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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


SPACE was a star-glittering immensity. It was deep and terrifyingly remote. There were suns and there were planets. And cold, dark, endless spaces between the stars.


It was into one of these that the silver, streamlined cylinder of the spaceship soared. Interplanetary Expeditionary Force Two was Earthward bound, leaping swiftly out of the shrouding, cloud-laden stillness of Venus into the great gulf of distance that separated the planets.


The Stella Polaris was a new ship, the first of its kind, and it moved with a roar of muted thunder that had somehow lost itself in the stretching, grey velocities of the Venusian atmosphere.


Far below, the nearby world was a blinding disc. A quiet, undisturbed world of warm promise that spun lazily in the clinging void. A rippled surface of cloud and mist. Sunfire and storm. Ever-changing.


Inside the ship there was an air of quiet efficiency. The eternal drumming of the central motors was a triumphant song of pure power. Something that was always there, fighting the planet’s pull of the vessel.


There were seven in the crew. An eternity had passed since they had left Earth and thrown themselves up into the boundless heavens. During that time, they had all been smashed and bruised, battered and crushed by a gravity beyond all previous experience, and alternately blinded by the sun and chilled to the soul by the vastnesses of space. Now, they were clinging to their seats as the full violence of the acceleration threatened to unbalance their reason.


“So that was Venus,” said Commander John Forrest. He placed his hands flat along the sides of his chair, pushed his tall body upwards against the broad leather straps, and tried to peer out of the nearby viewport.


“I must admit, though, there were times when I thought we’d never make it,” said Colter, the astrophysicist.


“But somehow, in spite of everything, we did,” muttered co-pilot Flanders. “And think of what we found down there. Under the cloud-veil.” He sighed, forced his tired muscles to relax.


“Another Earth,” murmured Emery, the ship’s navigator. “Unspoiled by Man. Who’d have thought it possible.” He laughed softly to himself, as though amused at something.


“That’s right. We discovered the answers to a great many questions. Things that have been troubling the scientists of Earth for several hundred years.”


The Commander flipped over a couple of gleaming switches as he spoke. The engines coughed. They spluttered once or twice as the overdrive came on. The entire ship shuddered. Plates and bulkheads rattled and creaked. Mounting pressure forced the men further back against the yielding cushions of their anti-acceleration seats. Weight doubled. Trebled.


All around them, the control room was full to the curved ceiling with the glitter and sparkle of shining steel. Levers sprouted from the rearing columns and panels like slim, rigid fingers. From every corner, circular dials peered intently down at them. There were tubular indicators spread row upon row above the meters. And flashing signal lights. Blue and green and red.


Everywhere, the lenses of the automatic cameras poked their glittering, transparent eyes through holes in the metal framework, making a permanent record of every single reading. This was the second interplanetary voyage to be made. From the very beginning, it had been only natural to choose the nearest planet. And where Venus was concerned, they hadn’t been able to afford even one mistake. Now, they had completed their mission. They had dived under the clouds of Venus, landed, explored the vast land mass that circled the northern pole, and solved the ten-year-old mystery of the First Expedition.


They had seen wonders that had lain hidden from the sight of Man since the beginning of time.


“What’s our velocity now, Commander?” Mayer, the representative of the Interplanetary Control Bureau, thrust his way forward. He peered over Forrest’s shoulder. He stood very erect and precise in his slate-blue uniform. There was the golden sphere of Supreme Earth on his epaulette. His thin, blond hair was short and brushed closely back against his skull. It shone with a varnished sheen. His lean face was hard and narrow, stamped with an expression of supercilious, ruthless arrogance. He waited with ill-concealed impatience for the other’s reply.


“Somewhere in the region of a hundred thousand miles an hour.” The Commander threw a swift glance at the velocity indicator. He pursed his thin lips, performed a quick, mental calculation. “At this rate, we should reach Earth in about fourteen days.”


Mayer thought a moment. “Then do you think there’s any possibility of getting there sooner?” His high-pitched, nasal voice was deliberately overbearing.


“Small chance.” Commander Forrest was positive. He seemed to disregard the other’s tone. He shook his head. “We’re lucky enough as it is. Both Venus and Earth are ideally situated. If it were otherwise, it could take us anything up to five months to do the journey. There’s also the fact that this time we’re moving against the pull of the sun.”


He glanced about. “But Colter will probably be able to tell you more about that than I can.”


The astraphysicist looked idly across at Mayer, as the other turned. He met the other’s gaze squarely. His deep-set eyes were almost dreamy.


“Look at it this way, Mayer,” he said quietly. “When we blasted off from Earth, it was just after sunset. Our take-off speed was something like ten thousand miles an hour. Nothing big. But it was enough. Because for us, that speed had to be subtracted from the orbital velocity of Earth. Seen from the point of view of the sun, we were travelling too slowly to stay in the Earth’s orbit.


“So, what happened? We drifted inwards in the solar system, gradually approaching Venus. Naturally, everything was calculated, down to the last fraction. There were no mistakes.”


He paused, focused his grey eyes on a distant point, then continued: “That was all right on the inward journey. Then, the gravitational pull of the sun was such as to increase our velocity. Now, it’s different. We’re going in the opposite direction. We’ll have to fight every inch of the way.”


He blinked up at the Interplanetary Controller with a sleepy-lidded insolence. “Does that answer your question?”


Mayer turned quickly away to hide his angry resentment. Then he drew himself fully erect and stamped back to his seat, over against the blue curvature of the main viewport.


Idly, Commander Forrest adjusted the delicate vernier controls, spinning them with light touches of his slim, sensitive fingers. At times, he barely brushed them. No more, But, even so, the quivering needles swung smoothly to their respective positions.


He himself held no great liking for the dwarfish Controller. But he wisely kept his thoughts to himself. Back on Earth, the I.C.B. held virtual dictatorship over the civilised world. Those who quarrelled with it, or tried to set themselves up against it, vanished into the labour camps. They were seldom heard of again.


And Mayer, he knew, held a high position in the Bureau. In an emergency, he had the power to take over control of the Stella Polaris. So far, that eventuality had not arisen. But it was always a possibility, tugging at the back of Forrest’s mind.


Leaning forward, he locked the controls into automatic. Then he lay back into the smooth softness of the anti-acceleration cushions, and allowed his thoughts to drift back over the long, weary months. For the first time since they had blasted off from Venus, he could think logically and clearly. All of the stress and the excitement had been pushed aside.


The first flight to Venus had taken place ten years earlier. Only vaguely did he remember the crowds, the newspaper headlines, the cheering and the waving. And the slim, pencil-shape of the silver rocket that had soared up into the midnight sky on the end of a screaming trail of pale fire.


After that, there had been silence. Men had wondered for a year, maybe two, and then forgotten. Venus remained a mystery. Then had come the Second Expedition. The long weeks of preparation, with every detail of the flight checked and re-checked.


If anything, the crowds had been larger, the cheering louder, on this occasion. The Stella Polaris had thundered out blossoming clouds of fire and smoke and hurled itself up into the stretching void. And they had reached Venus.


They had dropped down out of the blacknesses of space, left behind the far-reaching infinities and the scorching gaze of the fiery stars, and slipped into the upper layers of the atmosphere. Outside, the mist had always been there.


It had streamed in little eddies along the great curve of the ship’s hull. Lazily, it had flowed like a river of greyness around the slimmer lines of the main body, opened out where the blast from the rockets had caught it, then closed in again.


The diffuse glare of the blinding sunlight had faded perceptibly. In the end, it was a clinging, featureless, grey twilight that had seemed never-ending.


But it had ended. And Venus had turned out to be the very opposite of what they had expected. Beneath the clouds there were blended colours that had stretched away as far as the eye could see. There were trees, lush green fields, and low mountains. And a few winding streams that had glinted in the soft, filtered sunlight like narrow ribbons of bright wire.


It was a virtual paradise. One after the other, they had clambered out of the airlock, down the short, steel-runged ladder to the ground. All around them, nothing but the subtle scent of flowers, fresh moist earth, and a dreamy, drowsing calm.


They had stood still and looked at each other. Knowing that somehow, it was all wrong. They had come fully prepared to encounter the kind of prehistoric monsters that had been extinct on Earth for millions of years. They, and the ship, were equipped to destroy any of the great multitude of outworld creatures conjured up by their wild imagination. But there had been nothing like that. So they had just stood around in a tiny, huddled group and felt strangely foolish.


The First Expedition had landed safely. The ten members of the original crew were still alive. They had destroyed the rocket, blown it to pieces. And they had refused to return to Earth. Somehow, Forrest couldn’t find it in his heart to blame them. At least, on Venus, they were free. Away from the long arm and the iron fist of the Interplanetary Control Bureau.


In a way, Forrest envied them. At times, during their protracted stay on the planet, he too had felt like remaining there. But always in the background was the small, brutally-efficient figure of Mayer, the Controller.


Venus was a young planet, had progressed only a little way along the endless path of evolution. There were metals there that had long since vanished from Earth. The enormous, mile-long hold of the Stella Polaris was filled with a precious, but deadly burden.


Plutonium.


They had spent the best part of three years mining the crude ore, refining it, and loading the special boron-lined drums with the pure metal. John Forrest shuddered inwardly at the very thought of it. Riding beneath him, there was enough atomic material to blast them out of creation, should the electric safety-locks fail to hold, bringing about critical mass. The chill of it struck through his mind and sent tiny thrills of ice spilling up and down his spine. He turned his head with a wrench of aching neck muscles.


In spite of the terrible acceleration, Flanders had somehow managed to pull his tall body half-upright. He was staring out of the forward viewport. He pointed.


“There’s Earth,” he said softly.


The Commander put his hands flat along the sides of his chair. He pressed downwards, raised himself a couple of inches, and stared along the sighting-lines of the engine aiming device. Mayer came swaggering insolently across.


“Where?” he rapped thinly. “Let me see.”


Stiffly, Commander Forrest inclined his head towards the pale double star. Stiffly, because he resented the tone of the Controller’s voice.


The pale-blue and yellow points of light held the other’s interest for nearly a minute. Then he turned his head and glared at Forrest. His dark eyes were narrowed and suspicious. His whole expression was one of alert mistrust.


“How far away is it?” he asked suddenly. His thin voice was raised a little in pitch.


The Commander lifted the protective flap of the synchronic computer. He glanced inside. Finally, he looked up.


“Almost twenty-three million miles,” he said easily. “As you can see, we’re still on course. The robot pilot will hold us there until we intersect the orbit of the moon. Then we go over to manual again.”


“I see.” Mayer straightened his back. His eyes glittered. “Try to contact them by ultra-radio. It would be too risky landing on Earth with this cargo. We’ll have to go to the moon.”


Forrest shook his head ever so slightly. “I’m afraid it wouldn’t be any use, Mayer,” he said gently. “At the moment, we’re still about fifteen million miles outside the extreme range for ultra-radio transmission. There’s just the vague possibility that we might be able to pick them up. But with our equipment, they certainly couldn’t hear us. We’ve only a small transmitter. It’s nowhere near strong enough to reach Earth.”


“But we can still try, can’t we?” Mayer rapped, imperiously. His heavy lids dropped over his dark eyes. They slitted dangerously.


“If you like—but I don’t think it will have any effect.” Forrest’s tone was grave. “I’ll send out a routine signal beam. Though even if they do pick us up, it will be several minutes before we receive a reply. There’s a definite time-lag, you know.”


Mayer nodded sharply. His thin features twisted a little. He watched carefully as the other flung over the main relay switch of the sending apparatus. There was a low hum as power began to flow through the coils. A red warning light flashed on above the instrument panel like a single, bulbous eye. It snapped suddenly to green as the Commander’s sensitive fingers on the controls brought the tenuous, high-frequency beam to bear on the distant planet. Swiftly, Forrest locked the controls. Then he leaned back in his seat.


Now there was nothing to do but wait. Mentally, he estimated the time necessary for the beam to return from across the intervening void that separated them from Earth. The answer came out to be a little less than five minutes. He shrugged.


He looked up at the stunted form of the tight-lipped Controller. There was a look of glittering intensity on the other’s sallow features. He kept glancing uneasily over his shoulder at the two green-uniformed guards who sat, half-hidden, behind the rearing mass of the secondary control banks.


The were tall, broad-shouldered men. Unswervingly efficient and loyal to the Bureau. They had heavy nucleonic pistols in the holsters strapped tightly around their waists.


Commander Forrest relaxed. With an audible sigh, he thrust out his legs. Five minutes passed. Then ten. There was still no answer to their routine signal. The ether was dead.


Finally, even the Controller was satisfied. He reached out and snapped off the power supply. The red light faded abruptly.


“Maybe you were right when you said we were too far away,” he muttered. His face was puzzled. Forrest bad the sudden feeling that Mayer was making this admission only to cover up his own frightened tension. He seemed nervous, glanced thoughtfully at the Commander. “Anyway, keep trying.”


He went back to his seat and sank down into its springy depths.


The Commander watched him go, then turned to face the control panel once more. He himself hadn’t expected any reply from Earth. Some corner of his mind, alert, but seemingly detached from the rest, reminded him that something similar had happened on Venus. Only there, it had been worse. Radio communication had been pure hell.


Apparently, for some unknown reason, the planet possessed no ionospheres to radio waves. Nothing could get through.


Acting on an impulse, he switched in the rear televistor plate. Even at close on four million miles, Venus was seemingly beside them. A huge ball of featureless, misty wonder. The terminator was a long crimson gash, cutting the planet in half, dividing night from day.


Forrest watched it silently, with an empty feeling in the bottom of his stomach. In the beginning, it had seemed to promise so much. But now, with the discovery of raw plutonium, and the terrible crystalline biotoxins of the tiny Southern Peninsular, it would be turned into a highly organised scientific military base.


It was that which made him afraid. The idea of Venus in the hands of the I.C.B. made his mind uneasy. For with that under their control, Earth would be unable to stand against them.


Almost sharply, he broke the connection. His mind was humming. It was then that the realisation came to him, for the first time, that Mayer and his two henchmen would have to die.




CHAPTER TWO


AT five thousand miles from the crater-strewn surface of the moon, the Stella Polaris was manoeuvred into a fast orbit. Through the forward viewport, Commander Forrest watched the mottled face of the satellite swing up to meet them. He was vaguely worried.


His lean features were lined with fatigue and troubled anticipation. Long hours without sleep had smudged blue shadows under his dark eyes. Behind him, Mayer was now continually on his feet. He was never still.


Three hours earlier, they had begun calling Earth on the ultra radio. There had been no answer. It was obvious that something was wrong. Dreadfully, vitally wrong.


“Try them again,” snapped the Interplanetary Controller. “We’re well within the maximum distance now.” He stopped his endless pacing. He stood over by the viewport. His hands were pressed tight against the cool surface of the thick, armour glass. He looked out at the impassive face of the moon, swallowed, and turned back to glare at the Commander. His face was pale.


“Well. Get on with it!” he repeated. His thin, loud voice turned violent. “Until we receive a reply from Earth, or from the observation port on the moon, this is to be considered an emergency. And that being the case, I’m perfectly entitled to take over control of the entire vessel.” His small eyes flashed hotly from beneath lowered brows.


Forrest flushed, then gave his attention to the instruments. Gently, he twiddled the shining dials of the slow-motion selectors.


“If there’s anyone radiating from Earth, we’ll pick them up easily at this distance,” he muttered between his teeth.


“Sure, we will,” said Flanders decisively. “That is, if anyone is radiating.” He closed his mouth with a little snap.


“Just what do you mean by that?” rasped Mayer. His narrowed eyes flashed from Forrest to the tall figure of the co-pilot.


Flanders gave a nonchalant shrug of his broad shoulders. He grinned easily. But the expression on his face was still one of solemn bafflement.


“We came within range of the powerful relay transmitters on Earth long before we began sending out our own signals. Fifty-nine hours ago to be exact. And since that time, we’ve combed every band in the ether. As you know, all we managed to pick up were a series of faint clicks and whistles.”


There was a touch of malicious humour in his low voice as he went on: “At first, we went on the justifiable assumption that there were intelligent signals. Now, we’re not so sure. Because the fact is, that none of them made sense. They were obviously spark signals of some kind. Though whether any of them were unscrambled radio messages, routine coded, as Colter has suggested, I don’t know.”


The Controller glared across at the slim figure of the astraphysicist. “What makes you so sure they’re coded messages?” he snarled. There was a glitter of confused suspicion in his small, deep-set eyes. He had turned away from his puzzled contemplation of the approaching satellite. To Forrest, it seemed that he clutched at the co-pilot’s final statement like a drowning man at a straw. He ran his tongue over his thin lips, uneasily.


“Briefly, my reason was this,” began Colter. His voice was a lazy drawl. There was no emotion in it whatever. “As soon as the signals started coming in, I recorded the Impulses, both their frequency and intensity, and plotted the two. The result is rather puzzling.”


“In what way?” Mayer asked sharply. He spun round on his heel and returned to his seat.


The astraphysicist rubbed his chin, thoughtfully. He was silent for a moment. Then he said: “At first sight, these impulses appeared to be completely random in nature. But on closer investigation, there are certain, well-defined regularities.”


The Controller leaned forward in his seat. His slitted eyes were afire with a speculative eagerness.


“So,” he muttered softly. “And just what were these regularities?”


Colter reached into his pocket. He pulled out a sheet of ruled paper. Mayer watched his every move with a furtive distrust. Over his shoulder, the Commander noticed the way each of the I.C.B. guards kept his hand near his pistol. They were definitely as wary as the Controller himself.
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