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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


Meeting at Midnight


The tall man had white skin, white hair, red eyes. He said: “Mr. Warren?”


Jim Warren tried to peer past his midnight visitor. Beyond the tall man, fog swirled, making the starless night even blacker than normal. He stared at the Venusian.


“What do you want?”


“May I enter?”


“I suppose so,” Jim stood aside, letting the man pass him, then slammed shut the rough timber door. He stood, back pressed against the panel, watching.


The Venusian smiled thinly, glanced once about the mean room, seated himself at the rickety table.


“Won’t you join me?” He spoke Terran without a trace of accent. Jim flushed at the condescending tone, dropped into the remaining chair.


“This isn’t a social visit,” he snapped. “For the second time, what do you want?”


“Later,” the Venusian gestured vaguely. “It is the custom to offer refreshments to the visiting guest,” he reminded.


“On Venus,” Jim agreed. “I am a Terran.”


“We are on Venus,” smiled the man. “And I am a native.”


Jim hesitated, then reaching within a locker produced a squat bottle and a couple of chipped glasses. He slammed them down upon the table. “My apologies,” he said. “I have no reason to love your race.”


“Nor your own either?”


“That’s my affair.”


“It could be mine, Mr. Warren.”


Jim poured a thick green wine from the bottle, filling the glasses to the brim. He emptied his own at a swallow, refilled it.


“You do not drink?”


“No.”


“I didn’t get your name. What is it?”


“I didn’t give it,” answered the tall native calmly. “You may refer to me as Fleetan.”


“Fleetan,” murmured Jim. “Fleetan? Where have I heard that name before?”


“I have no idea.” The visitor delicately touched the chipped glass. “Perhaps it would be as well if you didn’t strain your memory. Some things are best forgotten,” he laughed. “As you say on Earth, ‘let sleeping dogs lie’.”


“Is that what you came to tell me?”


“No. I do not pay midnight visits to hovels on the edge of the settlement to exchange old sayings.”


“What is it then?” Jim snapped impatiently. “Get to the point, or get out.”


Fleetan inhaled sharply, the breath hissing between pointed teeth. A tinge of colour wavered in the alabaster whiteness of his cheeks.


“It is not wise to use such language to one of the pure blood,” he warned. “I am not one of your whining half-breeds, neither Terran or Venusian. They are worthy only of contempt. A curse upon them!”


Jim shrugged. “The night grows old,” he said soothingly. “You must be weary. It is not good for a host to weary his guest. Wine?”


Fleetan looked his pleasure at the ceremonious form of language. He glanced shrewdly at the Earthman.


“You have the ancient usages of speech. Strange in one of your world. Do you speak Venusian?”


“A word or two, no more,” lied Jim. “Once it interested me. Now …” he shrugged, gesturing towards the ruinous hovel of his living quarters.


“I understand,” Fleetan nodded. “It was touching upon this matter that I came. Tell me, would you accept employment?”


“Would I what?” Jim stared at his guest. “Of course I would, you know that, everyone knows it, but what’s the use? They all know me. Jim Warren, renegade, sot, coward.” His voice held bitterness. “Spare your anger, I know what they call me. I’m a useless failure. I can thank you and yours for it.”


“Can you?” Fleetan’s voice held contempt. “You were an idealist. A man who was going to right a great wrong. You were going to prove that Terrans and Venusians were related, that we had sprung from the same racial stock.” His hand clenched around the glass. “Did you ever pause to think that we didn’t want your proof? Did you really believe that we would be proud of such a relationship?”


“Why not? Do you always want to be regarded as alien?”


“Are we? Is it not rather you who are alien? We are a proud race, our records trace our descent from gods who arrived on wings of flame. Twenty thousand of your years ago. Tell me, for how long do the records of Earth extend?”


“Does it matter?” Jim asked dully. “What else could your gods be than men? Men arriving on wings of flame. Tell me Fleetan, have you never seen a rocket ship? Isn’t that what you would call wings of flame?”


“Blasphemous dog!” The Venusian sprang to his feet, one slender hand darting to within the robe of fine spun silk he wore. Jim grinned at him without humour.


“Going to kill me, Fleetan? Is that your way of conversion? Why not just deride me? Deny me access to your secret records. Complain about me to the Terran authorities. Accuse me of peddling drugs, agitating the half-breeds to revolt. You did it before. Why not do it again?”


“It isn’t necessary,” Fleetan smiled with thin colourless lips. “You are a broken man. No one in authority would listen to you, no matter what you had to tell them. That is why you can be of service to us.”


“Service to you,” Jim laughed. “Now I know that you are mad.”


“Am I? Tell me Warren, would you like to return home?”


“Home!” Jim breathed. “Earth! The Sun and Moon again instead of eternal clouds. Fresh clean air, instead of the spore laden muck. To see real men and women. To feel the wind, swim in the sea. Home! You may hate me, Fleetan, but I didn’t know your race was sadistic.”


“You misjudge us, Warren. I offer you a chance of returning to your planet. There is one condition.”


“Yes?”


“You do as I say, implicitly, without question. You must remember that your loyalties are with me, and act accordingly.”


Jim frowned. “You are asking a lot. What do you want me to do?”


Fleetan toyed with the glass of heavy green wine. He appeared to be listening, his free hand hidden by a fold of his robe.


“What is it?” Jim snapped suspiciously.


“I may have been followed here,” admitted the Venusian calmly. “My attendants should have scoured the area by now, and reported to me. They are late.”


“Who would want to listen to our conversation? I haven’t to Veni or Terran for months. Why should they follow you?”


“That is my affair. You are merely an instrument that may be of value to me. Obey, and ask no questions.”


“Now get this Fleetan. I may be ostracised by every Earthman on this hell planet. I may be cursed by them, denied passage home, an outcast from my own people, but I’m still a Terran, and I’ll do what I want to do, when I want to it.” He rose, strode to the door. “Now get out!”


“What! You dare?” Fleetan sprang to his feet in a smooth ripple of effortless motion, his eyes blazing red. “Scum! Dog of a Terran! Filth!”


Jim smiled, walked stiff-legged towards the snarling native. He clenched big hands, his dark eyes mirroring hate. Desperately the Venusian tugged at what was hidden beneath his robe. Metal shone dully in the weak light thrown by the primitive lamp, swung, centred on the menacing Terran.


“Back!” snarled Fleetan. “Back or I’ll shoot!”


“Go ahead,” invited Jim. “What have I got to live for?”


Suddenly he lunged, twisting his body to one side. The weapon whispered, the Venusian swinging the slender barrel to bear upon the elusive form of the Terran. He screamed as he felt hard hands grip him, the weapon dropping from nerveless fingers. Deliberately Jim drove his fist into the delicate features.


“Fool!” he spat. “As I thought, a needle gun.” Carefully he picked the tiny darts from the thick leather of his jacket. “Did you forget I’m not one of your naked savages?” He laughed as he picked up the weapon. “A toy. Deadly against bare skin or thinly clad flesh, but you forgot that, didn’t you Fleetan? You forgot that all Terrans wear clothes!”


Cautiously he collected the venom-tipped darts, ground them into the soft loam with his boot heel. The weapon he slipped into a pocket, deliberately he advanced towards the prostrate native.


“Get up.”


Fleetan scrambled to his feet, his red eyes glaring murderous rage. “What do you intend?”


“Intend? Nothing. You came here with a proposition. I am interested in it. Continue.”


Fleetan stared at him, rubbing the darkening spot where he had been struck. His flickering eyes alighted on the untouched glass of wine. Greedily he drank it.


“I fail to understand,” he said, “I tried to kill you.”


Jim gestured the objection aside. “I told you that I am a Terran, Fleetan. We are a logical race. We have found over the course of time that it does not pay to harbour grudges. You tried to kill me, yes. I stopped you with a blow. We are both alive. I suggest that we get down to the business on hand” He squinted at the native. “Or are your personal feelings of greater importance?”


“I see; a strange race,” Fleetan shook his head and sat down. “I must give you formal warning,” he said stiffly. “I have been insulted, you have laid violent hands on one of the Elder Race. For that you must die. Of that there can be no question.”


“Do you kill me now, or after I have finished the job?”


“Do not mock,” rapped Fleetan sharply. “You know enough of our customs to know that I speak of what must be.”


“I understand,” Jim said quietly. “Between us this debt of blood must be washed away. I know your custom, and I respect it.” He smiled. “Strange when you come to think of it. If I had shot at you, tried to poison you, done anything but actually laid hands on you, this situation would never have arisen. Tell me, Fleetan. Why do your people have such an exaggerated respect for personal privacy?”


“It was so in the beginning,” Fleetan answered sonorously.


“And what was good enough for your father is good enough for you,” Jim shrugged. “Well now that we know how we stand, how about getting on with it?”


“The position is this,” Fleetan said, pouring more wine. “Ridiculous as it may be, some of your wild reports have aroused interest on your home planet. A small group has been appointed to make an official investigation. They should arrive very soon.”


“You mean an actual Government investigation?” Jim slammed his fist onto the table. “At last!”


“No,” corrected the Venusian. “Not a Government investigation, a private one. It appears that there are certain small groups who have long harboured your same theory of mutual origins. They have subscribed, and are sending a small group to investigate first hand. Naturally they will receive the minimum of official assistance, we have seen to that.”


“Naturally,” said Jim dryly. “Where do I come in?”


“On arrival they will seek you out. You will meet them, act as their guide, disillusion them, and send them home convinced that your entire theory is merely a product of a wild imagination.”


“But why me?”


“Because you are the one most likely to convince them. You are the one whose reports have excited them, the one held to be an authority on the subject. Your final rebuttal of your own theory will convince them as nothing else would.”


“And if I agree to do all this?”


“I am empowered to offer you a sum of currency, sufficient to enable you to purchase a passage to your home planet.”


“I see.” Jim sat deep in thought for a while. “How are you going to convince the port authorities that I should be granted clearance papers? You know my position.”


“That will present no difficulty. The port officer will be persuaded that your presence on Venus constitutes a threat to the common welfare. It would be unpleasant if a Terran should be found murdered.”


“How are you going to kill me?”


Fleetan smiled thinly. “Have no fear. The affair will be conducted with due regard to the customs. Well?”


“Do I agree you mean?” Jim slowly poured wine. “I think that it could be arranged. I shall need access to the records of course, unhindered travel facilities, all the help possible to obtain. I think that I would be willing to help you on those terms.”


“Are you insane?” Fleetan stiffened in his seat. “You ask the impossible, the Watchers would never allow it.”


“They’d better,” retorted Jim grimly. “You don’t understand the Terran mentality, I do. The harder a thing is to get, the more valuable it becomes. If you try to hide anything, you will only draw attention to it. Allow the party to examine the records; they won’t be able to decipher them, so what harm could it do?”


“Could you decipher them, Warren?”


Jim gestured impatiently. “You know I couldn’t. I asked for your help before, you refused it, how do you expect me to be able to read a language that I can’t even speak?”


“Maybe you are correct, you should know the workings of the minds of your own people better than I.” Fleetan frowned at the dirty table. “I cannot promise, it does not rest with me to decide, but will you do as asked?”


“On one condition.”


“Yes?”


“You do not offer me enough. I want treble the sum mentioned.”


Fleetan hesitated for a moment. “Granted.”


“It is well,” Jim said ceremoniously. “Will the guest take wine before his departure?”


“The host is gracious,” retorted Fleetan. “A little perhaps. The weapon?”


“A memento of a notable visit,” replied Jim smoothly. “To be cherished for a while, then returned at the next meeting.”


Fleetan rose, gathered his silken robe about him, stepped to one side as Jim moved to unbar the door.


“A pleasant journey,” he murmured, holding the rough panel open.


Fleetan stared at him for a moment, then uttered a stream of Venusian. With an effort Jim kept the blank look he wore.


“My thanks for your greeting,” he said. “Goodnight.” He locked the door behind the tall figure of the native.


He spat, trying to rid his memory of the stream of insulting filth the Venusian had spat at him in parting. He tapped his pockets, gingerly removed the captured weapon, and laid it carefully on the table.


From the locker he took a pipe, its bowl carved in strange configurations. Stuffing it with fragrant weed, he lit it at the naked wick of the primitive lamp. Seating himself at the table, he poured wine, slowly drank it.


The room grew heavy with smoke, the weapon glittered dully before him on the table, the level of the wine in the squat bottle shrank. From time to time he smiled.


It was late when he blew out the lamp.




CHAPTER TWO


Pheelan


Ben Pheelan owned a dive on the edge of the landing field, a low wooden hut selling cheap food and cheaper drinks. He was one of the growing number of half-breeds, a man who’d had a Venusian mother and a Terran father. The inevitable result was that he was wanted by neither race, and despised by both.


A thick-set man, reaching middle age, with the white skin of his mother, and the black hair, blue eyes, and irascible temper of his father. He leaned across the stained counter, glowering at a solitary man seated at one of the corner tables.


A short man, like the majority of space travellers. A dark-haired, brown-eyed man. A man who stared at the high wire fence separating the landing field and environs from the native quarter. A man who smoked a pipe the bowl of which was carved in curious configurations. A Terran.


Pheelan wiped the rough wood of the counter, hitched at his belt, and strode with quiet menace towards the lone figure.


“I’ve been watching you,” he growled. “You’ve bought one drink, and nursed it for the past two hours. This place isn’t a rest room. Drink up, and get out.”


Jim looked up at the sturdy figure of the proprietor. Deliberately he took the pipe from between his lips, finished his drink.


“You’ve changed your tune, Pheelan. Once you told me that I would always be welcome here.”


The big half-breed stared, his eyes narrowing, then he grinned, stuck out a huge paw. “Jim! Jim Warren! I haven’t seen you since your trouble started. Where have you been?”


“Around,” Jim answered laconically. “How are things with you, Ben?”
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