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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.
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      COLLISION COURSE

      Introduction

      
    
      
      COLLISION COURSE was written in November, 1958, which would make it something like my ninth or tenth book. I was writing them
         at a rate of two or three a year bade then, short novels done with a facility that led someone to call me an American Simenon.
         Would that I had been; would that the books I was writing with such speed and ease had had some of Simenon’s power and insight
         into humanity. As it is, about all I had in common with the great French master of the short novel at that time was prolificity.
         He could write a novel in ten days or so of sustained effort, and so could I. But he was a wise old bird, and I was a kid,
         and by the time I got to the age where my knowledge of human beings was worth turning into fiction, I had lost the knack of
         writing swiftly. Simenon never did.
      

      
      At any rate, COLLISION COURSE occupied me for two or three busy weeks in the autumn of 1958. Despite the seeming haste with
         which it was written, I actually gave it what was for me at that time unusual care in composition, for I had relatively high
         ambitions for it. I intended it as a two-part serial in John W. Campbell’s famed magazine, Astounding Science Fiction. Exactly why I set out to write a two-parter is something I no longer know, but it may have had something to do with the
         state of Campbell’s inventory that season. I was writing short stories regularly for him then, and frequently visiting his
         office. Probably I told him I had a novel in mind, and he, thinking of all the serials he had awaiting publication, said something
         like, “Keep it short.”
      

      
      So I did. The novels I had written up to that point were 55,000 to 60,000 words long—the standard paper back length of the
         era, and also the standard length for a three-part magazine serial. I carefully constructed each of them with two interior cliffhangers, for the convenience of my editors;
         but the only one of those novels that actually did become a three-part serial was The Dawning Light, which Randall Garrett and I wrote for Campbell in 1956. Another, Recalled to Life, conceived in three parts, was published in two long installments by Infinity Science Fiction, and the others, I think, foiled to find magazine publication at all.
      

      
      But COLLISION COURSE was designed for two-part serialization. I planned it for 40,000 words—it came out something like 43,000—and
         I designed a major climax for the end of the eighth out of my sixteen chapters, a nice portentous curtain-line for Part One:
      

“The Earthmen filed out of the tent, into the
 alien darkness, into the suddenly hostile wind.”

      
      Thus did the book split neatly in half. Because the intended purchaser was John Campbell, I eschewed melodrama and swordplay,
         and attempted to write an adult story about adults, since that was the kind of fiction Campbell preferred. Unfortunately,
         my idea of adult fiction turned out to be not quite the same as John’s. I believed then, and believe now, that it’s a good
         idea to examine your motives, to ask why actions are appropriate. My characters tend to be introspective, tend constantly to question themselves, tend sometimes to
         decide that their values needed revision. Campbell didn’t exactly disagree with these notions, but John was an outrageous
         Homo sapiens-chauvinist. He believed that human beings were better than anybody, and that when we got around to going to the stars we
         would swiftly and automatically demonstrate our superiority over any alien races that happened to hang out there. For John,
         a story about Earthmen who have doubts, who admit the possibility that grabbing half the galaxy on behalf of imperialist Earth
         might not be a good idea, and who ultimately run into superior opponents, was not a story that he was going to publish, because it advocated
         points of view that were just down-right wrong. I didn’t realize this. I knew it in an intellectual way, because I had been
         reading his magazine for a longtime and was aware that the Earthmen always won, but I hadn’t quite digested the fact that
         he was unwilling to consider alternate possibilities.
      

      
      So I put together a serious, earnest, questioning two-part novel and delivered it to Campbell at Thanksgiving time. Looking
         at it now, I don’t find much that’s objectionable about it, except for a habit of having my character stalk to themselves
         in italic type that I later came to find aide. It’s a smoothly crafted, reasonably competent short novel of stellar empires
         in opposition. But the Earthmen don’t emerge as the race that will rule the Sevagram, and John Campbell, giving me the usual
         quick reading that his inner circle of regular writers always got, told me a week later that he was turning the book down.
         Nicely written, he said, but it has a fundamental philosophical error. When Homo sapiens encounter other intelligent species, this isn’t the way things are going to happen.
      

      
      I knew better than to say, “But this is fiction, John. I’m just making up a story. I’m not drafting a blueprint for the future.” To Campbell, in the latter days of his editorship,
         fiction’s prime use was a didactic one. Stories were supposed to entertain, yes, but they also had to demonstrate certain
         essential correct points about the nature of the universe. What was correct for me—and COLLISION COURSE, advocating a certain humility, was
         correct for me—obviously wasn’t correct for Campbell. It was his magazine, after all. I took my story somewhere else.
      

      
      I took it over to Paul Fairman, who was editing Amazing Stories for the big publishing house of Ziff-Davis. A lot of my Campbell rejects wound up in Amazing. It was a logical place to offer this one, for Amazing at that time had a policy of running short novels, 30,000 to 40,000 words in length, complete in one issue. Fairman bought
         COLLISION COURSE for his July, 1959 issue, and so much for my carefully constructed two-part serial.
      

      
      Placing book rights was just as easily accomplished. I would have liked to see the book picked up by some major house like
         Doubleday, but I was still too obscure a writer to break into that level of publishing. We ended up placing COLLISION COURSE
         with a small, very small, now forgotten company in New York that was publishing a monthly s-f novel. They paid me all of $350 for the hardcover
         rights, and published it early in 1961. Later that year paperback reprint rights were purchased by Ace Books, and it duly
         appeared in the Ace Double Novel series in one binding with Leigh Brackett’s novel The Nemesis from Terra. (I had quite forgotten, until I looked five minutes ago, that I had once been back-to-back with Leigh Brackett. I might have
         done worse.) Eventually there were German and Italian editions, and some years later a publisher in Spain put it out, but
         so far as I know the book has been totally out of print in the known galaxy for nine or ten years. I wish I had not written
         all that italicized introspection into it, but otherwise I have no serious quarrel with the book that that very young man
         wrote in the autumn of 1958.
      

      
      Robert Silverberg
Oakland, California
April 1976

      
   



      
      
      ONE

      
      
      ONLY a month before, the Technarch McKenzie had calmly sent live men to probable death in the name of Terran progress. But
         now, it seemed, those five men had not really died after all, and McKenzie’s normally rock-hard face reflected inner tension
         and the strain of anticipation.
      

      
      The message, reaching him in the Archonate Center, had been brief to the point of curtness. “Luna detection center reports return to this system of the XV-ftl. Landing at Central Australia spaceport requested for 1200
            hours EST.”

      
      The Technarch read the message through twice, nodding, even permitting himself the luxury of a slow smile. So they were back,
         were they? After a successful trip? By the Hammer, he thought, we’ll see men in the far galaxies yet! And in my Archonate, heaven willing!

      
      His nature was too stern to allow him more than a moment of gloating pride. He had gambled; he had won; and perhaps his name
         would ring in the galleries of history for millennia. No matter about that, though. The experimental faster-than-light ship
         was returning safely. It behooved hint, as Terra’s Technarch, to be present at the landing.
      

      
      
      He depressed a communicator stud. “Set up a transmat connection to the Central Australia spaceport right away, Naylor. Immediate
         departure.”
      

      
      “At once, Excellency.”

      
      McKenzie stared for a moment at the big, thick fingers of his hands as they lay before him on the desk. Hands like those could
         never wire a circuit, wield a surgeon’s excising vibroknife, or tune the fine controls on a thermonuclear generator. But they
         were hands that could choke the life from a man, and they were hands that could write, “If we remain bound forever to the limiting velocity of light, we will be as snails seeking to cross a continent. We must
            not be lulled into complacency by the slow expansion of our colonial empire. We must surge ever outward; and the faster-than-light
            spacedrive must be the be-all and end-all of our research effort.”

      
      He had written those words fifteen years earlier, in 2765, and delivered them as his first public address after his accession
         to the Archonate.
      

      
      And, fifteen years later, a ship had gone to the stars and returned in less than a month. Perhaps. There was always the chance
         that they had traveled no farther than the orbit of Pluto, broken down and limped back home. He would find out soon enough.
      

      
      Rising, McKenzie traversed the gleaming marble floor of his private chamber—a shameful extravagance, he had always thought
         in his dour way, but the chamber had not been designed with his tastes in mind—and passed through the irising sphincter into his transmat cubicle.
      

      
      Naylor waited there, an obsequious little man in the stiff black robe of the Technarch’s personal staff.  “The coordinates are set, Excellency.”

      
      “Have you been through it?”

      
      “Of course, Excellency. I have tested it twice.”

      
      “Good enough. Leave the field open for my return.”

      
      McKenzie stepped forward. The lambent green transmat field pulsed up from the floor aperture, forming a curtain dividing the
         cubicle in two. The hidden power generators of the transmat were linked directly to the main generator that spun endlessly
         on its poles somewhere beneath the Atlantic, condensing the theta force that made transmat travel possible. McKenzie did not
         bother to check the coordinates Naylor had set. Call it an act of faith; the Technarch was supremely confident that no one
         schemed his assassination. A minor abscissa distortion, and the Technarch’s atoms would be scattered to the cold winds. He
         stepped into the glow of green without stopping to examine the coordinates.
      

      
      There was no sensation. The Technarch McKenzie was destroyed, a stream of tagged wavicles was hurled halfway across a world,
         and the Technarch McKenzie was reconstituted. If the moment of destruction had been longer, the pain would have been unbearable.
         But the transmat field ripped the Technarch’s body molecule from molecule in so tiny a fragment of a micro-second that his
         neural system could not possibly have relayed the pain; and the restoration to life came with equal speed. Whole and undamaged,
         McKenzie stepped through the field and out, almost instantly later, in the transmat cubicle at Central Australia spaceport,
         in what once had been the barren Gibson Desert and which now harbored Earth’s largest spacefield.
      

      
      
      It had been shortly before noon in New York; here, it was early the following morning. A wall clock read 0213 hours. McKenzie
         left the transmat cubicle.
      

      
      They spotted him at once; the Technarch’s toweringly commanding figure was a familiar sight here, and they came running to
         greet him. They were a tense lot. McKenzie smiled a Technarch’s greeting at Daviot and Leeson, who had developed the warp-drive
         that powered the experimental ship; at Herbig, the spaceport commandant; at Jesperson, the coordinator of faster-than-light
         research.
      

      
      McKenzie asked, “What’s the news from the ship?”

      
      Jesperson grinned boyishly. “They sent the all-okay signal five minutes ago. They’re in a deceleration orbit, coming down
         on rocket drive, and they’ll make touchdown at 0233 hours.”
      

      
      “How about their trip?”

      
      Leeson said in his rumbling basso, “It seems they made it out and back.”

      
      “We don’t know that for sure,” Daviot objected.

      
      McKenzie scowled. “Make up your minds.”

      
      Daviot said, “All we know is that they quote switched from warp-drive to plasma-drive some time last evening near the orbit
         of Jupiter, unquote.”
      

      
      “Doesn’t that mean that the warp-drive was a success?” Leeson demanded.

      
      “All it means,” said Daviot pedantically, “is that they succeeded in converting from one kind of drive to another. It doesn’t
         mean that the warp-drive necessarily took them anywhere.”
      

      
      “No, but …”

      
      “All right, quiet!” Jesperson said, as if detecting the growing annoyance on the Technarch’s face. “We’ll find out the story in twenty minutes.”
      

      
      “But the Technarch wanted to know …” Daviot began, and let the sentence come to a dying fall.

      
      McKenzie turned away. They were near the roof of a great transparent dome that covered hundreds of acres. Outside, on the
         spacefield, the temperature was stifling even now, in the morning’s small hours. Within, silent conditioners maintained a more
         livable climate.
      

      
      The Technarch looked up and out. The clear desert air, utterly transparent, yielded a magnificent view of the heavens. Stars
         speckled the black sky like gleaming jewels; above, the full moon cast its brightness over the field. Men raced busily over
         the field’s seared surface, readying it for the ship that was plunging down toward Australia from the sky.
      

      
      McKenzie felt a constriction in his throat, another in the pit of his stomach. It irritated him to be so tense, but no stern
         command could relax him.
      

      
      In twenty minutes—nineteen—eighteen—the XV-ftl would be returning.
      

      
      He looked at the stars. Hundreds, thousands of them, sprinkled across the sky. Every star within a radius of four hundred
         light-years that bore a habitable planet—and that was most of them—had been reached by humanity. For centuries now, ships
         traveling at nine-tenths of the speed of light had coursed outward to the stars, prisoned by the limiting velocity but still
         capable of eating up the parsecs, given enough time. It had taken six years to make the first one-way trip to the Centauri
         system; the return, via transmat, was all but instantaneous.
      

      
      But you had to reach the stars before you could plant the transmat pickup there, and that was the stumbling-block. Ever outward, by little hops, the empire of Man expanded—but always hampered by the inexorable mathematical
         limits of the known universe. Once a planet could be reached and linked in the interstellar transmat network, it was as close
         to Earth as any other point within the network. The transmat gave infinite connectivity—once the link had been established.
         But until then …

      
      So progress had been slow. After better than four centuries of interstellar travel, mankind had colonized every habitable
         world within a sphere of four hundred light-years’ radius. It was reasonable to assume that the pattern of that sphere held
         true for the rest of the galaxy: at least one habitable but uninhabited Earth-type planet round every main sequence sun. No
         other intelligent life-form had ever been discovered; the universe belonged to man—but it would be millennia before men could
         take possession.
      

      
      That fact had irked McKenzie during his years of training for the Archonate; and when the death of Technarch Bengstrom raised
         McKenzie to the dais, he bent all of Earth’s energies to the task of devising some means of cheating the chains of relativity.
      

      
      There were failures, expensive ones. Test ships had been sent out and monitored and followed by manned ships, and the manned
         ships had exploded or never returned. And still there were volunteers for the next ship, and the next, and the one after that …

      
      Until the advent of Daviot-Leeson Drive, with its incredibly slender generator smashing a hole in space-time by controlled
         thermonuclear thrusts—and suddenly the way seemed clear. Space in the region of a star, reasoned Daviot and Leeson, is warped and distorted by the star’s mass and heat. If only the same effect could be duplicated in miniature, if only a wedge
         could be opened in the space-time fabric wide enough for a ship to slip through, travel a predetermined course, and return—then
         man’s dominion would be boundless.
      

      
      It took six years from the first pilot models to the confidence that allowed McKenzie to send a manned ship to the stars.
         And now it was returning—in thirteen minutes, twelve, eleven. Minutes ticked tensely away, no one spoke. Jesperson, wearing
         head-phones, was in contact with the main monitoring station at the far end of the field.
      

      
      At five minutes before touchdown time Jesperson said, “They’ve sighted it clear and sharp. It’ll be here right on time.”

      
      McKenzie moistened his lips, turning away so the others would not see a hint of tension on the Technarch’s face. Four minutes.
         Three. Two.
      

      
      Jesperson was relaying the final countdown, and then the XV-ftl was there, arching down in a golden stream of flame, coming to rest in front of them, lowering its landing-jacks and stabilizers.
         The decontamination crew was swabbing down the field; the hatch was opening.
      

      
      Men came forth.

      
      Technarch McKenzie counted them. One, two, three, four, five. No casualties, then. At this distance, nearly a thousand yards,
         he could not make out individual faces; but five had gone to the stars, and five had returned. Their names formed a sort of
         jingle in the Technarch’s mind. Laurance, Peterszoon, Nakamura, Clive, Hernandez. Hernandez, Clive, Nakamura, Peterszoon, Laurance. Laurance, Peterszoon, Nakamura …

      
      They were trudging across the field now toward the dome. As they came closer, McKenzie observed that three of them had grown
         beards. He remembered the day he had stood in this very room with them, making farewells that he quietly believed would be
         final ones. But they had returned.
      

      
      The Technarch said to Jesperson, “Have the men brought up here right away.”

      
      “Hearkening, Excellency.” Jesperson gabbled into a phone. Moments later, the door irised open and the crew of the XV-ftl entered: Laurance, Peters-zoon, Nakamura, Clive, and Hernandez.
      

      
      They looked tired, sallow-faced, sweaty. The beards belonged to Laurance, Peterszoon, and Clive. Nakamura’s face was clean-shaven,
         but his black hair hung dankly over his ears. Only Hernandez looked completely well-groomed. But all five men had the same
         weary, overstrung look.
      

      
      McKenzie walked briskly toward them; his big hand seized Laurance’s limp, moist one. “Welcome back, Commander. All of you,
         welcome.”
      

      
      “Obedience, Excellency. It’s—good to be back.”

      
      “It was a successful trip?”

      
      An expression of doubt crept into Laurance’s bloodshot, red-rimmed eyes. “Successful? Well, I suppose. The drive worked beautifully.
         We covered ninety-eight hundred light-years in the snap of a finger. But …”
      

      
      Daviot whooped jubilantly. Leeson slapped Jesperson on the back. McKenzie said crisply, “But what?”

      
      Laurance looked around the room. “It’s—it’s kind of classified, Technarch McKenzie. Maybe we’d better wait till later …”
      

      
      “You can speak in the presence of these men,” McKenzie said.

      
      “All right, then. We had a smooth trip. We ducked in and out of hyperspace and came out just where we wanted to be, and we
         got back home the same way. Only we met some aliens out there.”
      

      
      “You met aliens?”

      
      “Not really met. We saw them, and got the deuce away from there before they saw us. They were building a city, Excellency. It looked as if—as if
         they were colonizing that planet, just as we would do.”
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