reach out from the creature’s gun, heard a scream of pain. Then the earsplitting hammer of the .45 thundered close by his head as Groot pumped shot after shot into the attacker. The heavy slugs jerked it back, spun it aside, tore at his head; one bullet in each eye, then more into its body. The creature folded and slumped and Rob pulled himself to one side so that it wouldn’t drop on him.


It hit face down—then shuddered once as there was a muffled explosion under its body. After that it lay still. In the silence that followed the clatter of the clip from the automatic sounded loudly as it hit the floor. There was a quick snik-klak as Groot slipped in a fresh clip.


‘If you’ll move aside, colonel, I’ll turn the thing over. Make sure it’s down. Ten slugs should have done for it.’


The gun was aimed and ready in his right hand as Groot turned the creature over with one mighty heave of his left hand. The sightless eyes stared back at him.


‘Looks like the weapon exploded,’ he said, pointing to the creature’s mangled hand and the destroyed weapon.


Rob nodded. ‘The thing’s finished. Now let’s check the room.’


The sergeant went in fast and low and was out again seconds later. ‘Plenty of machinery, stuff like that. No lockers or anything big enough to hold one of those. Otherwise empty.’


Rob dismissed any danger from this flank, and as he did so he remembered the gasp of pain he had heard earlier. He turned towards Shetly and saw that he was down, his hand clamped over his bloodsoaked shoulder, but the camera still pointed and recording.


‘Just pinked me, nothin’ to worry bout,’ Shetly said.


‘Let me see it. Groot, keep us covered.’


Shetly winced when Rob opened the communication pack harness, then cut away his clothing. A neat hole. Whatever the weapon was it had punched a hole right through the corporal’s body, just below his clavicle. Rob tried to remember his anatomy. Plenty of muscles, muscle attachments here, no major blood vessels. Though it might have gone through his shoulder blade. The blood was already clotting as he shook antibiotic powder into the entrance and exit wounds and put pressure bandages into place over them.


‘Put your arm through your jacket, here, it will work like a sling. We’ll get you back…’


‘No way. I can work the camera one-handed. We started this thing, colonel. Now let’s get it finished.’


Rob thought for a second, then nodded agreement. This team was integrated, knew how to work together. If Shetly could hack it the best thing they could do was finish the job.


‘All right. We go on. But sing out the second you’re in trouble. Got that?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good.’ He helped Shetly to his feet, then took out his own .45 and pumped a round into the chamber and snicked the safety off. ‘We’ll go through the rest of the ship now. But treat it like a combat recon. Stay aside when the doors open. Shoot at any movement. Ready, sergeant?’


Groot nodded slowly, never taking his gaze from the empty corridor before them, his weapon pointed and ready. Rob took the point and the others fell into position behind him. Walking slowly and carefully towards the next door. Shetly stayed back out of range, camera trained, as the others took position on each side of the entrance. Rob brought the muzzle of his gun close to the circular marking on the door—then jumped back as it snapped open. Nothing moved. Groot went through in a rush and Rob followed him. A massive machine filled most of the room. None of the creatures was hidden there.


‘Three more doors,’ Rob said when they were back in the corridor. ‘We’ll hit them the same way.’


Tension—then anticlimax. Nothing. Twice in a row. Then they were at the last door. Once again they took positions and the colonel extended his gun. Nothing happened, even after the muzzle touched the metal surface. ‘Locked,’ he said, pushing at the immobile metal. ‘Why just this one?’ He thought for a long moment, then touched the control on the side of his helmet. ‘Can you read me, support? Good. You’ve watched all this? Right. I want a volunteer to bring in an oxyacetylene torch. Right now. What? Negative, sir. No way that can be done. We pull out when we’re finished. One more door then it’s all yours. Right. We’ll hold right here until it arrives. Out.’


Shetly slumped down and sat against the metal wall while they waited. Groot stayed on his guard, but his forehead puckered with thought.


‘Colonel—what are these hairy damn things?’


‘I have no idea, sergeant. Other than that they don’t come from Earth. Neither does this flying machine.’


‘Things from Mars?’


‘Not Mars or Venus—or anywhere else in our solar system. They’re from outside, from the stars you could say. Once this ship is cleared we’ll see if the technical teams will find out more about them.’


‘I don’t like it, no little bit of it,’ Groot growled.


‘I couldn’t agree more…’


They both spun about at a sudden clatter behind them—then relaxed as a frightened soldier hurried up, moving as fast as he could under the weight of the torch.


‘Drop that and get out,’ Rob ordered.


‘Yes, sir!‘ He had the torch unlatched and on the deck and had turned and left even as he spoke.


Rob picked up the torch, but Groot took it from him. ‘You just stand back and cover me, colonel. I’ve done this before.’


The big sergeant took the shielded dark glasses from their pocket and slipped them on, then snapped his spark. The brilliant blue flame lanced out. He adjusted it to his satisfaction, then bent close to the metal door. Rob stood to one side, intent, gun ready.


After a moment the metal began to glow and melt. As soon as a hole had been punched through it near the frame the sergeant began to work the opening downwards. It went slowly, the metal was tough, but the cut gradually lengthened.


When the opening had extended halfway down the door, as far as the colored circle, it must have touched some interior mechanism. There was a flare of sparks and the door began to move. Groot hurled himself to one side, turning off the torch and tearing out his automatic pistol as he rolled. Rob was crouched on the other side, his weapon ready as well.


It was dark inside, the illumination of the hallway penetrating only a few feet past the door. Nothing moved. With his free hand, Rob slowly took off his helmet and placed it on the floor—then switched on the light mounted on top of it as he jumped aside.


The beam revealed dark shapes. Machinery. Containers of some kind. He reached out and moved the helmet with his toe. More of the same. Then in the other direction. Something white against the far wall.
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