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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


 
 

 
 Commander Breson woke at the first note of the alarm, rolling from his bed and into his uniform, dressing with trained speed,
 pausing only to dash a handful of water into his face, swallowing another as he ran from his cabin.
 

 
 As he burst into the operations room, Major Piazzoni looked up from his desk and said, quietly, “Zero plus 36, sir.”

 
 Over half a minute to wake, get dressed, get to his station. Not bad, but not good enough. Breson had set himself a half-minute
 maximum—those extra six seconds would be a later cause of worry. Not that it mattered, the duty-crew would have done all that
 was necessary, but no one with his responsibility could afford to be lenient with himself.
 

 
 Curtly, Breson said, “Report?”

 
 “Auxiliary vessels moving into intercept positions, sir. Reserves manned and leaving.”

 
 “Time?”

 
 Piazzoni glanced at his panel. “Zero plus 42.”

 
 “Too long!” Breson’s voice reflected his anger. “Those stand-by crews are getting slack. Make a note to double all drills.
 I want them to be aboard and free within half a minute.”
 

 
 “Noted, sir.” Major Piazzoni glanced at Captain Renato and lifted his eyebrow a fraction. The Old Man was prickly and it was
 a time to tread softly. With relief he saw the flash of tell-tales on his consol. “All stations battle-manned, sir.”
 

 
 “Time?”

 
 Breson relaxed a little as he heard it. He was a short, thick-set man with muscles which bulked his trim uniform of blue and
 green and silver. His face was ruddy, the cheeks seamed with a mass of tiny lines, more lines  etching the corners of his eyes. His mouth was hard, the lips thin, the jaw determined. A man who had earned his rank and
 position and who intended that his command should be better than any other MALACA; faster, more efficient, more tautly trained.
 

 
 “Enemy?”

 
 “Fifteen units approaching from the eighth decant, five from the third. More on scattered intercept paths. A blanket attack
 which I guess is to serve as a diversion to enable the main force to bypass our attack-potential.”
 

 
 “You guess, mister?”

 
 Major Piazzoni flinched at the acid comment.

 
 “Sorry, sir. I assume.”

 
 “You could be assuming too much.” Breson strode across the room to the main screens. They were alive with glowing colors,
 points of red and blue, yellow and emerald, white and orange. The thin lines of noted and extrapolated positions made a skein
 against the steady points of distant stars, the fuzz of distant nebulae.
 

 
 Too much detail for any man to fully comprehend, but the computers would take care of the essentials, Breson wanted only the
 general pattern.
 

 
 Adding his own intuition to the mechanical efficiency of the machines.

 
 “Send units to position 875924,” he rapped. “Class-two vessels—an entire squad.”

 
 “Divert them, sir?”

 
 “Use the reserves.” Breson knew he could be wrong, his hunch at fault, but the attackers had managed to open a gap through
 which the mother ship itself could be attacked. He added, “Adopt evasive procedure. Random shifts.”
 

 
 At the boards men relayed the commands, lights winking, instruments recording the activity inside the great vessel, the constantly
 changing position. A ship which held ships and men and machines; tools with which to rehabilitate a world, energies sufficient
 to destroy suns.
 

 
 Breson could feel it as he stood before the screens, the very metal of his command seeming to become a  physical part of him, the mighty engines the pulse of his heart, the computers the mesh of his brain, the auxiliary vessels,
 now far distant, extensions of his fingers, his hands.
 

 
 If those ships were to be destroyed he would feel the pain, the loss, the seething rage of something which had been wantonly
 hurt.
 

 
 And, hurt, he would kill.

 
 As every MALACA in space would kill if Earth or its affiliated worlds, which formed the Terran Sphere, should be threatened
 by any hostile force.
 

 
 One day it would come, he thought bleakly. An ambitious race led by a power-hungry ruler would embark on a suicidal path of
 attempted conquest. Ships and the fury of atomic destruction would be aimed against peaceful worlds and the delicate balance
 of the Pax Terra sundered.
 

 
 A race or combine of races trying to do by force what they had failed to do by guile.

 
 Trying—and failing.

 
 If the shields of the MALACAs could be kept strong, if the sword they held poised over any invader could be kept honed to
 a fine edge.
 

 
 “Units in position, sir.” Major Piazzoni’s voice was flat, emotionless. “Seven interceptors lost. Nine others damaged and
 unoperational.”
 

 
 “The enemy?”

 
 “Twenty-eight units destroyed.”

 
 A fair exchange, but not good enough. As yet the conflict had been far distant, scouts intercepting the enemy and doing their
 job, men, technically dying, blood and guts spilled into the void, their vessels turned into glowing masses of radiant vapor
 or ripped open to drift helplessly in space.
 

 
 They would die if this had been real and not a simulated exercise.

 
 “Engage all reserves,” rapped Breson. “Triple layer of interceptors. Plot origin of attack and launch a counter-offensive.
 Move!”
 

 
 He was matching his skill and intuition against the secret programming devised by the experts on Earth. A test which had been triggered by remote control and one he would meet
 or be replaced. If he failed then it would be the end of his active career; an early retirement or to take up a position in
 a training academy to teach youngsters who now itched to fill his shoes.
 

 
 That fact he accepted—Earth could not afford to be defended by anything less than the best.

 
 The second wave came, simulated ships hurtling through the void, the computers checking and assessing each defensive maneuver,
 adding gains and losses, ships taken out, fire-power diminished, potential damage noted. A make-believe battle which would
 take hours and strain every nerve and sinew to the uttermost.
 

 
 To Breson it was real.

 
 To Lieutenant Edward Sharrat it was not.

 
 He sat at the controls of his three-man interceptor and glowered at the screens. Even the thrill and test of a simulated battle
 would have been better than maintaining a holding position in an area which all sense and logic told him would remain empty
 of possible targets. And there was little fun in tracking down a computerized point on the screens, of firing empty guns and
 aiming nonexistent torpedoes.
 

 
 “We’re stuck,” he said disgustedly. “No high points for us, no big scores. Just come out, wait, then go back to listen to
 the boasting. Can you imagine what Hardy will say? Fifteen kills and not a scratched plate. Soon he’ll make captain.”
 

 
 “Maybe.” Fahey relaxed in his turret. “Me, I just take things as they come. Show me a target and I’ll get it. Show me empty
 space and I’m grateful. Who wants to get killed?”
 

 
 “No one.” At the engines Walcott checked a dial. “But you’re all noise, Fahey. When it comes to the crunch you’ll be just
 as much a hero as the rest. You too, Lieutenant.”
 

 
 “Just give me the chance.” Automatically Sharrat checked his screens. His vessel was one of a group of three, occupying the
 lowest point of a triangle. Above and to either side rode the ships of Lieutenants Raynor and Mignon. They, he guessed, were as disgruntled as himself.
 

 
 “You know,” he said musingly, “the last time I saw real action was on Aieda. That was when the Regent asked for aid. He wanted
 to cut a channel between the Elgarth Ocean and the Illmert Sea. Remember?”
 

 
 “I remember.” Walcott was short. “I lost a buddy to the Qraik.”

 
 “What about that time on Lekhard?” Fahey moved a little to stay alert.

 
 “That was just a reclaiming job—I’m talking about action. We hit a Qraik nest and all hell hit us for a while. Right, Sergeant?”

 
 “Right,” said Walcott. “Ten good men lost in the first attack. Fifteen more captured and what those things did to them doesn’t
 bear telling. We had to use atomics in the end.”
 

 
 “Aieda,” said Fahey. “I wasn’t in on that one.” He sounded regretful. “But it just goes to show that life is full of surprises.”

 
 That scrap of philosophy Sharrat could have done without. He settled back, a portion of his mind on the screen, trained reflexes
 ready for action should it be needed. Not that it would. All these exercises were basically alike, and no matter how much
 they tried to make it appear the real thing, something was lacking. Not because of fore knowledge—the alarm caught everyone
 on the hop with maybe the exception of the commander himself, though rumor had it he took no advantage—but because of the
 conviction that no matter what the computers said no one would really get hurt.
 

 
 A war in which no one risked anything was hard to take seriously.

 
 The lieutenant was young, age would bring wisdom, the realization that armed might was to prevent, not to indulge in conflict.
 That the toasts offered and drunk, in the senior ward rooms had real meaning.
 

 
 “To peace—long may it last!”

 
 A light winked on the consol and he checked it, suddenly fully alert, but it was nothing more than a signal picked up from
 some natural spatial phenomena. A cluster of dying atoms, an electro-gravitic vortex which had come into being only to suddenly
 vanish. The void was full of such minor distortions.
 

 
 For a moment he was tempted to check with the others of the group, but decided against it. Idle chatter was frowned on during
 battle-alert.
 

 
 It came again and the speaker came to life.

 
 “Sharrat, did you see it?” Raynor, sounding anxious. “A register on the Larvic-Shaw.”

 
 “I caught it—probably a local distortion.”

 
 “We’d better triangulate.” Mignon, older than the others, long overdue for promotion and a little worried that he was still
 a junior officer. “My guess is that it came from a point just a little ahead. Maybe a new weapon of some kind.”
 

 
 A remote possibility, but it could be a test, a challenge to their awareness. Sharrat leaned forward and adjusted the instruments.
 The Larvic-Shaw Spatial Disturbance Detector could register the presence of any mass or energy vortex of a low order. He studied
 the even flow of lines across the screen.
 

 
 “Nothing,” he reported. “It seems all clear now. Raynor?”

 
 “The same.”

 
 “How about you, Mignon?”

 
 “Negative, but maybe we should report it.”

 
 A doubt which immediately betrayed why he had not received his promotion. Mignon was the senior; the responsibility was his,
 as was the decision.
 

 
 He said, weakly, “It could be nothing. We don’t want to start a false alarm but—” His voice broke, resumed with a shout. “Dear
 God! What’s that?”
 

 
 It had appeared from nothing. One second space was empty, the next a great glowing ball of lambent orange stood before them.
 A ball which pulsed and writhed as if alive.
 

 
 “The size!” Mignon was babbling. “It’s—”

 
 The voice died, suddenly, cut as if with a knife, but it was no knife. A thin streak of orange had shot from the writhing
 ball, had touched the vessel in which he rode—and then there was nothing.
 

 
 No ship.

 
 No register of any kind.

 
 Complete and utter annihilation.

 
 “God!” Sharrat’s hands leapt to the controls. “Raynor!”

 
 A warning which, if needed, came too late. Again came the thread of orange but this time there was no annihilation. Instead
 the small vessel jerked as if gripped by tremendous forces. The nose opened, peeled back as if the hull had been the skin
 of a banana, a litter of debris spilling into the void. Small things, loose articles, a suit, a heap of rations, the bodies
 of three men.
 

 
 Men already dead, their mouths open, ringed with blood from their ruptured lungs.

 
 Corpses which the orange glow embraced.

 
 “Fahey! The guns!”

 
 The interceptor moved as Sharrat hit the controls, the pulse of the engine rising to a thin whine, the hull quivering from
 transmitted vibrations. From the turret came the sound of cursing as the gunner ripped free the monitoring connections and
 fed torpedoes into their launchers.
 

 
 “Fire, damn you!” Sharrat tripped the radio-switch and engaged the automatic sender to the mother-ship. “Fire!”

 
 Fahey was good. He ignored the wrecked vessel now falling away, concentrating on the orange ball which retained its original
 size, eyes narrowed as he aligned the sights, hands tripping the releases.
 

 
 Slender shapes spat from the launching tubes, hydrive torpedoes fitted with nuclear warheads, each holding massed megatons
 of compacted energy. They hit true, slamming into the center of the orange ball, vanishing into it like a stone into water.
 

 
 “Try again.” Sharrat flung his little craft through space, long and arduous training eliminating the need for conscious thought.
 To hit, to run, to dodge and to hit again was the role of an interceptor. To dart in and kill and escape in order to kill again. “Use three-second fuses and
 cut hydrive.”
 

 
 A risk, but one which had to be taken. The orange ball was too close for tremendous velocity to be either effective or necessary.
 A three-second fuse would give the interceptor barely time to escape the fury of the blast it had directed. As the torpedoes
 left their tubes Sharrat fed power to the engines and darted away.
 

 
 “Nothing.” Fahey sounded baffled. “Those torps didn’t detonate.”

 
 “Lieutenant!” Walcott called from the engine room. “Something’s draining the power. Our screen’s down!”

 
 “Concentrate on maintaining the drive!” Sharrat accepted the need to escape. With a failing engine, torpedoes which didn’t
 explode, he was helpless and knew it. “Fahey, use the guns, give that thing all you’ve got!!”
 

 
 Self-propelled missiles which hurtled from the muzzles to send their charges of compressed destruction into the range glow.
 The stream of torpedoes, each as ineffective as the others. A rain of interceptor fragments, each capable of ripping through
 the hull of a normal vessel—none of which seemed to have the slightest effect on the thing which had appeared from nowhere.
 

 
 The thing which gained on them even as Sharrat watched. Orange threads which extended to embrace the ship, to encompass it
 with a lambent haze. A glow of light which penetrated the very hull so that he seemed to be standing and looking through an
 orange tinted mist.
 

 
 A mist in which, incredibly, both Fahey and Walcott were before him, apparently moved through solid metal itself.

 
 And, with the mist, came voices.

 
 “And these, brother?”

 
 “More care, sister. We were hasty. These things are so delicate and yet so finely made. A welcome find, you agree?”

 
 “At least we are not alone.”

 
 “As you feared. But the gamble was won and we live again. And now let us investigate a little. This one will do”

 
 Walcott changed. He writhed and then was suddenly like a glove which has been turned inside out, a mess of steaming organs
 hanging nakedly visible, blood gushing like a crimson fountain, the stark white of bone wreathed with the blue-red of arteries
 and veins, the pulp of the brain a convoluted mass, the staring eyes like veined marbles.
 

 
 A nightmare which shrieked once and then was mercifully silent.

 
 “Too rough, brother. The thing is dead.”

 
 “But, dying, gave information. One other, then?”

 
 “With care, brother.”

 
 “With care.”

 
 Fahey screamed. He reared onto the tips of his toes, a thicker haze of orange clustered around his head, vaporous fingers
 which thrust into his skull, giving him a grotesque halo as other fingers probed into his torso, his stomach.
 

 
 A moment and then it was over, a limp sac falling where once had stood a man, a hollow bag of skin which collapsed on itself
 like a deflated, discarded balloon.
 

 
 “Interesting, sister.”

 
 “Intriguing.”

 
 “And worthy of our attention. The possibilities are high, already I am amused. A challenge?”

 
 “A wager, certainly, but the terms must be carefully arranged. Give me a moment for thought. Yes, I have it.”

 
 The concept of laughter, skirling notes in a careless tintinnabulation, cascades of ice chiming as they fell.

 
 Numbed, immobile, Sharrat waited.

 
 
 
CHAPTER 
TWO


 
 

 
 Someone with a touch of imagination had decided that the Mare Serenis on Luna would make the ideal place to site a military
 hospital. The logic was sound; if names held any significance at all then the sick could only gain by being serene, but the
 biggest asset was the view the ambulatory cases could see through the transparent dome situated at one end of the complex.
 

 
 Earth, Kennedy decided, could never be seen from a better place.

 
 He stood before a window on the upper tier, neatly tall in civilian garments of silver grey edged with bronze, a contrast
 here where uniforms and functional whiteness was the rule. So much a contrast that a girl passing along the corridor halted
 to stare with frank appraisal at the broad shoulders sloping to the narrow waist, the hard planes and contours of his face,
 the firm line of the jaw and the mouth which, though now gentle, she sensed could become abruptly cruel.
 

 
 A waste, she thought with the instant-opinion of youth. Such a man should be wearing a uniform and commanding a fleet. An
 impression heightened as he turned to look at her.
 

 
 “Yes?”

 
 “Nothing. I—that is—” She felt herself flush beneath the impact of his eyes and was annoyed at the unexpected reaction. He
 was a man and, as a nurse, she had seen many men.
 

 
 “You wanted to know if you could help me. Is that it?”

 
 “Yes.” She was grateful for the lifeline. “I wondered if you were lost or something.”

 
 “No, just looking.” Kennedy stepped aside to make room before the window. “Beautiful, isn’t it.”

 
 A statement, not a question, and one which couldn’t be refuted. A globe of blended color, blue predominating, the swirls and contours of the ground hazed and blurred by cloud
 and distance, seas and continents adopting an unexpected configuration.
 

 
 To a casual eye it looked a little like an artist’s palette, to a more discerning it held the familiarity of a protoplasmic
 cell. A good analogy; from it men had grown to embrace the stars.
 

 
 “Beautiful,” she agreed and felt a strange reluctance that this moment would not last, that soon they would part perhaps never
 to meet again. “Could I help you?”
 

 
 She couldn’t, but it would have been unkind to have said so. Kennedy smiled and said, “I have an appointment with Doctor Durkan.
 If you could give me directions to her office?”
 

 
 “I could take you.”

 
 “Thank you, but no.” Kennedy softened the refusal. “You must be busy and I could find my way if you would give me the route.
 Room 4672, isn’t it?”
 

 
 “4675,” she corrected, pleased to be of help. “Take the stair at the end of the corridor, turn right at the seventh level,
 you’ll find it on your left.”
 

 
 She watched him go and then, sighing, hurried back to her ward.

 
 Doctor Lydia Durkan was a woman who hid her age well. Taller than most she had a strongly boned face and deepset eyes of a
 luminous grey. Her mouth was wide, the lower lip full, her jaw expressing determination. She rose as Kennedy entered her office,
 the hand she extended broad, the fingers spatulate.
 

 
 “Cap! It’s good to see you again!”

 
 “Lydia!” He felt the strength of her grip. “You don’t look a day older than the last time we met and that was—what? Three
 years ago?”
 

 
 “Four.” Her eyes studied him, no longer young and far from impressionable, she had long since learned that appearances could
 be deceptive. Here was no idle dilletante who took care of his body but ignored stringent duty. “You’re looking well, Cap.
 Any fresh scars?”
 

 
 “A few.”
 

 
 “An occupational hazard to be expected, but take care, Cap. I don’t want you to be delivered here in a sack one day. Don’t
 get me wrong, but you’re one patient I never want to see again.”
 

 
 “I’ll take care of it.”

 
 “Maybe.” She didn’t sound confident. “I’ve been hearing things, Cap. You’re getting quite a reputation.”

 
 “As you are yourself, Lydia.”

 
 “Rumor,” she said casually. “We both know how it can grow.”
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