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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 I


The Star Ship


The scream of the radiation counter was a thin, eerie wail that began somewhere below the audible limit and quickly rose through the scale until it hurt the ears. A relay clicked into position somewhere in the deep-set mass of tangled wires and threw the heavy shielding doors across the entrance to the engine chambers.


Behind those doors, as Huntley well knew, boron and cadmium control rods would be maneuvered into place inside the raging furnaces of the atomic engines. He sucked in a deep breath, reached out with one hand and steadied himself against the hull of the star ship as weightlessness threatened to send him drifting helplessly toward the opposite wall.


Wildly, his brain fought the panic that spilled through it, slowing his reflexes, making it impossible to think right. Something had happened to throw the delicate safety devices off balance. Somehow, the automatic safety units had failed to operate under the full thrust of power.


And now, behind those thick doors, the engines were slowly building themselves up into a small sun, a tiny nova, boiling with the elemental energy of the universe, waiting to consume him and the ship in a single blaze of radiation.


The radiation intensity was mounting. The heavy shielding doors were taking a lot of it, absorbing it, but there was still plenty coming through. Sufficient to ionize the air inside the control chamber. Enough to send the alarm signals flashing madly through all the various shades of red until they gleamed like rubies, sprinkled throughout the length and breadth of the control panels.


God, if only he hadn’t been in free fall when it had happened. The initial trials had gone off well enough. The star ship had behaved perfectly. And now, for some completely unknown reason, this had happened.


If only they had allowed someone else to go up with him on these teething trials. But it was an unknown quantity, and they couldn’t afford to lose more than one of their meagre supply of trained scientists.


He extended his arms in front of him and pushed off from the wall with his feet, floating gently, almost ludicrously, toward the impressive array of the control panel.


If only he could reach the manual controls, there might still be something he could do about it. He threw a swift glance at the radiation meters and saw that the thin red needles had long since passed into the red danger segments of the dials.


The effect of such unshielded radiation was cumulative, it was true, and at present he was in no immediate danger. But he would not be able to stand the dosage for long. Already he could sense a peculiar tingling of his skin, but that was probably nothing more than his imagination.


With an effort, he pulled himself along the giant panel, noting the readings of every meter. Sweat had burst out on his forehead, and the air inside the control chamber was becoming oppressive and unbearably hot.


He had been putting the star ship through her preliminary trials, testing the great vessel for acceleration, nothing more. Something could have gone wrong with the complicated mechanism; it was quite possible. But somehow, at the back of his mind, he did not think so.


The immensely complex controls which governed the atomic engines should have been completely foolproof, self-adjusting, keeping the radiation down to manageable limits. There should have been nothing like this.


The radiation alarms screamed all the louder.


He started to drift over to the shielding doors, then caught at the edge of the control panel and stopped himself. That was sheer suicide. There was nothing he could do beyond those doors, even if he managed to break the automatic locking device and get them open.


Behind there, with no damper fields apparently operating, the miniature suns were blazing up into roaring, seething, turbulent fires of hell. They would not burn themselves out for hours, perhaps days; and there was no way of cutting off the fuel supply. But long before then the ship would have plunged toward the distant surface of Mars, and he would be a dead man.


If not destroyed by the fearful radiation, blown into mutilated obscurity by the resulting explosion, Jamieson and the other members of the administration would have an unexplained mystery on their hands, and the experiments would have to begin again.


Futilely he went over to the short-wave radio and spun the dials, shouting into the sensitive microphone, but there was no reply. At first, when the contact with the planet had been broken, he had tried to tell himself that it was nothing more than an atmospheric condition, a temporary affair, and that it would last for a couple of hours at most.


Now he had resigned himself to that fact that it was caused either by the burning out of the wiring of the transmitter or by deliberate sabotage.


Perhaps that was what had happened in the two previous attempts. In each case, something had gone wrong with the star ship while it had been circling the planet prior to skipping along the upper layers of the thin atmosphere in its final series of braking curves.


He bit his teeth together and tried once again to work the manual controls. He swung himself over and gripped the emergency flushing wheel, straining every muscle in his body with a strength born of desperation. This was his only chance.


For a moment, it seemed as though he were going to make it in spite of everything. The wheel turned gently, protestingly, as he twisted it in his hands, grunting with the strain.


Then, quite abruptly, so abruptly that it flung him completely off balance, it locked immovably. He tried again, then relaxed. For a long moment he hung there, shivering with apprehension, sensing the empty feeling of weightlessness in his stomach. The noise of the alarms was a persistent thing in his ears; impossible to hear anything else above them.


Ten minutes later, the star ship hit the upper atmosphere of Mars and skipped across it at an angle, like a stone flung across a stretch of flat water. It bounced and swayed a little, moving wildly, out of control.


On the ground, in the red-dust desert, electronic equipment picked it up; signals reached out, touched it and were reflected back, making its presence known as a small green blip on a cathode-ray tube. Three pairs of eyes watched it intently.


Finally: “But what could have gone wrong? He isn’t following the directed course. Any ideas?”


“It couldn’t have been anything wrong with the mechanism, Director.” Carl Nayland, tall and broad-shouldered, glanced round quickly in the cold darkness.


“How can you be so sure?”


“Well, it was all checked and re-checked before he took off.”


“You think that it’s more than a mere accident, then?” There was an unusual sharpness in the director’s tone.


Nayland paused. He had no wish to commit himself any more than was absolutely necessary. Things had been happening too quickly lately, unexplainable things which must surely have been more than mere coincidence.


“I think these accidents we’ve been having with the star ships are more than could possibly happen by chance alone. There have been too many of them during the past three years. Huntley was a good man and an experienced pilot. I realize that this is a new field of exploration and that we still don’t know half enough about this form of propulsion, but—”


“But that doesn’t explain why the last two attempts and now this one should all fail at the same crucial moment, just when we’ve almost got it. Is that what you were going to say, Nayland?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I see. I’m afraid I must agree with you. To my mind, it can point only to one thing—sabotage! Somebody doesn’t want us to get to the stars and will stop at nothing to prevent us.”


Fifty miles above the red deserts and canals of Mars, the star ship, now completely out of control, began to slow as the retarding effect of the thin atmosphere began to make itself felt. Inside the control chamber, the shielding door was already beginning to melt under the unimaginable heat, as the temperature of the atomic piles began to rise to unbelievable heights.


Huntley, the pilot, lay where he had fallen on the floor, one hand outstretched toward the useless controls. The radioactivity inside the room was now sufficient to kill anyone within minutes. Slowly, the flow of fuel being fed into the reaction chambers began to mount, building up over the amount that was being consumed.


Soon it was almost a critical mass.


From the ground, the rage of incandescent gases that spilled out and flared up briefly was a vast glare outlined against the darkness of the heavens and the foaming stars.


For a moment, it seemed to the three watchers that even the stars dimmed before the intolerable glare. Then it faded slowly, and they regained their hard, inscrutable brilliance.


They were still as aloof and as remote as ever.




CHAPTER II


Assignment to Venus


Beyond the window, high up, there was only blackness and loneliness and a thousand swarming stars. One of the moons was visible, low on the distant horizon. Deimos, grown out of the reddish-purple haze of the Martian twilight into a bright star the size of Jupiter, standing out alone beyond the brilliant glory of the Asteroid Belt.


The size of earth whenever it was visible, thought Clyde Lester wearily. He felt himself pulled as taut as wire with the rising strain of uncertainty.


During the few moments he had been standing there, the city had come alive. Below him, above him, and all around him, it was an airy structure of shining bridges looping in all directions from central towers.


Yes, they certainly knew how to build on Mars, far better than on earth. Tiny fountains glittered in the blackness of parks, throwing up vast, foaming clouds of illuminated water in the middle of their tiny patches of night. The square windows were filled with warm lights of blue and green and yellow. There were the tall, sky-rearing shafts of the great slender buildings built easily in the low gravity of Mars.


It was a sight which was renowned throughout the entire length and breadth of the solar system, but most of the wonder of it was lost on him. The bitter loneliness still rankled deep inside him.


Life on the planets, especially on Mars, was such a tremendously delicate balance of favorable and unfavorable factors, ecological, mental and physical, chemical and geographical, that it was barely worth thinking about. For him, at least—although it was not quite as bad as far as the natives were concerned.


Natives? Martians? Even after all these years, the words still seemed strange and devoid of meaning in his mind. They had been human once, but no longer. They had lived and planned and died and had their roots on the mother planet, leaving only when an overgrown population and too few remaining resources, coupled with an insatiable curiosity, had sent them spilling out to the neighboring planets.


The advance of technical knowledge had been rapid during the two decades following the development of atomics. Mars and Venus and the dark, frozen moons of Jupiter and Saturn had been colonized by the first waves of these intrepid explorers.


There had been failures and disasters, yet even these had been swallowed up and forgotten in the welter of excitement and new knowledge. Action was an escape for the spirit. It seemed that the mere act of leaving earth had removed the prevailing inhibitions which had been predominant in man since the dawn of time.


Only on Venus had they found any form of intelligence to equal their own; inhuman beings whose technology had advanced along a different path from that on earth. They had resisted invasion, quite naturally, and the cost of sending soldiers and armed ships, when weighed against the possible gains, had been found to be ridiculous.


Conquest of the planet was, theoretically, possible. There was no denying that. But it would have been a long drawn-out affair, with few gains and far more destruction. Instead, the two races had lived side by side with an uneasy truce existing between them.


On earth itself, a war-exhausted humanity lived close to the starvation limit as the terrestrial resources dwindled away to nothing. The blessings promised by the harnessing of atomic energy had never materialized. Most of the schemes had been hare-brained to say the least. The others had been abandoned in favor of the manufacture of weapons of hideous frightfulness and mass destruction.


Uneasiness and suspicion were not the exclusive prerogative of the planetary nations.


It was a kind of virus within the minds of men, something that had always been there. You could never get rid of it by bombing and destroying. But the darkness of the human outlook was such that, at times, it seemed the only way.


Lester could still remember the wave of revulsion which had followed the short holocaust ending in the utter destruction of earth. His brain still felt hollow and strange whenever he thought about it. But you heard little talk of it these days. Only the old ones remembered.


The Martians, if they could be called such, having had their origin on earth, had grown so much away from the home planet and its way of life that to them it was another world. On Mars, and indeed in all other colonies, mutation and forced breeding to adapt the body to an alien environment had brought about structural changes in the anatomy of the colonists which had made them more alien than human.


What had taken millions of years on earth through normal channels of revolution had been accomplished in a few generations on Mars. It was a cruel, cold, bitter world when men had first arrived on wings of fire and steel; a tired, worn-out world of red rust deserts and thin atmosphere, glittering ice crystals at the capped poles and thin lanes of brown vegetation along the banks of the dried up canals.


There had been a civilization on Mars once, and men had trudged and fought their way through endless miles of sand to find it, filled with the hope that some knowledge might be gained and the fear that the civilization, or its remnants, might still be around some place to fight back and drive them off the planet as had happened on Venus.


Why should men who had endured all that care what happened to earth? It was a planet seldom visited now, the fount of knowledge and wisdom, dried up, silted with the shifting sand and bordered by purple radioactive fires. They would continue to burn for another millennium.


It could never support life now, no matter how hard you tried to get it going. When the road to the outer planets lay open and waiting, nobody wanted to have anything to do with such a planet.


There were those who said that all the humans on earth had not died in the holocaust, but had escaped before the inevitable climax had been reached and humanity had obliterated itself. But if that were so, where had they gone?


Mercury? It seemed unlikely. The outer planets—Uranus and Neptune? That, too, seemed highly improbable.


To the stars, then? That was the most fantastic idea of all and was dismissed instantly with a smile and a shrug by the more interested observer. The others merely ignored the possibility altogether.


No, the most likely explanation and the one he had been forced to accept was that the survivors had crept into the heart of the planet to die when the chain reaction got out of hand. Certainly there could be none of them living now.


He, Clyde Lester, was the last of the people of earth. The thought brought a further wave of sickness to his mind. An immense weariness settled on him. When his gaze finally fell from the contemplation of the Martian night to the scattered lights of the Central Technical Control immediately opposite, his sigh of relaxing tension was only superficial. It was one of sheer resignation rather than relief.


Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the horizontal fluorotubes along the walls of the corridor grew brighter, adjusting themselves automatically to the change in the darkness outside. With an effort, he pulled himself together and glanced back at the directive in his left hand. He held it out to the light and read it again, but it still read the same as before.










	 

	

Headquarters,


Martian Technical Control,
Confidential.










Clyde Lester,


Your presence is requested at the Technical Control this evening at 2300 hours. There have been several complications since my last communication. These are of the utmost urgency, and I suggest that you attend this meeting punctually.


The general opinion is that the situation is of such grave importance that it could threaten our very existence. We cannot afford to make any further mistakes, and there are certain points which have to be clarified in my mind before we can proceed any further.


I cannot reveal anything further in this letter, but you will learn anything you wish to know at the meeting.










	 

	

Director P. Jamieson,


Head of Staff,


Administration Branch.










It was all very friendly and roundabout, thought Lester wryly, letting the directive slip out of his fingers into the incinerator chute, but the meaning and the implicit command behind it were clear enough. He rubbed his chin slowly and reflectively.


Information had reached him during the past couple of days concerning two agents sent out by the Martians to Venus. It appeared that they had been found dead, cast adrift in an orbit around the sun, some ten thousand miles outside that of Venus.


Two men dead. The thought burned its way slowly into his brain as though it were coated with acid. But if it were true, at least it wasn’t entirely unexpected. This was a dangerous game they were playing, and sooner or later, the long arm of fate caught up with you, no matter on what far planet, no matter how many million weary miles away.


Why they had asked him to attend, he wasn’t sure. His was a somewhat unique position. Already he had been regarded with pity and then veiled suspicion. He was an unknown quantity; the exception which proved the rule. Only at the moment nobody could quite make up his mind as to which rule he was the exception.


It had all been strangely fascinating at first, tremendously exciting. The new planets; the great tapered ships; the vast deep silences that lay between the floating worlds. A hundred, thousand suns swinging up majestically across the galactic star blaze. And a million bitter regrets at having to play God to a handful of simple-minded natives such as those on the moons of Jupiter, who didn’t know any better.


In the end, it had begun to rankle. The novelty wore off pretty quickly, and the sensitive, feeling part of the mind retreated into some dark, isolated corner and never came out again. It was like losing a part of oneself. But the work and the danger and the death went on without cease.


It had to. Because without it, the human race, in one form or another, could no longer survive.


He turned and threw a swift, fleeting glance at the chronometer on the wall with its thin red sweep hand marking off the seconds, circling the round clock face, never stopping, like the tireless machinery of his own mind.


No matter how hard he tried to stop it, his brain kept coming up with the same questions, which he could not even begin to answer. Why this sudden interest in Venus, anyway? Hadn’t it all been decided long ago? It did not seem to make sense. He shuffled the ideas round in his mind, playing with them like a pack of cards. But they still refused to come up with the right answers. There were too many jokers in the pack, too many intangibles and unknowns.
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