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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.







VENUSIAN ADVENTURE


CHAPTER ONE


AGAINST THE dark of the Venusian night the spaceport was an oasis of light. From the high, wire-meshed perimeter fence, floodlights illuminated all the jet-blasted area, throwing the wide expanse of seared dirt into sharp relief, and making the smooth hulls of rocket ships gleam and shimmer a little as if they were things made from some precious stone.


Lights glowed from the roof and windows of the Administration building. More light shone from the lattice of the control tower, and from the peak of the tower itself coloured lights glittered like trapped stars.


The whole place was a sea of light.


Thorn stared at it, crouched beneath the wide leaves of a giant fern tree, his eyes, once clear and hard as polar ice, now dulled and sick with hopeless longing.


Something stirred beside him and a man, dressed like himself in tattered clothing with crude sandals lashed to his dirty feet and a matted beard, spat noisily on to the rich black loam.


“Well, Thorn? Why don’t you just walk in and ask for a passage back home?”


“That isn’t funny, Scrivner.”


“No?” Scrivner spat again and his laugh sounded like a curse. “Remember how we jumped ship, Thorn? How long ago was it now? Two years? Three? I’ve forgotten but it was a long time ago. We were going to get rich. We were going to find wealth enough to satisfy our wildest dreams, remember, Thorn? So we jumped ship and tried to find Eldorado. With money we could always buy a passage home. With money we could pay our fines for ship jumping, return to Earth, live easy for the rest of our lives. It seemed so simple, didn’t it, Thorn? So simple—like hell it was!”


“Shut up, Scrivner! I didn’t ask you to join me. It wasn’t even my idea when you found out Bronson’s plan you insisted on joining us. We didn’t ask you to come.”


“Bronson’s dead now. Dead and buried a long time ago. He’s well out of it.”


Thorn grunted, easing his cramped legs, not answering the short man at his side. He rose, stretching to his full height, then, with a final, longing stare at the waiting rocket ships, he turned and plunged into the jungle surrounding the spaceport.


Scrivner muttered something, swore, then fell into step at his side.


For a while they walked in silence, avoiding the thick boles of the fern trees and the swollen bulk of overripe fungi with the skill of long experience. Around them the jungle whispered to the night sounds of many creatures, the soft hissing of hybrid flora, half-animal, half-plant, carnivorous and deadly as they waited in their hidden lairs. Underfoot, scavenger beetles rustled as they scurried on their eternal task of disposing of dead animal and vegetable matter, and high in the great fern trees leaves whispered to the subtle motions of winged lizards and exotic insects.


In the distance a swollen fungus exploded with a dull boom, filling the heavy air with microscopic spores, and the two men tensed with the instinctive reaction to danger.


“No wind,” said Thorn quietly. “It might not even be a parasite, not many are this near to the spaceport.”


“Maybe not, but I’m not chancing it. Look what happened to Bronson! He took a chance and when we found him the beetles had stripped his bones. No, Thorn, let’s try the settlement.”


The tall man hesitated and Scrivner cursed with savage impatience.


“Hell, man, what’s the matter with you? No one will touch us there, and anyway, I need some human company, I’m sick of foraging in the jungles all the time.”


“I’m thinking of the hutment. You know what might happen if we’re away too long, the beetles will get in and eat everything we own.”


“Let them!” Scrivner spat again and turned from the original path. “It would be little loss. To hell with it all, Thorn. Let’s have a little fun while we’re still alive to enjoy it.”


Silently they plunged through the night-shrouded jungle.


The settlement was a huddle of shacks resting just outside the perimeter fence. Here the traders had their posts, bartering the produce of Earth for rare drugs and medicinal plants. Cheap knives, mirrors, glass beads, bolts of synthetic fabric and simple devices such as clocks and phonographs, all designed to break down in a predictable time, all shoddy, the rejects of Terrestrial factories.


In exchange the natives brought woven baskets of roots and seeds, wooden phials of crude perfume and rare drugs. Things of beaten metal and carved stone, priceless on Earth but plentiful here, and the hardeyed traders reaped rich rewards.


Here too were the Shebans, the drinking dens where rot-gut liquor distilled from native plants and fungi was served. Here the tourists came, the wide-eyed interplanetary travellers, and with them came criminals, men escaping from the penal code of other worlds, the drifters, the space rats, and a few, like Thorn and Scrivner, driven by the age-old lust for easy wealth.


For Venus was a gold mine, a planet rotten with mineral wealth and unexploited resources, and tales filtered back to Earth and Mars, were whispered in the Domes of Mercury and wondered at in the dives of the outer planets. Venus was new and strange and a man, with luck and a little ruthlessness, could make his pile and retire to Terrestrial luxury.


So scum of the System drifted towards the rumoured Eldorado. They landed, eager-eyed, tight-lipped, hard-fisted, and they died from parasitical fungi, from bone wrenching fever, and some died in strange and horrible ways deep in the unexplored jungles.


Venus had a habit of protecting her own.


Thorn paused at the edge of the settlement, his grey eyes searching the narrow, ill-lit streets between the huddled shacks, his dead-white skin glistening with the sweat of incipient fever.


Scrivner stared at him in the dim lighting, his little eyes glinting in the dim light from the scattered bulbs.


“What’s the matter, Thorn? Fever?”


“Yes. I’ll be all right after a while.”


“Maybe, but I think you need a drink, I know I do.”


Thorn shook his head, swaying a little as the fires within leapt and licked at his brain. Scrivner grunted and grabbed at his arm, pulling him towards a low-roofed, leaf-thatched hut. From the low doorway came the sounds of drunken laughter, the sounds of a sudden quarrel, then the smack of flesh meeting flesh.


A man staggered from the Sheban, tripped over his own feet, staggered, then fell full length in the oozing mud of the filthy street. Before he could rise to his feet two others jumped on him, one holding him down while the other went through his pockets. Thorn shouted, lunging forward, and after one startled glance the two thieves left their victim and raced for the sheltering darkness between two huts.


Slowly the man struggled to his feet, his once neat clothing sodden with mud and filth. He brushed at it, his nostrils twitched at the foul odour, then shrugged and held out his hand.


“Thanks,” he said quietly. “I reckon you saved my life.”


“No.” Thorn ignored the outstretched hand. “They wouldn’t have killed you, all they wanted was your money and anything else of value. How did it happen?”


The stranger flushed, looking at his hand, then at the tall man before him. Slowly he lowered his palm.


“Are you certain that I won’t be boring you?” The tone of his voice left no doubt as to how he regarded the tall man. Thorn Shrugged.


“If you want to run a risk of catching my fever I’ll willingly shake hands, but unless you’re an old timer I wouldn’t chance it.”


“Why not? Your friend doesn’t seem to be afraid.”


“Scrivner’s had the fever, he’s immune. I’ve had it too, this is a resurgence, not dangerous, but mildly contagious and while it lasts a little unpleasant. Do you still want to shake hands?”


“No.” The man took a step backwards. “No, I hope you won’t mind, but I’ve just arrived, I …” His voice trailed into silence and Scrivner made a disgusted sound.


“I want a drink,” he said, and stared at the new arrival. “We could all do with a drink,” he repeated meaningly. “If you want one you’d be safe with us.”


“Have you any money left?” Thorn wiped at his wet forehead, shivering a little and sweating at the same time. “Did the thieves get it all?”


“No. They didn’t have time to get to my inner pocket.” The stranger bit his lips then, as if ashamed of his suspicions, gestured towards the Sheban. “Will you join me?”


“In there?” Thorn shook his head. “After they’ve just thrown you out? No, friend. We’d better find another place.”


“The argument wasn’t over me,” explained the man. “I decided to get out when the fighting started, I must have tripped over something, I don’t know what, and the rest you know.”


“Probably a fixed fight,” suggested Scrivner. “The thieves tried to scare you out, a friend of theirs tripped you, and we arrived just in time to save your goods.” He strode impatiently towards the low doorway, “Come on if you want a drink, I’m thirsty.”


Thorn shrugged and followed the little man into the Sheban, the stranger at his side.


Inside smoke hung in an almost solid curtain, blue smoke, grey, streaming from smoking lamps and the carved bowls of pipes, the little white cylinders of cigarettes. Down one end of the hut a rough counter served as a bar. Tables littered the room, fragile chairs around them, and great jars of spirits and wine rested beside cups and bowls of polished wood.


Scrivner almost ran to an empty table, snarling quick orders at a bowing native, then relaxing in a chair, his dirty legs outstretched, Thorn and the stranger joined him, the stranger glancing warily about him as he sat down. The native returned, a jar of wine and three bowls in his seven fingered hand, his albino-pink eyes bloodshot and his white skin stained with dirt and neglect.


“You have cigarette for me, please?”


“How much?” Scrivner ignored the native’s plea and jerked his thumb at the stranger. “He’ll pay.”


“Yesss.” The native bowed again, his chinless face wreathed in an idiotic grin. “Three credit, please. You have cigarette for me, please?”


“Sure.” The new arrival groped in his pockets and stiffened as Thorn touched his arm. “Don’t give it to him,” said the tall man quietly. “Pay him, but don’t give him tobacco.”


“Why not? I can spare a cigarette.”


“Do as I say and don’t argue!” Illness and impatience brought the forgotten tone of command to the tall man’s voice and the stranger shrugged, dropping coins in the dirty palm of the hovering native.


“I don’t get it,” he complained. “Anyone would think I mean him harm.”


“You do,” said Thorn quietly. “Tobacco is a poison to them. Something like cocaine is to us. They get a lift from a cigarette but it doesn’t last and the habit grips them almost after the first one. They will do anything to get more. “I’ve seen …” He swallowed, his grey eyes bleak, and Scrivner hastily poured the bowls full of a thin green wine.


“Drink up,” he ordered. “Drink and forget.” Wine dribbled over his chin as he tilted the bowl. He gasped, reaching for the jug, and sucking at his sodden beard.


“To us,” he toasted. “To Scrivner, to Thorn, to looking at the stranger.


Bronson who is dead and to … ?” He paused, “My name is Fenshaw, Doctor Fenshaw of the Institute of Alien Research.” The stranger smiled as he reached for his wine. “Perhaps you have heard of me?”


“Perhaps,” said Thorn slowly, and he stared at the man with fresh interest.


Fenshaw wasn’t a young man, but there was something about him which belied his grey hair and seamed features. An inner vitality, a burning desire to explore the unknown, an ingrained restlessness which tore him from the comforts of civilisation and sent him wandering on strange worlds. Mars had known him, and the twilight zone of Mercury. He had spent a year on Callisto, and almost died on the frozen wastes of Titan. Rumour had it that he had even touched down on far Pluto, but if he had it must have been with a specially designed ship for not many rockets could hold enough fuel and provisions for the time needed to reach the outermost planet.


Thorn had heard of him, had even travelled in the same ship before a misguided ambition had made him jump ship on Venus and join the ranks of the ruined men rotting on the shores of an alien sea. Now as he stared at the man curiosity gnawed at him. Fenshaw wasn’t a man to tread the tourist trail. If he was on Venus it was for a reason and that reason must be an important one.


As he drank his bitter wine Thorn’s eyes were thoughtful over the edge of the polished bowl.


“You surprise me,” he said slowly. “I would have expected you to have remained inside the area until daylight. The settlement here isn’t very popular at night.”


“Perhaps not.” Fenshaw shrugged carelessly as he pulled a face over the crude wine. “But a man needs to stretch his legs after six weeks in free fall.”


“You come from Earth?”


“I touched down there for a month or two. I had some work to do on the Martian artifacts found by the De Matrie expedition last year. Most interesting, Tell me, Thorn, have you ever been to Mars?”


“I have.”


“Really? Which part may I ask?”


“Port Cleatra, Turgan, Plethoris and Port Moresby. I took a trip into the deserts once while waiting for my ship to be repaired, the tubes had pitted and we had to wait for replacements; I didn’t care for it much, though.”


“Why not?”


“Too much sand. The whole place gave me the shivers, it’s too much like a colossal great tomb, and when the wind blows and the dust ripples, you can almost imagine the ghosts of departed Martians marching on their long ago wars.”


“I know what you mean. The place is so old, so incredibly ancient, you know sometimes get the feeling that we are like a hoard of ants staring at the Pyramids, and wondering how they were built.” Fenshaw sipped at his wine and frowned down at his ruined clothing.


“Venus is so different to Mars. Here everything is new. If legend still lives in the System here is where it will be found, not as dry folk tales, but as living actuality. Strange races, peoples, rites to alien gods and perhaps even sciences which we have long forgotten. From Venus we may be able to fill in the gaps of our own culture. Mars can teach us little, it is too old, and all we can learn is how a world can die, but Venus!”


“It stinks!” Scrivner glared at them, his matted beard stained with the green wine, his little eyes hot and glittering from beneath his bushy eyebrows. He burped, swaying a little on his chair, and Thorn realised that the little man was almost drunk.


“I heard what you said.” Scrivner reached for the wine jug, tilted it, then cursed as he peered into its emptiness. “For me you can have the place. You can have it all. Scavenger beetles, hydra-plants, parasitical fungi and bone rotting fever, all of it. Me? I want Earth. I want to go home, to rest by a blue sea, to watch the sun set against fields of green. I want to feel rain again, to feel snow and wind and sunshine. I want to be among men and women, not these drunkards and slimy natives. I want to go home!”


He sobbed, his mouth working beneath his matted beard, great tears of self-pity streaming down his cheeks cutting little trails through the dirt. Thorn stared at him, his grey eyes contemptuous, then shrugged at Fenshaw’s expression.


“Take no notice, he’ll soon be out of it. I’ve known him be drunk one minute and sober the next. At the moment he’s feeling sorry for himself.”


“I see.” Fenshaw fumbled in his pockets and produced a battered pipe. He stared into the bowl, scraping at it with a blue fingernail, then stuffed it full of tobacco. A native whined up to him and Thorn cursed as he drove him away, his grey eyes filled with pity as he saw the avid expression on the Veni’s distorted features.


Fenshaw lit the pipe, puffing a great cloud of fragrant smoke into the already hazy atmosphere, and stared thoughtfully at the slumped figure of the little man.


“If he wants to go home so much why doesn’t he? I know that I would if I felt as he seems to.”


“It isn’t quite the same,” explained Thorn tightly. “There is a little matter of passage money. He hasn’t got it. I haven’t got it. Hardly one of the men you see around you has got it, if they had they would hire quarters within the wire. No, Fenshaw, it isn’t the same at all.”


He shivered to a rising tide of fever and inner bitterness, reaching for his bowl of wine and trying to drown his frustration in the bitter liquid. Fenshaw didn’t understand, he couldn’t understand, he had never been in a position to realise the hell a man lived in when he was an exile from his native world.


Thorn gulped the wine, then, as he set down the bowl, became aware of a peculiar hush filling the usually noisy Sheban.


All motion seemed to have stopped, all noise, even the little sounds of drinking and talking died, and for a moment it seemed that everyone had ceased to breathe. He turned, staring at the doorway, and suddenly his breath caught in his throat.


A girl stood just within the entrance.




CHAPTER TWO


SHE WAS tall, almost as tall as Thorn himself, with a straight slender figure and the easy carriage of one used to the open air. Her skin was a delicate honey, still bearing traces of tan picked up while on an unclouded planet. Her eyes were wide, intelligent, slightly almond shaped and of limpid blue. Thick blonde hair clustered in neat curls at the nape of her neck and the soft cream of her skin showed at neck and throat.
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