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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 1



FRAME


MIDWAY between Earth and Venus a rocket ship coasted silently towards the Sun. Ports masked, tubes dead and lifeless, soaring high above the plane of the Ecliptic, the possibility of discovery was remote. Only a slight occlusion of the stars, a faint shimmer of reflected sunlight betrayed its passage, and here in the untravelled regions of space there were none to see.


Within, the sole occupant sat in deep concentration before the control panel. From time to time he made intricate calculations on the small calculator set into the desk beside him. Rapidly he set the equations, punched keys, read off the answers. They brought no relief. Fuel! No matter how he figured the course there was not enough.


Wearily he straightened and left the board. The ship, aside from a whisper from the atmosphere panel and a low hum from the gravity cells, was silent. Built to accommodate twenty men so centralised were the controls that all essential functions could be performed by one. It was the latest thing of its type, and he had stolen it.


A chatter from the radio sent him whirling in a pure reflex action, one hand darting towards the heavy weapon at his side.


“Attention. Attention,” the radio blared. “Routine watch orders to all ships. Rex Carson. White native of Earth, Height 76 inches. Weight 180 lbs, Hair black, Eyes blue. Age 26. Last seen wearing uniform of Tycho Station Inspector. Wanted for narcotic smuggling. Evading arrest. Theft of Patrol Ship XXX15. This man is believed to be heading for Mars. Keep close watch. Message ends.”


With the cessation of the staccato tones a click came from the receiver. A white card fell into a tray, he picked it up. A reasonable facsimile of his portrait, thumbprint, and retinal pattern, together with all relevant information, stared back at him. Angrily he screwed it into a ball and flung it against the bulkhead.


It had been neatly done, he admitted. The money paid without his knowledge into his bank account … The little packages found carelessly hidden in his quarters. Blind luck had warned him. A forgotten letter, a half-heard conversation, and he knew that he had been framed as neatly as a man could be.


Instinct had guided him then—the blind urge to escape. The XX15 had been poorly guarded, just back from flight trials and carrying a full war-load. His uniform had gained him easy entry, and before the startled guards knew what he was aiming at, he had sealed the ports and blasted off. He had tried for Mars, but lack of fuel had forced him into a course for Venus. Only by using the solar drag could he hope to reach the planet; the long uphill flight against solar gravity would have left him helpless before half the journey was over.


Now there was nothing to do but wait. Wait until the long arcing flight had carried him to within reach of Venus. After that? He shrugged. Time would tell.


He was seen on the very edges of the atmosphere. A patrol ship, swinging in its fixed orbit, intercepted him on the radar screens, and radioed a peremptory order to halt.


He ignored it. A second order, coupled with the threat to fire, brought the same response, and without further delay the patrol ship blasted from its orbit and gave chase.


He didn’t give a second’s thought. His whole attention was fastened on the delicate business of landing. With only the bare scrapings of fuel left in the tanks, he had to manage a landing on a planet totally unknown to him. So, because he could do nothing else, he blasted straight down through the atmosphere.


Behind him, multiple cannon unmasked, radio sending urgent messages through the turbid air, came the patrol ship.


Down they went. Down through the first cloud layer. Down through the turbulent maze of cross currents beneath it. Down into the second cloud layer. The patrol ship was not so close now. Its captain knew Venus if Carson didn’t and he had no wish to pile his ship and crew on one of the miles-high peaks that thrust their summits well into the clouds. He followed at a more cautious speed, and the distance between them rapidly widened.


Down, down … The whine of the atmosphere against the hull had almost passed the audible range. The edges of the ports glowed red with the intense heat generated by friction, but still Carson kept up the suicidal speed.


He had to. He had to land the ship, collect what he needed, and find a safe refuge before the following patrol could catch up with him. To add to his worries the fuel was almost exhausted. The slender hand of the gauge rested at zero, and he knew that he must land at once or be dashed into smoking wreckage.


With a sigh of relief he finally penetrated the cloud layer, and immediately began to straighten the ship. Slowly, too slowly, the ship began to level off. Automatic gravity adjustments compensated for the change of direction, as the vestigial atmosphere-control surfaces bit into the screaming air. Beneath him, rank jungle sprawled, towering fern, like trees, wreathed with clinging vines, the whole a sickly yellowish-green. Before him three great peaks reared, their summits hidden in the lowering clouds.


He headed for them, a vague hope of finding shelter somewhere in the foothills spurring him on. Behind him, a tiny mote in the rear vision screen, the pursuing ship suddenly appeared. Blue flame lengthened from its tubes as its radar picked him up, and rapidly the distance between them lessened.


Desperately he stared ahead. The three great mountains were very near now. They stood at equal distances apart, as if they marked the points of some huge triangle. He guided the slowing ship towards the nearest, and as it loomed closer, began firing the forward rockets.


Long streamers of blue flame jetted before the ship. Immediately he felt it check, lose speed as the braking power of the forward tubes took effect. The side of the mountain came closer. Desperately he tried to swing the ship, but the controls were sluggish and would not respond.


In the vision screen he could see the vegetation-covered side of the mountain leap at him. With a final hopeless gesture he cut in the full power of the braking rockets. For a moment he thought that he had won clear. Then, just as he had dared to hope, the tubes gave a final spurt of flame and died. The fuel was exhausted!


Helpless to do anything to avoid what seemed to be certain death, he could only sit crouched at the control panel and wait. He saw the side of the peak hurtle closer, closer. The tangled mat of intertwined creepers seemed to touch the ship, fell apart at the impact, and the ship passed on.


Blind chance had saved him! The tangled vegetation had cushioned the impact, and behind it, hidden from any search, was a cave. The ship lanced down through the vines, skidded across the uneven floor, and crashed into the further wall.


Slumped across the controls Carson lay unconscious. The broad safety straps had snapped under the impact, and he had been hurled forward with savage force. A pool of blood widened beneath him, and his breathing came in choking sobs.


Outside the patrol ship droned past, crossing and recrossing the area. After a while it was joined by aircraft, stubby winged helicopters, even luxury yachts from Aphrodite, Venusburg and Port Hammond. The search for the missing ship would have discovered anything less well hidden, but they had no luck. For a long while the search continued, then the patrol ship swung back in its orbit, the luxury craft went back to the cities, and even the shabby helicopters went away.


Within the mountain the ship rested. And after a long time Carson stirred.


He was in a bad way, he decided. Slumped in the big pilot’s chair, he waited for his reeling senses to clear, for the blood film to leave his vision, and the grinding ache in his head to die away. From the pain of his breathing it seemed likely that several ribs were broken. His nose certainly was, and there was a soggy patch on his right temple that could be serious.


After a while he struggled to his feet and staggered across to the medical locker. Fumblingly, he filled a hypodermic and injected a full dose of denotone, the pain-killing drug, into one arm. In a few moments he stood upright with a sigh of relief and examined himself more closely. Washing the blood from his face he examined the right temple. It looked as if the skull were fractured, but there was little he could do about it at the moment. With a twist he reset his nose, and taped a deep cut on one cheek. More bandage around his body, a further shot of denotone, and he had done all he could for his immediate well being.


The ship came next. It had suffered surprisingly little damage. The skid landing gear was twisted and warped a little, and the nose scarred, but otherwise it was intact. He didn’t doubt that with some fuel he could have blasted straight out of the cave.


Within the ship once more, he decided on his next move. To stay in the ship would be safer—he had food, water, and could wait until the search for him had been abandoned. Against that he needed medical aid, and quickly! If he waited too long it would be impossible for him to move at all. He had to decide.


A quick search of the few available maps of Venus in the chart locker, showed that he had probably landed at a group of mountains, the Triades. The nearest settlement was the capital, Aphrodite, and it appeared to be not more than a hundred and fifty miles away.


It would be a long walk, but not, he thought, an impossible one. Had he known more about the conditions prevailing in the jungles, he would have radioed for help and waited to be picked up. Instead, sheer ignorance drove him on.


Donning the tough plastic coverall and transparent face guard, obligatory on most alien worlds, he checked his weapons. A 7 m.m. high-velocity bullet projector. A flare gun, which with its bolt of incandescent chemical flame would be of more use in the overgrown jungle. As a last thought he added a machete, and a couple of hand grenades. These, together with a compass, medical kit and compressed rations, comprised the equipment with which he hoped to best over a hundred miles of the most vicious animal and vegetable life known in the solar system.


It was easy to climb down the mat of vines. Crossing the foothills wasn’t too difficult, but at the jungle’s edge he hesitated.


It stretched before him like a horrible sea from a nightmare. Vines, tasselled fronds, towering fern trees, and loathsome fungi, sprawled in horrible confusion. Nowhere was there a hint of healthy green, all was splotched, mottled, and of the colour of chlorine. Above, around, all about, swarmed insect life, and deep within the shielding vegetation great shapes blundered. All the more terrifying because of being unseen.


Drawing a deep breath, Carson gripped his weapons, and plunged ahead.





CHAPTER 2



INTRIGUE


APHRODITE, capital of Venus, was built on one of the favoured localities of the planet. High enough to be clear of the miasmic jungle, the air was pleasant, though still humid. Some bygone cataclysm had shattered one of the huge peaks dotting the planet, and on the smoothly rounded head of rubble, rearing high above the swamps soared the spires of the new city.


Here was conducted the business of the planet. Here the offices, ministries, bureaux of twenty organisations, and half a dozen planets. Largest of all the buildings was the Terrestrial Embassy, for here was done the entire business of Earth.


In the private office of the Ambassador, carefully shielded from prying radiation, and guarded from unauthorised entry, two men sat in conference.


Jud Franklin, ambassador of the Federated States of Earth, looked troubled. His aide, a young man from the Middle West, was sceptical.


“I can’t see why you need worry, sir. The ship will be found, and if it isn’t, the loss of a single patrol ship will hardly ruin Earth.”


Franklin gestured irritably. “You don’t understand, Wilson. The ship must be found, and it must be found by our people. You understand? By our people, or not at all.”


Wilson shrugged. “All we have to do is wait. Carson will tell us where it is when we question him.”


“You think so?” Franklin shook his head. “You know how they found him? He staggered into a field camp thirty miles from the Triades, half dead with fever, and crazy with delirium. How he ever got there is a miracle. If he lives, and that isn’t certain, he may be out of his mind. In any case he hasn’t yet recovered consciousness.”


“Who found him?”


“Doctor Brian of the University.” He had a small camp with an assistant, and his daughter.” He smiled grimly as Wilson began to speak. “Calm yourself. I can see the obvious. You think that perhaps Carson spoke in his delirium. I’ve taken care of that. All three are under close arrest.”


“But can you do that?” Wilson looked anxious. “We don’t want trouble with the Venusians.”


Franklin laughed curtly. “Trouble is what we are trying to avoid. Don’t worry, the arrest can always be smoothed over.” He leaned forward confidentially. “I think I can trust you, Wilson. If I’m wrong, then you won’t live to boast about it. Listen.


“You know the political set-up. Our whole economy is based on jovium—the isotope fuel from Jupiter. You know that though the inner planets are jointly represented on the Tri-Planet Council, yet each of us are really working to our own advantage. That holds true for Earth as much as anyone.


“Right. Now, when jovium was first discovered, the Tri-Planet Council decided on an allocation to be made to each world on a population-power-need basis. Thus Earth, having the largest population, got the most. Mars, through having the greatest power-need, the second most, and Venus, having a small population, and low power-need, the least of all.”


Wilson stirred restlessly. “All this is history,” he complained. “Every schoolchild knows about the Power Dole, as it is called.”


“Yes. But do they know of the desperate underhand striving to alter the Power Dole? To expand, Mars must have more jovium. There are no other sources of power on the planet. The Monarchy would do anything to obtain more jovium for its war vessels.


“Earth is the luckiest, but owing to the wanton waste of oil and coal in the early years, we must still have jovium. Atomic piles, while excellent in their way, have never been adapted for economical space flight, and we must have a space fleet.


“Venus feels shut out of things. While having plenty of planet power, yet the Venusian Fleet is kept at a minority by lack of fuel.” Franklin sighed. “And so we have an uneasy peace. A delicate balance of power. A balance which could be upset any time two planets decided to raid the third.”


“But they wouldn’t do that,” protested Wilson. “It would be wanton murder.”


“Don’t let’s kid ourselves,” Franklin said drily. “We may be all of the same blood and heritage. But it’s a long time since the first space flights and colonisation. Even on Earth it didn’t take more than a few hundred years before colonies were at war with the mother country. We may all be homo sapiens, but try to tell anyone born on Mars that he isn’t a Martian. Or on Venus. Or on Earth.”


He sighed. “Patriotism can be the very devil.”


Wilson jumped up and strode about the room. “What I can’t see is why we don’t just take a fleet and take over the mines. Then we could call the tune.”


Franklin looked up wearily. “Take over from the Outer World Director, I suppose you mean. Kick Torrinder out and run the mines ourselves. What do you think the other planets would be doing? It’s not our idea dealing through a gang of renegades, criminals and ex-convicts that call themselves the Outer World Directorate. It’s the balance of power again. We can’t trust each other, but we have to trust Torrinder.” He shook his head. “It’s a hell of a mess.”


Wilson looked abashed. “I see. I’ve been out of things lately, and I must seem dumb, but what has all this to do with Carson?”


“With Carson, as Carson—nothing. With Carson, the stealer of the XX15—everything.” Franklin began to pace the room. “We’ve got to find that ship, Wilson. If we don’t it may well men war. That ship was to be sent to the Outer World Directorate. A gift, bribe if you like, to Torrinder. In the control room is a concealed panel. Locked of course, and with the usual safeguards. Within is a direct communication from the Federated States to the Director. In it we offer him sovereign powers over all the outer planets—sovereignty backed by the full weight of the Terrestrial Fleet—for a treble allocation of jovium for the next five years.”
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