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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


THE STRANGE CRAFT


KIPPIN did not see the ‘thing’ coming. It flashed across the bows of his space scooter and caromed upward in a dizzy spiral.


It was unlike any other space craft Kippin had ever seen; smaller too, with sharp-flared fins and its hull brilliant in myriad colours.


Some space craft carried a combination of three identifying colours, but none more than that number, unless you included the coloured symbols and numbers used in the case of large space fleets.


Kippin was not very experienced in craft identification. He should have been, but he had one of those brains which could remember lessons just long enough to repeat them parrot-fashion, although not much of the knowledge actually sank in and remained. In this way he had passed most of his exams. He wouldn’t now be alone in this space scooter otherwise, and certainly he wouldn’t have been allowed so far away from his home on Satellite K.


Kippin wished he could recall what he had been taught about all the many details of the different space craft. He did remember that yellow was the identifying colour of the rescue ships. Red was for special research ships; blue for postal rockets and other international postal craft—but there his memory stopped.


Kippin knew there were many more colours which, when used in various combinations, declared immediately the function of any ship. Ah—yes! He remembered another one. White was for hospital and ambulance ships. White with a red cross painted amidships on the hull.


‘That’s pretty good,’ Kippin murmured smugly to himself. ‘I’ve remembered most of them.’ Which, considering there were at least nine more, was something of an over-statement.


Kippin giggled. ‘Must be a new mixed-up sort of craft, painted all colours so that no-one can identify it. The pilot’s a dope anyway. Nearly frightened the life out of me! Another four or five feet and—pouff! Me and the scooter would have …’ He paused and shivered a little as the narrowness of his escape was brought to clarity by this thought.


Kippin re-set the controls of the scooter but, with typical Kippin brilliance, forgot to re-set also the readings which linked his audovisor with the direct beam from Satellite K Control.


Consequently, when he manoeuvred the scooter to keep the spiralling multi-coloured craft in his vision, he automatically cut himself off from any contact with the Control Duty Officer.


The strange craft was still spiralling above him and, it seemed, returning to his orbit.


‘Don’t like the look of this,’ Kippin observed to himself. ‘If that dope of a pilot comes back this way he might hit me next time.’ He gazed through the canopy of the scooter at the vast blue void around him. ‘You’d think there’d be enough space for two craft to miss each other. The teachers talk about me being slow, but I reckon the pilot of that craft must be really dizzy.’ Kippin paused and pulled his ear in thoughtful concentration. ‘Wonder what sort of ship it is?’


He reached into a side compartment of the scooter, took out the infra-red binoculars and focused them on the spiralling craft.


The binoculars brought it into sharp, three-dimensional relief. As he watched, a spurt of blue flame appeared from its tail.


The sight startled him, for even Kippin, with his bad memory and lazy thinking, knew that no modern space craft emitted flame from its exhausts. He knew from his history lessons and conversations with other boys who, like himself, had been born and lived on a Satellite, that it was many, many years since such fuels had been used to power space craft of any size.


Kippin’s scooter—perhaps the smallest craft of all which flew over the Space Lanes of the void—was powered by the tiny pellets of urania. These were contained in a small, box-like power unit and, being self-energising, never needed replacing once their energy-activation had been started.


The pellets of urania operated on the quite simple principle of releasing energy, which was then fed into the mechanism of the power drive in any craft. The larger the craft, the larger the box-like power unit which contained the pellets of urania. But this was an energy fuel, not an explosive substance.


So what had caused the flame from the strange craft?


As Kippin continued to peer through the binoculars he became aware that its spiralling movement had ceased. The small, lozenge-shaped, multi-coloured craft was now gliding in a long, curving arc ahead of him. He had the impression that it was drifting, but had he remembered his lessons Kippin would have known that in Space no craft could drift in that manner.


A craft could float and, aided by the gravity field set up around its hull by the projection of holding rays, could impel itself by using different degrees of power thrust. But no craft could glide without propellant power, for there was no gravity pull in Space to allow it to do so.


Kippin returned the binoculars to their compartment and again pulled his ear: a habit of his when puzzled or trying to think harder than usual.


‘Seems funny to me,’ he muttered. ‘Perhaps I ought to contact Control?’ He turned in the seat and reached for the switch which would open the circuit. It was then that he realised he had cut the connection with Satellite K Control.


‘Oh dear, I’m in trouble again!’ he exclaimed.


‘Now I’ve got to find out how to re-set all the instruments to get back on the beam. I can’t remember all of it,’ he added. ‘I know I’ve got to line up three instruments until the radar beam steadies on the screen, then I do something else.’ He continued to pull his ear. ‘Now what was it?’


Kippin remained for a few moments pondering this problem, and did in fact re-set three controls and successfully obtained the radar reading on the screen. But there he stopped. He just could not remember what else he had to do in order to re-establish contact with Control.


Then he was startled when the speaker blared.


‘This is Satellite K Control calling Kippin in scooter craft. What are you doing out there? Re-set your beam controls. Over.’


‘It’s all right for you to say re-set the controls,’ Kippin muttered crossly. ‘I can’t re-set them if I don’t remember how to do it, can I? It’s no good asking you because I can’t ask you unless I re-set the readings.’


But of course Satellite K Control could not hear these comments, even though they could reach him over the master beam. So they kept repeating the message over and over again until Kippin was thoroughly fed up with it.


He reached over and flicked off the switch.


‘Oh, shut up!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’m sick of hearing you. How do I know what to do?’


Kippin glanced up through the canopy again and saw that the strange craft was coming closer to his orbit.


‘Well—seeing you’re that close, I might as well fly up toward you,’ he said. ‘I wonder whether you’ll start up suddenly if I do that? You don’t look as if you’ve got any power boost on. It’s worth a try, anyway.’


Kippin busied himself with the controls of the scooter and carried out the mechanical details quite easily. For all his other dimness, such as faulty memory, dislike of schooling, and general muddle-headedness, Kippin had a flare for the mechanics of a space scooter. He had no difficulty in remembering the technical details necessary to control and fly a craft.


It was all the figures that tended to baffle him. Keeping accurate readings in order to maintain contact with the Satellite Control and communication with other craft called for a thorough understanding of figures. He had passed his exams, but the knowledge contained in them had by-passed him. Only Kippin actually knew this, but it didn’t bother him unduly.


When the flying controls in the scooter were re-set, Kippin aimed its nose at the multi-coloured shape. With considerable skill he piloted the small scooter into a tight orbit circling the other craft.


Now that he was close to it, Kippin saw no sign of its power drive. The whitish-coloured holding rays, which surrounded the hull of every space craft to protect it against flying meteors and cosmic radiation, were showing a gap along one side of the hull.


‘They’ve got a ray breakdown, or else some dope has turned the wrong switch,’ Kippin muttered to himself. ‘And there should be a flashing light if the holding rays have broken down, to warn other craft, and the people inside.’ He remembered this detail clearly because it had to do with the mechanical functioning of every ship.


Kippin manoeuvred his scooter closer to the hull of the other craft until he was but a few yards distant. Then lowering the power but leaving on the induction in the scooter, he set the stabilisers to hovering.


After some moments of thought Kippin slid back the canopy and, climbing from the scooter, hitched the safety rope to his waist and walked to inspect the hull.


He searched for the special external release mechanism which all space craft of the sealed-hull variety possessed. This enabled anybody to open the hull from outside and so enter an air-lock through which they could reach the interior of the craft, should the crew be ill or in any danger and prevented from unsealing it themselves.


Kippin reached up to the control lever and pulled it sharply downward.


‘If they’re not ready to be unsealed, that will sound a buzzer and set a red light flashing,’ he said to himself, speaking slowly as if recalling some lesson or instruction.


But no red light flashed and no buzzer sounded.


Only the small emergency entrance in the hull slid slowly back to disclose the dimly lighted air-lock.


Kippin was about to step into the air-lock when the blood almost froze in his veins as he heard an eerie, high-pitched yowling coming from within the craft.




Chapter 2


SPACE ALARM


‘WELL, I’m fed up. Might as well be honest about it.’ Kerowski stretched his lanky form, causing the self-moulding chair to creak in protest. ‘Life has a grim and cheerless prospect.’


Kemlo eased up on his elbow and flung an empty fruit container at his friend. It hit Kerowski on the nose.


‘You always did have a habit of using too many words—and at the wrong time,’ Kemlo observed, then ducked Kerowski’s return shot. The container hit the plastic wall above Kemlo’s bunk and, bouncing at a tangent, struck Kerowski on the ear.


Kemlo laughed. ‘Glad I increased the gravity pull in here. That was a good object lesson of what it would be like to live on Earth. Fancy having full gravity around you all the time!’


‘Better than having all those new members around you,’ Kerowski retorted gloomily. ‘Why can’t they remain infants all their lives?’


‘You’re a fraud,’ said Kemlo. ‘You moan and groan about them, but no-one puts in more effort to train them than you and your section.’


‘Pride, that’s all it is.’ Kerowski sighed. ‘And next year we’ll have Krillie moving up to join the sections. Imagine that!’


‘Krillie’s all right. I know he can be a pest sometimes, especially with that diary of his and his never-ending questions, but he’s a bright lad.’


‘I s’pose so. There’re plenty worse than Krillie when it comes to learning. At least the little pest tries to learn.’


Kemlo chuckled softly. ‘So that’s the trouble! All right, Krow, out with it. Who’s been upsetting you more than usual?’


‘Kippin. He’s a menace.’


‘Why?’


‘He’s got no memory. Tell him three simple things, and you’re lucky if he even remembers you ever spoke to him. How he passed his final exams before he was moved up to the Space Scout section, I’ll never know. Honestly, Kem, he ought to be in your section.’


‘Why pick on me? Why not Kartin, or one of the other section leaders?’


‘Because you’re the captain and the top Space Scout captain in all the Satellites. You’re used to handling difficult characters and—and making decisions. I just can’t cope with people like Kippin.’ Kerowski tossed his head and smoothed a hand over his hair. ‘It’s my sensitive nature, I suppose.’


‘More like laziness,’ Kemlo retorted unsympathetically. ‘You’ve had too easy a time of it. After all, Krow, you did apply to take the section leaders’ exams. Nobody forced you to. And you knew that training the young ’uns was all part of the job. You get plenty of privileges because you’re a section leader.’


‘That’s it—go on, lecture me!’ Kerowski frowned heavily. ‘I’ve no sense of responsibility, that’s my trouble,’ he declared. ‘Training characters like Kippin is just not my life’s work. I’d just as soon take ’em down to the ionosphere and drop ’em overboard.’


Kemlo swung his feet to the floor and sat on the bunk edge.


‘I’m used to your general expressions, but this time I believe you’re serious,’ he said gently, looking squarely at his friend.


For a moment or two Kerowski did not meet Kemlo’s gaze. The tall, lanky youth fidgeted in the chair, curling his legs around its base, then straightening them out, then crossing one leg over the other. Kemlo watched him in silence. Kerowski was indeed a voluble character and liked to use a lot of words. He also liked to quote Shakespeare, but in emergencies, or in the face of threatened dangers, Kerowski could be as calm and clearheaded as the next.


But now, this fidgeting and twisting and turning in his chair was a sure sign that Kerowski was really troubled over something. And that meant more than just one of his usual moans, given in a lengthy discourse.


However, Kerowski was saved the necessity of replying because the audovisor speaker blared in a sudden shrill of sound. Kemlo jerked his head to watch the screen. Kerowski paused in his fidgeting and slowly eased himself upright, also staring at the screen.


The high-pitched noise from the speaker pad faded slightly as the screen flickered to life. First came the call-signal card from Satellite K Control. This flashed on and off the screen for about twenty seconds. It was followed by a brilliant white-and-green pattern, which in turn faded, to be replaced by vivid red letters on a blue background.


The letters spelled SPACE ALARM. They remained on the screen for five seconds, then flickered off in a blaze of red for approximately three seconds, then flashed back again into bold relief.


Finally the screen remained steady and the space alarm signal glowed with eye-catching brightness as from the speaker pad came a calm, clear-toned voice.


‘This is Satellite K Control. Calling all units. A space craft is off-course and out of touch with Control. All units will stand by under emergency order—Space Alarm. This ends open circuit message.’


The screen flickered once more, the speaker pad hummed. Then the head and shoulders of the Duty Officer appeared on the screen.


Through the speaker pad came the intermittent fluting sound which signified that Control was calling on the closed circuit of the Satellite. This meant that no space ships or other craft, or even other Satellites, could listen in.


‘Calling Captain of Space Scouts,’ said the Duty Officer. ‘Come in, Kemlo. If he is not near a contact point, will someone please tell him he is wanted immediately.’


Kemlo sprang from his bunk, pressed the contact lever and slid on to the seat in front of the two-way screen.


‘Kemlo reporting, sir,’ he said briskly.


The Duty Officer smiled and nodded.


‘Quick work, Kemlo. You’ve been by the contact point all the time, have you?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘The space alarm refers to one of your craft.’


‘What!’ Kemlo yelped.


‘Don’t look so startled, Kemlo. You surely are aware that one of your space scooters is out?’


Kemlo glanced quickly over his shoulder and saw Kerowski making frantic signals to him.


The Duty Officer looked puzzled. Evidently he was aware that somebody else was in the room with Kemlo, even though he could not pick up Kerowski’s image on his screen because Kerowski was out of range of the scanners.


‘Oh, yes—of course, sir,’ said Kemlo hurriedly, wondering what new trouble Kerowski had landed him in.


‘Who is that with you?’ the Duty Officer demanded.


‘Just a friend of mine, sir.’


‘That’s quite a brilliant reply. Now let’s have no nonsense. A space alarm has been notified and the whole rescue routine of the Satellite is going into action. This isn’t any time for covering up for friends. Do you understand me?’


‘Yes, sir.’ It was Kemlo’s turn to signal furiously to Kerowski.


Fortunately, the Duty Officer was one of the younger men and not so pompous or officious as were many of them. He had been out with the Space Scouts on several occasions, and Kemlo had found him cheerful and friendly. But now that he was on duty, this perhaps was not a time to expect favours. It was therefore all the more surprising when the Duty Officer, with a grim smile, said:


‘You appear to be having some difficulty at your end, Kemlo. I’m breaking contact for a few moments. Then I’ll come back to you on a direct channel. Understand?’


‘Yes, sir, thank you,’ said Kemlo and, reaching over, moved up the lever.


As the picture of the Duty Officer faded, the screen returned to an opalescent glow with one green line running down the middle, signifying that the circuit was still live.


Kemlo swung around to face Kerowski.


‘You knew it!’ he exclaimed. ‘You knew we’d got a scooter out there!’


‘Yes.’ Kerowski nodded glumly. ‘I knew it right enough. I sent it out.’


‘Without permission from Control?’


‘Oh, no—that was all above-board. But I didn’t tell you.’


‘Well, you didn’t have to tell me,’ said Kemlo. ‘But I don’t see what you were making all that song about when what you were leading up to was the fact that you’d sent a scooter out on its own. You’ve got authority to do that, so why the hubble-bubble?’


‘My special hubble-bubble is the reason,’ said Kerowski. ‘Kippin is in that craft.’


‘Krow! You dope!’ Kemlo exclaimed. ‘Why didn’t you go with him? Or you could have sent one of the other trained Scouts.’


Kerowski shrugged. ‘It seemed such a bright idea, and the Duty Officer didn’t have any hesitation in giving permission. I told him it was only a short-wave routine flight for training.’


‘You knew it wasn’t,’ said Kemlo accusingly. ‘You knew that Kippin might be in trouble.’


‘Well, what if I did?’ said Kerowski defensively.


‘He can’t seem to learn anything—not when you tell him. It goes in one ear and out the top of his head. Doesn’t seem to reach even the other ear, but he’s a good mechanic and he can pick up anything about a scooter and all its innards—even more than I can. I thought if I sent him out on his own, he’d have to learn how to take readings and remember his course settings, and all the rest of it.’


Kemlo moved over and slapped his friend on the shoulder.


‘I can see how you meant it now,’ he said sympathetically. ‘It’s often a good idea to put somebody on their own so that they have to do the right thing. You were the best judge of it and it’s your responsibility. But don’t worry—we’ll square it.’


Kemlo turned back to the audovisor screen as the signal came through again. This time the Duty Officer appeared on the direct channel, which meant that nobody on the Satellite would be able to overhear them; a fact for which Kemlo was now very grateful. He appreciated the Duty Officer’s consideration. Obviously, the man had realised there might be trouble.
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