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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


The scare headlines concerning the possibility of tri-planetary war between Earth, Mars, and Venus, came to a head on July 9, 1987. On this date diplomatic relations with Venus ceased to exist and Ambassador Kenneth Hargraves made the 60-million mile journey home. He arrived on the evening of July 12 towards eight in the evening, his glittering official spaceship settling down at the gigantic London air and spaceport. There to greet him were the usual high-ranking officials and, hovering in the background, his fiancee Ann.


Ann herself was quite high ranking enough to be represented in the official welcoming party since she was Ann of the Urslors, the ruling faction of the unified Earth. But she preferred that her re-union with her loved one be a quiet, inconspicuous affair.


“Any reports, Mr. Hargraves?” questioned the leading newshounds, as the cameras and television equipment went into action—but Kenneth Hargraves shook his head.


“Nothing more than you’ve already heard, boys. Venus is right out of our calculations from here on, and the exact reason for the friction is known only to the highest authorities. Don’t expect me to betray the confidence of my office.”


“How’s the chances of there being tri-planetary war?”


The ambassador’s only response was an enigmatic shrug; then he pushed his way through the press representatives towards the high-ups waiting to welcome him. He went through the official tedium of handshakes and bows as the various delegates of Unified Earth were presented in turn. Then at last the bothersome business was over and he turned towards the official car drawn up in readiness. It was at this point that Ann of the Urslors intercepted him.


“Ann!” There was real delight on Kenneth Hargraves’ tired, young face. “The best picture I’ve seen for many a month!”


Forgetting all about his high station for the moment he swept the girl up in his arms and embraced her. Laughing a little she pulled herself free and gave an embarrassed glance at the faintly smiling officials.


“Ken, you shouldn’t! Not here!”


“Why not? When I’ve seen nothing but Venusians, dust storms, jungles, and unsmiling Venusian faces for months I’m surely entitled to a break!”


“Do you have to take the official car?” Ann asked.


“Not essential. Just as long as I report to the Secretary as soon as possible.”


“Then come over to my car. We can talk as we go.”


Ken nodded, made his excuses to the officials—which they accepted calmly enough—and then fell into step beside Ann as she led the way to her own luxurious car. In a few moments the wooden-faced chauffeur was driving them out of the extensive spaceport grounds.


“How bad are things?” Ann asked quietly.


“Never bad when I can look at you,” Ken smiled, and his keen blue eyes went over Ann’s rounded features and to the deep black of her uncovered hair.


“Maybe I could say the same in regard to you,” she commented, refreshing the memory she had carried with her for so many long months—the memory of those blue eyes, youthfully determined features, and rangy frame. Ken Hargraves, before being appointed ambassador to Venus, had been one of the world’s most daring test astronauts for spaceships. And the fearless look had somehow never left his face. His expression was that of man eternally looking into the infinite wilderness of space.


“Things,” he said slowly, coming back to the point, “are not at all good, Ann. That’s the most I can say, even to you, without betraying my office. In the last few months things have gone from bad to worse, and the vituperation which certain Earthman have been slinging at Venus over the interplanetary radio hasn’t helped my task any.”


“No, I suppose not.” Ann’s face was serious. “Chester Candris’ vilification, for one!”


“I wasn’t going to refer to him specifically, but since you mention it, yes.”


Ken’s face hardened as he became silent again. Chester Candris was the same age as himself—thirty-four—and in common with most of the youngish people of this go-ahead generation was already in a position of high eminence. He owned the huge Candris Arms Combine and it went without saying that the life blood of the Combine must be war. The earlier days when arms had been needed for the conquest of the inner planets, and during which Candris had piled up his fortune, had gone now. Fresh fields must be found to swell the coffers. So he had not been idle in using every subtle, ruthless trick he could think of to poison relations between the three formerly friendly inner planets.


“Has he been pestering you whilst I’ve been away?” Ken asked bluntly, as the car swept at a hundred miles an hour down the North Boulevard of the metropolis.


“You mean Chet? Yes, of course he has.” Ann gave a little sigh and looked moodily through the bow window. “Can’t stop him doing that, Ken, and he’s not exactly the shy type. It hasn’t got him any further, though. There’ll only be you, always. You know that.”


“My dearest, you know I’m not doubting you for a moment: it’s Chet Candris I have my knife into. He’d try any dirty trick to separate you from me and marry you himself.”


“He’d have to have my consent, and that he’ll never get.”


“You’re sure? He’s worth the devil of a lot more than I am, financially.”


“Money doesn’t come into it—And you know it!” Ann exclaimed, her eyes brightening a little in defiance.


“Okay, okay,” Ken grinned. “Let’s forget about it. Maybe he’ll blow himself up in his own arms dump one day, or something.”


Ann made no comment. She knew as clearly as did Ken that Chester Candris was not the kind of man to blow himself up. He never made mistakes, and his own personal safety was his everlasting concern.


“As soon as I’ve finished with the Secretary I’m free,” Ken said presently, as the end of the Boulevard was reached and the car sped down the canyons of streets between the 1,000-foot high edifices of central London. “I’m due then for a long rest—three months of it. Time for us to marry, honeymoon, and then get the future sort of ship-shape.”


“You believe, then, that we can plan for the future? I’d thought with things being as they are war might explode round our ears at any moment.”


Ken did not commit himself in his answer. “Whether it does or not we have to plan, haven’t we? The future’s dead if we don’t.”


Noticing Ken’s neat get-out Ann did not pursue the topic any further. He had to obey the statute of secrecy which his position demanded, and Ann loved him far too much to put him in a false position. She smiled at him as at length the Edifice of the Secretary was reached and the car halted.


“Shan’t be long,” Ken promised, alighting, and then he hurried up the steps of the huge building wherein was contained the entire administration of the planet Earth, under the official directorship of the man known simply as The Secretary. It was not that the British Commonwealth dominated the world, or that one country ruled another: it was simply that every country had a delegate in London, chiefly because of its central geographical position, and each country so represented was in agreement with the power possessed by the Secretary. Thuswise a once nebulous League of Nations had come about, but peace on Earth did not necessarily mean peace elsewhere.


Presently, after the usual formalities, Ken found himself in the presence of the Secretary. This austere, elderly man with the load of responsibility inclined his white head but briefly as Ken entered and then motioned to the chair at the other side of the desk.


“Naturally, Ambassador Hargraves, your news is disturbing?” the Secretary asked.


“I’m afraid so, sir.” Ken unfastened his brief case and laid a series of documents on the desk. “There are my reports up to the time of diplomatic relations being severed. I’m still of the opinion that the friction which has arisen between ourselves and Venus need never have come about. Most of it was inflamed by irresponsible propaganda from Earth here.”


The Secretary glanced briefly at the documents. “As to that, Ambassador, there is nothing that can be said. I have not the power to stop a man or woman speaking. It has always been the policy in this country to allow anybody to speak freely.”


“But surely something could have been done to choke down Chester Candris? He deliberately insulted the ruling factions of Venus and that about finished everything. Diplomatic relations were severed soon afterwards.”


“I am aware of it. And Mr. Candris owns a big network of radio stations, all with sufficient power to transmit inter-planetary propaganda. Nothing can be done about that.”


“But why not?” Ken demanded. “Surely, when it means that our whole planet may be exposed to war we——”


“You may be sure,” the Secretary interposed gravely, “I have done everything within my legal power. However, I should not let it disturb you unduly. I know that matters have reached a point where war between Venus and Earth—with Mars later siding with Venus—appears inevitable. But there is one long chance of stopping it.”


“For instance?” Ken did not look convinced.


“The plan that has been devised is not my own: it is the conception of the world’s leading scientists and is extremely secret. In fact its whole success relies on not a single hint of it escaping beyond those responsible for it. It has been decided that you are the man to put it into effect. Since you are an ex-test astronaut, with a profound knowledge of space both amongst the inner and outer planets, the selection could hardly be bettered.”


Ken smiled. “I’m obliged for the compliment, sir, but what exactly shall I have to do?”


“This!” The Secretary handed across four pages of foolscap, all closely printed, upon which was set forth in detail the plan which had been devised. Ken sat back in his chair and read attentively. When at last he had finished he looked up to meet the Secretary’s impersonal gaze across the desk.


“It’s the most astonishing scheme I ever heard of!” Ken declared.


“But feasible. You must admit that?”


“Definitely. A remarkably clever idea, but do you think it will have the effect intended?”


“That we don’t know, but our experts on mass psychology are firmly convinced that the plan will succeed. If it does it will usher in a new era of peace and prosperity. At any rate it’s a gamble worth taking. You are not ordered to undertake this task, Mr. Hargraves. You can accept or refuse, now. What is your decision?”


“I’ll do it, of course! I’d never forgive myself if I was not in at this… There’s just one thing: when would I have to start?”


“You will be permitted six hours leave, no more. You are aware that the need is urgent. Not a moment must be lost.”


Ken compressed his lips as he saw his hoped-for three months vacation vanishing like a pipe dream. But this was no time for personal indulgences.


“Right!” he said finally. “I’ll take it on in six hours. In the meantime perhaps you will have a completely detailed plan prepared for me?”


“Naturally.” The Secretary inclined his head to signify that the interview was over and with mixed feelings Ken took his departure and returned to Ann as she waited in the car.


“All settled?” she smiled.


“Very much so! I’m off again in six hours!”


“What?” The girl’s eyes widened. “Oh, but that isn’t fair, Ken! It doesn’t even give you a chance to rest or for us to——”


“I know, I know.” Ken tried not to sound irritable. “This isn’t a return trip to Venus, Ann, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s something very—— Well, very different. I can’t tell you about it. Extremely confidential.”


“How well I know that statement! It gets awfully exasperating at times.”


“I know, but I can’t help it. That’s what comes of being in the Government service. Anyhow, we’ve six hours and no more and the next two we’re going to spend enjoying ourselves. Have your chauffeur stop at my flat, will you? I can freshen up and change, then we’ll head for the ‘Jolly Rocketeer’.”


Ann gave the necessary instructions and thirty minutes later she and Ken were in that exclusive restaurant known as the ‘Jolly Rocketeer’, haunt of all the diplomats, commanders, and high-ups in every phase of society. It had one big virtue: meals of any type—Earthian, Venusian, or Martian, were served at any hour of the day or night, for the convenience of those who were compelled to make their space journey at the times dictated by the movement of the celestial bodies. Thus it was that Ken tackled a full course dinner at the unusually late hour of 9.30 p.m. Ann did not join him in this. She had a snack and a drink, playing moodily with both.


“Can’t be helped, Ann,” Ken insisted. “A Government man can’t afford to have personal tastes.”


“I can’t think why not. Isn’t there anybody else who can take on this highly secret mission? Why do they have to pick on you every time?”


“Because I happen to be particularly good at my job,” Ken grinned. “Don’t let it worry you, Ann. We’ll get everything fixed for our wedding the moment I come back.”


“And when will that be?”


“Off hand, I don’t know. If you would prefer that we get married right now by special license I can——”


“No.” Ann shook her head firmly. “After all, I am Ann of the Urslors. A special license would hardly do in my case. I must have a public function—and you too are famous enough to make it necessary—”


“Well, if it isn’t Ann! And Ken Hargraves! I heard you were back but I didn’t expect to bump into you so soon.”


Ken and Ann looked up sharply. A faultlessly dressed man in the mid-thirties, black haired and sharp featured, was standing at their table, cigarette smouldering in his thin fingers.


“Oh, it’s you.” Ken got to his feet and gave Chester Candris a grim look.


“I feel,” Candris said, “that I am intruding——”


“You feel right.” Ken still eyed him.


“But as an old friend,” Candris continued deliberately, “I reserve the right to butt in and wish you the time of day. Or should it be night? How’s things on Venus, Ken?”


“Bad! And your damned propaganda hasn’t made things any better.”


“The Venusians evidently don’t like to hear the truth about themselves,” Candris smiled. “In my propaganda I merely said openly what most people think privately—namely, that they are a collection of thieving, low-down, unintelligent bipeds! They wouldn’t have any order or government at all if it were not for us. Who colonized Venus and put the Venusians on their feet? We did!”


“I grant you that, Chet, but why in the name of sanity do you have to stir up trouble the moment we’ve got them settled? It’s an idiotic thing to do: they have the benefit of our knowledge now, remember, and believe me they have some extremely deadly weapons with which to fight if it comes to a show-down. Weapons bought from us! And we trained them in how to use them.”


“I know. I mean I know they bought the weapons from us. I was fortunate enough to be the supplier.”


“Something,” Ken said slowly, “is beginning to knock. If you can stir up unbridled hatred between the planets you can also sell arms to all three, under various under-covers.”


“To quote an old saying, Ken, the penny has dropped—But that’s enough unpleasant conversation for one evening. How about you, Ann? Everything all right? I haven’t seen you for nearly a week.”


“I—I’ve been busy.” Ann looked back at her snack as the keen eyes studied her.


“Busy? And what can Ann of the Urslors have to keep her busy, I wonder? Women as wealthy as you have no need to be busy. I feel more inclined to suspect you have been avoiding me.”


“Could be,” Ken commented, at which Candris gave his thin, irritating smile.


“How markedly unfriendly you both are this evening! Here I have gone out of my way to welcome you home, Ken, after hearing in the news bulletin of your return and——”


“You’re here by sheer coincidence, Chet, and you know it. You hadn’t any idea that Ann and I were dining here.”


“True—just coincidence, but none the less welcome since it has enabled me to see you again, Ann. What about you, Ken? On the traditional three-month leave?”


“No, I’m——”Ken stopped, wishing he had not spoken so quickly when he saw the look Ann gave him. Unintentionally he had left the door wide open for Candris’ unwelcome attentions.


“No?” Candris’ eyebrows rose. “Has the Government become so hard-hearted that it won’t grant you a decent leave after your labours?”


“You’ll forgive me if I maintain diplomatic silence,” Ken replied coldly, at which Candris shrugged amusedly.


“Naturally. Be a good little boy, by all means. I’ll be seeing you later—and you much sooner, Ann, I trust.”


Returning his cigarette to his lips he went on his way to presently rejoin a party of friends at a distant table. Ken looked after him bitterly and then sat down again.


“So help me, Ann, if this were not a public place I’d have hit him in the jaw. He gets me worked up.”


“That’s understandable, but don’t let it get you down. He enjoys being infuriating, so the thing to do is not get infuriated. Then he loses his trick.”


Ken went on with the remains of his dinner moodily. “Y’know, Ann, this isn’t a happy evening for me at all. I’ll soon be leaving you and plunging into space once more, way out towards Pluto, and all the time I’ll be thinking of that swine over there and what he may be doing to you.”


“You needn’t worry about me. I can look after myself.”


“You mean you hope you can. There are hidden depths in that man which I profoundly distrust. A man can see right through him, but few women can. Promise me you’ll do all you can to keep out of his way.”


“Naturally. I’ll be counting the hours ’til you come home again. Out beyond Pluto, did you say?”


“Eh?” Ken gave a guilty start. “Did I say that? It must have slipped out—— Don’t repeat it to anybody.”


“You know I won’t.”


Silence again, during which the meal was finished. Then Ken gave an apologetic glance.


“It sounds horribly ungallant, Ann, but I’ve got to nip back to my flat and get some sleep before starting off. So—so we’d better start saying our good-byes.”


They said them on the steps of Ken’s apartment building, and there was deep regret in both their voices. Ann on the one hand had no idea whither he was really bound or how long it would be before she saw him again: and he on the other hand had the constant unwelcome vision of Chester Candris looming before him. But at last they parted, quietly, each trying not to look too unhappy at the enforced separation.


“I shall watch for the exhaust of your flier as it leaves the airspaceport at three o’clock,” Ann promised, as she returned to her waiting car.


“Not one exhaust, dearest, but twelve of them. I am in control of eleven other ships besides my own. They’ll be remote controlled by me, carrying no crews.”


Ann hesitated and then came back up the steps, eager questions in her green eyes.


“But what on earth’s the sense of eleven ships without crews?”


“Little girls mustn’t ask questions. Just watch them depart and say a prayer for me… ’bye now.”


Deliberately Ken turned away and entered the swing doors of the building. Puzzled, Ann returned down the steps and re-entered the car, arriving at her palatial home fifteen minutes later. When she presently entered the lounge her father glanced at her from reading a financial report. In a further corner her mother merely gave a welcoming smile.


“The wandering daughter’s early tonight,” Hobart Urslor commented dryly. “Hardly midnight. Turning over a new leaf, my dear, or didn’t you find Chet making the grade?”


“Chet?” Ann gave a little start; then she frowned. “I haven’t been with Chet, dad, and I don’t intend to go with him, either. I’ve been spending the evening with Ken. In fact I’ve been with him ever since he returned from Venus at eight o’clock.”

OEBPS/images/9781473210318.jpg





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





