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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


Scott ran into the situation on a supposedly almost-routine tour of duty on Checkpoint Lambda. It was to be his first actual independent command as a Space Patrol commissioned officer. Otherwise the affairs of the galaxy seemed to be proceeding in a completely ordinary fashion. On a large scale, suns burned in emptiness, novas flamed, and comets went bumbling around their highly elliptical orbits just as usual. On a lesser scale, where the affairs of men were concerned, there seemed to be no deviation from the customary. The Golconda Ship had vanished, to be sure, but it was the habit of that fabulous vessel to disappear once in every four years, while half the galaxy tried to guess where it had gone, and the rest tried to think of ways to intercept it when it came back.


Other human activities were commonplace. Huge bulk-cargo carriers lifted off from spaceports and moved slowly out to emptiness. At appropriate distances the landing grids which had lifted them let go, and the ungainly objects flickered and abruptly disappeared. Actually, they were on their way to destinations light-centuries distant, wrapped in cocoons of overdrive-field which carried them many times faster than light. Sleek, bright metal ships, graceful in outline, shot into being from nothingness and then swam slowly to the point where the same landing grids’ force-fields could lock on and let them down to worlds totally new. Mile-long ships with swimming pools and hundreds of deck-levels carried cargo and passengers between star clusters, and small, grubby cargo craft ferried minerals from airless satellites to the planets they circled. Space-yachts cruised leisurely, while battered tramp ships doggedly nosed into queer corners of space upon their sometimes legitimate business.


The galaxy was a very busy place. There was most activity, perhaps, near the yellow sun on whose third planet humanity had begun and from which it had spread to distances incomprehensibly immense. But it was busy everywhere.


A space lane stretched from Rigel to Taret, two thousand light-years from one end to the other, colonized worlds clustered upon it like beads upon a string. Space lanes led to the Coalsack and from the Rim to Betelgeuse. Other surveyed lanes forked, then joined, ended, and began once more. Sometimes they crossed each other. At intervals there were spaceports for the exchange of passengers and freight between ship lanes. Men displayed great ingenuity in arranging such things.


There was the sun Canis Lambda, for example. Scott was on his way to take command of the checkpoint that floated in orbit around it. Canis Lambda was a yellow type G sun which should have had as many planets as ancient Sol. At some unimaginably remote period it had possessed them. But like Sol, which possessed an unnamed world that blew itself to bits — bits now floating aimlessly between Mars and Jupiter — Canis Lambda had four now-detonated children, reduced these days from mountains and islands to particles of celestial sand. None was large enough to be called a planet and all seemed useless. Yet the sun Canis Lambda burned brightly in emptiness where no less than six man-marked space lanes crossed each other. And men needed a course-marker, a buoy, a transfer-point there. So they built one.


The first two attempts were failures, because they were only buoys. They vanished, and the Five Comets of Canis Lambda were blamed for their disappearance. The current checkpoint was more ambitious. Men took an ancient ship that was unsuited for any other use. They drove it to Canis Lambda, took out the overdrive engine and put it in orbit near a mile-thick fragment of an exploded world. They installed radars and telemeters and space-radio equipment. Three decks were filled with growing things to provide food and purify the air. Finished, the former liner was not only a buoy and a checkpoint for space traffic, but it was a hotel and a warehouse and other things besides.


Scott hadn’t seen it when he heard about what he was running into, but he’d studied its plans. It had freight doors in its hull. It had lifeboats in their blisters. It had air-locks and any number of conveniences — cabins, a tiny theatre, a restaurant, even a small hospital far down in its stern-most section. Passengers could board it from a liner following one space lane and wait in it for a liner following a different lane to take them to another world. Freight could be transferred to it also. The buoy — the check-point — was a necessary facility for interstellar traffic.


But one day, while Scott was on his way to take it over as his first independent command, several passengers were there, awaiting a shin for Dettra. They were supposed to transfer. But they didn’t.


This started everything, so far as Scott was concerned.


He heard about it in the control room of the liner taking him to the space buoy. The skipper had checked for passengers to be landed and found that Scott was not only routed for Lambda, but was a lieutenant in the Space Patrol and headed for duty there. He was traveling as a paying passenger and in civilian clothes, as Patrol men always did when off duty. The skipper had assumed he was only another passenger. But when he realized who Scott was, he urgently invited him into the control room.


“I’d no idea you were Patrol,” he told Scott apologetically, “or I’d have invited you here before.”


“I’ve spent enough time in control rooms,” said Scott, “not to mind being just a passenger.”


“We don’t often see a Patrol man,” explained the skipper, “and I didn’t think —.”


“I’m obliged to you,” Scott told him. “I haven’t worried about a thing since we left Dettra.”


It wasn’t quite the truth. Checkpoint Lambda was his first independent command, and he’d been assigned to it for a very special reason. The whole project would work out best, and he’d seem better fitted for other commands later, if absolutely nothing unusual happened on Lambda before he got there, while he was there, and after he left. He’d been uneasy on that account alone but so far everything seemed normal.


“I may have a problem at Lambda,” said the skipper after a pause. “I’m glad you’re aboard to take over if it turns up.”


Scott waited. The Patrol was the only interstellar service with authority to order anybody around, but it leaned over backward to avoid any such behavior.


“Just before we left Dettra,” the skipper explained, “a ship came in to the space port. She was minus some passengers and some freight she should have picked up at Lambda. But at Lambda they insisted there were no such passengers nor any freight for that ship. They said for her to go on her way. There was no point in making contact.”


Scott frowned. At this particular time it wasn’t likely there’d be any confusion about passengers or freight at Lambda. It was exceedingly important that everything be right. Within the past months one change in the landing arrangements at Lambda had become necessary. Among Scott’s special orders were directions for him to take care of that change. But this was way out of line.


“One of the passengers was a girl,” said the skipper. “She was bound for Dettra. The liner skipper knew her family. She had to be on Lambda! She had to! He put up an argument. So the Lambda Patrol officer came on the vision-screen. He swore at the liner and ordered it on its way. There was some freight to be put off there, too. The Patrol officer refused to take it. He swore again. He was adamant. So the liner had to go on to Dettra. Her skipper told me about it an hour before we lifted off.”


Scott didn’t swear, but this sort of event at this special place at this particular time had implications that would have justified much profanity. He said, “And your problem?”


“You,” said the skipper uncomfortably. “You’re supposed to be landed on Lambda. Before I knew you were Patrol I was wondering what the devil to do if they refused to accept you! I couldn’t think of any reason —.”


“They’ll accept me!” Scott assured him. “Don’t worry about that! I’m taking command there. And I’ll look into the matter of the passengers and freight.” Then he considered for a moment. “I’ll ask you to wait nearby until I’ve checked things, though. The transfer-passengers might prefer going on with you, on this ship, to waiting longer on Lambda.”


The skipper looked relieved but still uneasy.


“I thought it might be — quarantine stuff.”


“It’s not that,” said Scott.


He gave no outward sign, but he didn’t like this at all. The Golconda Ship was due to land at Lambda almost as soon as he got there. Refusal to exchange freight or passengers could mean trouble then.


“I’ll go aboard,” he said casually,” and ask you to wait around for half an hour or so. Of course if there’s nothing really the matter, you can forget the whole thing. But passengers shouldn’t be staying aboard when they’re scheduled to leave.”


The skipper looked relieved. Scott said, “We’re due to break out for Lambda in a couple of hours, aren’t we?”


When the skipper agreed, Scott said casually, “I’ll get set for landing.”


He left the control room and went to his cabin. A Patrol man traveled light. There was no great amount of preparation to make. He did write a brief, specific report of what the skipper had told him. He didn’t need to draw any inferences. Headquarters could put two and two together. But it would be a long time getting action.


There’d have been no need for a buoy if there were a habitable world within a reasonable distance. But the next port beyond Lambda- was six days’ journey in overdrive — many light-years in normal space. There’d be no Patrol ship at that port. It could be fifteen days or more before the seemingly innocent news from the checkpoint would reach an operating Patrol base with an available ship. Then it would be acted on, but it could be thirty days or longer before an armed ship could be ordered out and arrive at Checkpoint Lambda. Which would be too late. A tale of passengers not transferring and freight undelivered could mean that the most stupendously profitable crime in human history was under way.


It could also mean murder on Lambda.


Which was exactly what Scott had special orders to prevent.


He looked at his watch. It was midday mess-time by the liner’s clocks. He abruptly found that he couldn’t eat. But he did look into the liner’s dining saloon, and eating seemed less possible than ever. There were families with children. There were honeymooners. There were elderly people for whom the discomfort of going into and breaking out of overdrive was distressing in the extreme. There were young people. None of them had the least imaginable link with the Golconda Ship, but Scott knew that the dining-saloon on Lambda might have looked like this not long ago. It wasn’t likely that it looked like this now.


The reason was the Golconda Ship. Ordinary shipments of treasure by space craft were routinely put under the special protection of the Space Patrol. The transfer of thousands of millions of credits in interstellar currency happened often enough. In such cases the Patrol made a routine check of the ship’s proposed passengers, made an equally routine check of the crew, and then briskly examined freight parcels. The checking of individuals would show up anybody with ideas of traveling as passengers, then seizing the ship in space. Examination of freight would disclose ambitious people with ideas of stowing away for any similar purpose. Such precautions had always been enough. But a report of passengers who didn’t transfer to their scheduled ship indicated that something else had happened. To Scott’s first independent command. And while he was on the way to it.


The Golconda Ship’s crew hadn’t been checked. It wasn’t necessary. It came from some place, nobody-knew-where, with a cargo of treasure its crew had acquired, nobody-knew-how. In theory, Scott needed only to go to Lambda, take command, and see that when the Golconda Ship arrived there, there was no trouble with the Five Comets. Recent computations had said there could be trouble. Then he was to see that its incredibly valuable cargo was divided into shipments of reasonable size and, in course of time, transferred to a series of other ships which would deliver each fraction of the whole to a different colonized world. That was all. It was almost commonplace.


But passengers — including a girl — hadn’t left the checkpoint when they should. Freight had been refused. And strangest of all, a supposed Patrol officer had sworn at the skipper of a merchant ship and ordered him to go on.


There should be no weapons on Lambda to back up a threat. A Patrol officer shouldn’t threaten, anyhow. He was violating all discipline if he used profanity or made threats of any kind to a civilian. The officer who’d sworn at a liner-skipper didn’t sound like a Patrol officer.


Scott very grimly decided that he wasn’t.


The Golconda Ship would be the answer. Its fabulous riches and impenetrable mystery made it the subject of feverish speculation over half the occupied galaxy. Four ships in turn had made voyages to an unknown destination and returned. A fifth was somewhere out in space now. The first had appeared from nowhere years ago, with a cargo of treasure that still seemed unbelievable. There’d been fighting on board, and the first Golconda Ship’s crew was smaller than even a small space tramp should carry. Apparently they’d killed each other off and were down to a skeleton crew which brought the ship to port. But they kept their lips tight-locked. They had treasure of greater value than any ship on any space-voyage or any sea had ever brought to port before. But nothing criminal could be proved against them. Nothing of any use could be learned from them. Ultimately they scattered, every man a multi-millionaire, and the secret of where they’d obtained their treasure still intact.


Four years later the same men gathered again. They had another ship built. It was a very special ship indeed. They went aboard and out to space. Nobody knew where they went. They were gone six standard months. They came to port again with even more treasure than before. Again they kept their mouths shut. Once more they scattered, and every man was a multi-multi-millionaire. The second Golconda Ship had brought back more wealth than most planetary treasuries contained. And nobody knew where it was found or how it was gathered or even — actually — how much there was of it. But the sudden excess of riches caused a financial crisis on the world where they landed it.


A third Golconda Ship and a fourth had made voyages, each time with a crew whose every member was so many times a millionaire that an estimate of his wealth was meaningless. Now a fifth Golconda Ship was due, to make them richer still. But this time it would not make port where an embarrassment of riches would cause a financial panic. It would land at Lambda.


And this was why a few non-transferring passengers and a threatening Patrol officer on Lambda made Scott feel grim and savage and almost helpless as he watched the diners in this space liner’s dining saloon.


They were innocent bystanders. Their lives shouldn’t be endangered. If this liner made freight or passenger-transfer contact with Lambda, they would be in trouble — if things were as wrong as they appeared. He, Scott, would have to arrange matters so that he took all the risks. And, acting alone, the risk would be practically suicidal.


He was about to move away from the doorway when loudspeakers all over the ship blared, chorus; “Attention all passengers! Attention all passengers! Breakout from overdrive coming! Breakout from overdrive coming!”


There were unhappy sounds here and there. Overdrive was the only conceivable way by which space traffic could be moved across light-centuries of space. But ways to mitigate the physical discomfort of going into or out of it had not been developed successfully.


“This is a checkpoint breakout, at Checkpoint Lambda,” the voice said cheerfully. “If you wish, stewards will provide you with anti-malaise pills to reduce breakout discomfort. We are required by law to report our passage past the checkpoints set up along the space lanes we follow. Usually that is all that happens. Today, though, we have a passenger to transfer by tentacle to the buoy Lambda. It will be interesting to watch. This checkpoint buoy was formerly a crack interstellar liner. In its day —”


Scott moved on to the control room as the brisk voice described the former liner now floating as a hulk in emptiness. It was still equipped with the solar system drive-engines which could shift its position about the local sun, but they could not conceivably drive it to any other solar system. Here it was, and here it must remain, depending on passing ships for its contacts with the rest of the galaxy. The voice mentioned antennas and radar-mirrors and telemetering equipment as if they were strange. It pictured the transfer of a passenger by space tentacle as an operation of vast interest. Scott reached the control room and heard a mate off to one side completing the saccharine speech into a microphone. The skipper nodded a greeting. He looked uneasy. Every skipper worried about breakout. There was no authenticated record of a ship breaking out to collide immediately with a planet or asteroid or a sun’s blazing photosphere, but a ship did come back to normal space almost at random.


A voice from overhead in the control room said with careful distinctness, “When the gong sounds, breakout will be exactly in five seconds.”


There was a slow, monotonous tick-tock-tick-tock. It lasted an interminable time. Then a recorded gong sounded, and the same carefully distinct voice said, “Five-four-three-two-one —”


The vision-screens flickered. Everybody on the liner felt a ghastly dizziness, and the sensations of a spinning, spiral fall. Then there was nausea, quick and sharp and revolting, but mercifully it lasted only a heartbeat.


Then the screens blazed with light. A thousand million specks of brightness glittered upon the formerly rust-red screens. A tinny voice said, “Checkpoint Lambda. Checkpoint Lambda. Report. Report,” and a tiny whining sound began to come from the liner’s automatically taped log which was now broadcasting in a high-speed transmission for the checkpoint to record. The Milky Way sprawled across no less than four vision-screens, and the distorted black nebula, the Coalsack, loomed large and near. It was of another shape than when seen from Earth. To the left, and ahead, a bright yellow sun with a barely perceptible disk shone luridly. There were peculiar luminosities close by. They would be the Five Comets of Canis Lambda; matters of interest to professional astronomers but not usually to anybody else. Scott, though, regarded them with a frown. The liner’s skipper shook his head.


“Good that we broke out short,” he observed. “I’d hate to come out of overdrive close to them!”


Scott said nothing. All overdrive runs were timed to stop short of their destination, with shorter jumps to closer approximation. The odds against collisions on breakout were enormous, and research expeditions had actually penetrated the hearts of those clumped meteoric hordes which were cometary heads and nuclei. But that was a hair-raising trick, and possible only by the most tedious and painstaking matching of velocities. One definitely wouldn’t want to break out inside a comet. And meteor-streams trailed most of them. The Five Comets of Canis Lambda were particularly undesirable close neighbors for space craft. Two robot checkpoints in succession had vanished from orbit around this sun. Still, most ships merely reported their passage there and went on to the infinite emptiness beyond.


“Umph,” said the skipper. “We’ll go on in.”


The operation of approaching a landing was much more complicated on a liner than on a Patrol ship. There was verification of the ecliptic plane. There was careful measurement of distance. Micrometric adjustment of the short-jump relay. A man couldn’t time an overdrive jump to less than the fiftieth of a second. A properly timed relay could split a fifty-thousandth. The figures were checked, and checked again, and the settings made and verified. All the while the ceiling speaker continued to repeat metallically, “Checkpoint Lambda. Checkpoint Lambda. Report. Report.” The call had been traveling at the speed of light for almost an hour before the liner picked it up from the yet unseen and unseeable space buoy. The liner’s automatic reply was now traveling back to it. But the ship itself would get there before its broadcast.


Another warning to passengers. A gong. A countdown. Then there was dizziness once more, and the feeling of falling, and intolerable nausea. The screens flickered and rearranged the innumerable specks of light which were stars. And then, suddenly, the sun Canis Lambda was blindingly bright with a disk half-a-degree across, and the call from the ceiling speaker became a shout for the fraction of a syllable before the automatic volume-control cut it down.


The skipper looked pleased. One does not often have a chance to show off before a Patrol man. He watched complacently, giving no orders, while the direction of the checkpoint signal was ascertained and its distance measured. Then the liner began to drive toward it on that slow solar system drive by which men first explored the planets of the First System. It was necessary for lift-offs and landings.


But Scott stared ahead. The Five Comets were heading in toward the sun; five separate luminosities, some larger and some smaller, some with enormous trailing tails and others with lesser ones. All were concentrated in one very small region of the sky.


Scott didn’t like the look of things, but unless he knew their distance he couldn’t tell how close together they really were. Even then, distances in space were not easily realized. There was no believable sensation of depth where astronomical objects were concerned. Everything looked flat. It was impossible to see more than angular relationships. Actual distances were no more than numerals on paper. But still Scott didn’t like what he saw.


“Very nice work,” he said politely. “I’ll go get into my vacuum-suit. I’ll be back by the time you’ve raised the buoy.”


He went back to his cabin and changed his civilian clothes for his uniform. He put on the Patrol space suit that was so much less bulky than the vacuum equipment used on merchant ships. It took a considerable time. Then he picked up the report he’d prepared and returned to the control room. The skipper was red-faced and angry and apprehensive.
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