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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


To Nick Draycott the ceaseless whining of the stratojet’s motors had become almost a part of his life; motors that had never once faltered in their screaming rhythm since he and his fellow flyer, Vincent Marston, had left London.


Two days without touching the ground on the fastest ever world-hop. London to Madrid, across Italy, Soviet Russia and Mongolia, at times playing tag with the barrier of sound itself. And now the Pacific Ocean again with only the American continent between them and home.


Nick sat hunched over the controls like Rodin’s statue of the Thinker, save that both his powerful hands were on the control switches. His massive leather-jacketed shoulders overflowed the back of the strongly sprung seat; a pillar of a neck poked from the jacket top supporting a head on which was tumbled blonde hair. A side view revealed his face as one strongly masculine—full, firm lips, a straight nose, grey eyes. Yes, he was almost handsome, this young Hercules who had so far whisked every aeronautical trophy out of his beloved Great Britain.


His companion seated before the radio and charts in the neighbouring seat was cast in a different mould. He was less in stature, wiry and strong, seated folded up like a wire spring about to uncoil. His features were thin to the point of being haggard, etched out in a cynical smile that typified his constant attitude towards life—one of dry tolerance and good humour. There was precious little which could ruffle Vince Marston: he had seen life in too many spheres, usually high above the earth, for that.


“Can you imagine how they’ll start yelling when we get back?” Nick asked suddenly, grinning. “I can just picture ’em! Police squads, girls, the mayor, banquets—Hell, I’d much rather go to bed and let things drift, eh?”


Vince’s only response was a shrug. He was busy with calculations.


“At the moment we’re about fifty miles from Hawaii,” he commented. “That should bring us home in about—”


He paused and switched on the radio as it buzzed noisily on the emergency circuit. The mechanical voice of a weather bureau announcer came forth.


“Calling all Pacific Ocean sea and aircraft in Quadrants Seven and Nine! Hurricane expected in these areas, bearing south eastwards. Be on your guard. Seek shelter. That is all.”


“Hurricane, eh?” Nick wrinkled his nose and stared over the seascape. Far away in the distance he could see the Hawaiian Islands: directly ahead, low down on the horizon, was a faint smudge which denoted the westernmost Americas.


“Next time I think we’ll equip this damned thing with floats,” Vince murmured, his cold blue eyes directed through the window. “If we had them on now we could find shelter because unless I’m crazy that is the hurricane right behind us!”


Nick twisted round and stared through the rear window. Far to the back of them the blue sky had paled to misty greyness: with the seconds it crept into visibly deepening darkness. Tendrils of angry nimbus spread across the sky like frost over a window pane.


“Say, this is serious!” Nick’s jaws clamped together suddenly. He swung back again and slammed the controls, fighting desperately for altitude.


“We skip round the darned world with hardly a shower and now we’re nearly home we get this!” he growled.


Vince gave a sigh. “I told you to avoid the hurricane belt, but of course I’m only your friend and sidekick, so—”


“Shut up, will you? How near is it?”


Nick swung his head, a frown on his features. The sunshine had gone. The peaceful calm of the seascape had changed to sombre hues. Above the scream of the plane’s motors came a slowly rising crescendo of sound. Little buffetings of wind banged around the flyer’s fuselage.


“Beautiful!” Vince observed. “Positively beautiful!”


Nick twirled back again, his face carved by strain. He stared at the cloud-ridden remoter heights for which he was aiming. He gave the motors every vestige of power, shooting the ’plane with bullet-like velocity into the upper reaches with a force which pressed he and Vince hard back in their seats.


But the flyer did not quite make it. Suddenly, in all its demoniacal fury, the hurricane arrived. The whispering puffs and tuggings of its approach resolved suddenly into a cataclysmic nightmare of impacts. The whole atmosphere was screaming, a howling tempest whipping creamy rollers along the sea below. Rain slashed against the observation window with unbridled ferocity.


Plunging and leaping helplessly the flyer twisted and turned in its frantic efforts to rise. It was beaten down, refusing to respond to Nick’s frenzied coaxing. Vince sat with a frozen, fatalistic smile on his face, clutching the radio instruments for support. He flashed a glance outside as a piece of bodywork tore off with a noise like rending calico.


“No use!” Nick panted at length. “If we try and fight this we’ll be blown down in two shakes. Our only course is to fly with it.”


“And to hell with one perfectly good world record,” Vince groaned. “Why did I ever become a stratoflyer?”


Nick swung the machine round with difficulty, easing the tail into the very teeth of the hurricane. Instantly the entire machine was caught bodily in the tempest’s grip and began to scream across the ocean like a leaf in a gale. Keeping position as well as possible as the control room rocked and swung crazily, Nick held the machine’s nose straight ahead. His eyes began to fill with bitter regret as he realized how far they were swinging from their appointed course.


“Just where are we heading?” he shouted, after ten minutes of roaring wind and rain.


Vince hunched himself over the compass in its universal mountings, keeping his body passably steady. Five minutes more slipped by before he answered.


“As near as I can make out the hurricane has veered south-eastwards, just as the weather bureau forecasted. We’re still over the Pacific, some two hundred miles east of Christmas Island—and no sign of Santa Claus!”


“Quit clowning!” Nick roared. “What direction are we taking?”


“South-east, of course. What the hell else did you expect?”


“Anyway, the darned thing may blow itself out after we’ve crossed the Equator,” Nick grunted. “In that case—”


He stopped, startled eyes on the fuel-gauge. “Sweet Hades!” he whistled.


Vince looked too and sucked his teeth. The gauge was down to three-quarters minus.


“Must have used up the juice in fighting the wind for altitude,” he said, thinking. “Of all the cockeyed ideas! Unless the wind drops we shan’t have enough to get back to London in any case.”


Nick became silent, staring at the sweeping rain on the window. The vision of failure when so near to home was too much to contemplate …


It was many hours before the hurricane abated. By gradual degrees it subsided and at last evaporated into nothing. Nick began to relax a little, breathing a long whistle of relief as the sun streamed forth in all its tropical glory. He peered at the sprawling country below glancing anxiously at the still further lowered fuel-gauge.


Vince looked up from the instruments and nodded his head to below.


“That’s the northwest corner of South America. Probably Ecuador. Right now we’re heading across Peru to the east. That means about three thousand miles to Rio de Janeiro. We haven’t enough fuel to make it.”


“You’re telling me!” Nick scowled in thought. “Okay, we’ll turn back to Puerto Rico. One of our own fuelling stations is there.”


He threw in the rudder-fin control and waited for the flyer to swing round—but it didn’t. It flew on in a straight line. Nick gave a start, repeated the action with more energy, but still nothing happened. Vince angled his face against the glass and squinted at the tail-fin. It told its own story: sundered wires were hanging down forlornly.


“We can’t turn,” he said finally. “Unpleasant though it is, we’ve got to go on in a straight line or else drop and try and fix the damage.”


“Drop? Down there?” Nick looked ominously at the alternately rock and verdure-ridden terrain.


“Hardly to be recommended,” Vince admitted. “If we keep on going in a straight line we might make either Pernambuco or Rio. I always said they should build stratojet planes so you can get outside and make repairs. Wonder why my ideas don’t appeal to people?”


Nick sat biting his lip in thought, and finally he shrugged.


“We might just make it,” he muttered. “Try anyway. Depends on the fuel. Better send out a radio call in case we get into difficulties.”


“In case!” Vince echoed blankly; then he sat down before the apparatus. “Nick Draycott world-hop flyer calling,” he intoned repeatedly into the mike, until at length the accented tongue of the Pernambuco airmet radio station answered.


“Call received. Go ahead.”


“Carried some two thousand miles off course by hurricane. Now flying over North West Brazil, approximately five degrees south, sixty minutes west. Will call again. Heading for Rio or Pernambuco. Please relay.”


“Okay, we’ll keep in touch. Weather ahead is good. Hope you make it.”


“You and us both,” Vince growled, and switched off.


Nick waggled the useless tail-fin control furiously. Finally he gave it up and concentrated on the compensating controls, holding the ’plane as near to a straight course as possible by the compass.


Far below the terrain changed slowly as the machine moved with bullet swiftness over the pure virgin greenness of the Brazilian interior. The main worry to Nick was the strong head wind into which he was driving. His face grew gradually grimmer as with the passing time the fuel indicator level sank lower and lower …


In two hours, with only half the distance covered, it had sunk to zero. Motionless, Nick and Vince sat staring at it; then they looked at each other, and finally on the green world below.


“This head wind!” Nick raved. “We’re sunk, Vince—good and proper—”


He broke off as the motors gave an ominous splutter. For the first time since the start of the trip they coughed over the dwindling fuel, banging and backfiring furiously. Nick eased in the last drops.


“Calling Pernambuco!” Vince shouted, snapping on the radio transmitter. “Draycott world-hop calling! We’re falling! Send help! Three degrees south, fifty-five minutes west.”


He twirled round as the motors went dead. He sat motionless in his seat. Like two images he and Nick stared down at the sea of green rushing up swiftly to meet them. The wind soughed through the streamlining as the ’plane dropped with ever increasing swiftness. Nick manœuvred frantically, as well as he could without a tail-fin. He dipped and tilted to ease the fall, his whole being concentrated on the task.


But Vince saw something else during these wild plungings, something in the distance perhaps five miles away. It glittered with silvery brightness in the dying light of the sun. Just like a mirror—


Then he held his breath as gargantuan trees swept up to meet the ship.


There was a monstrous splintering and rending, followed by a stunning concussion which hurled him out of his seat. Nick shouted hoarsely as tree branches smashed through the window, as he belted backwards against the wall with an impact that knocked the senses out of him. Darkness closed in on his racked body.




CHAPTER TWO


NICK became subconsciously aware of scorching liquid coursing down his throat, of a surge of vitality back to consciousness. Dazedly he opened his eyes, moved suddenly, then winced at a wrenching pain in his shoulder.


It took him a moment or two to piece things together— Then he remembered. Vince was bending over him in the light of a small, newly kindled fire. The heavy darkness of jungle was in all directions, punctuated by animal calls and the crackling of sappy branches in the flames.


“You’re okay,” Vince observed laconically, putting the flask back into his pocket. “Gash on the shoulder; no bones broken. I think I was unconscious for a few seconds. Got a crack on the head. Dragged you out of the ’plane. We’d no fuel that could catch fire, anyway. But say”—he glanced around quickly—“I’ve been hearing things. Else it’s the result of the fall. Pin your ears back and listen …”


Nick lay listening intently to the strange, heavy thuds emanating from the jungle, followed by a crackling of twigs which was certainly not the depredations of an animal.


“I get it!” he exclaimed abruptly, getting to his feet and steadying himself. “It’s the noise of knives hacking at branches. Savages maybe.”


“That so?” Vince’s hand dropped to his revolver. He yanked it from its holster and stood grimly prepared as the sounds came nearer. Quietly Nick followed his example.


But it was not a horde of savages who finally entered the clearing, but almost naked white men—or so they appeared to be at first. As they came nearer into the firelight’s range it became evident that their skin was golden-yellow, their hair ravenly dark. In a way they were handsome, and from their expressions they were obviously puzzled. Their dark eyes flashed from Nick to Vince in startled interest.


“O.K., boys, take it easy,” Nick warned, glancing at the queer weapons in the men’s hands. “I don’t know whether you speak my tongue or not, but you will understand this!” And he motioned menacingly with his gun.


“Wonder which circus they have escaped from?” Vince asked in surprise; then he stopped short as yet another figure came into the clearing. He was neither yellow nor half naked.


He moved languidly, attired in soiled white ducks, a topee at an almost rakish angle on his head and a half consumed cheroot in the corner of his mouth. In build he was rotund: the round face that showed under the helmet was flabby and double-chinned. The eyes seemed to be a very bright blue.


“Really, gentlemen, violence is not called for,” he remarked, his voice pleasingly mellow, and he strolled forward with his hands in his jacket pockets. “In fact if you get violent you will be bound to get the worst of it. I have you covered, and my men are equipped with lethal weapons which you cannot possibly fight.”


“I’m not dropping my gun for you or anybody else,” Nick retorted. “I don’t know who you are or—”


“Oh, do forgive me. The name is Marlin Kane. And I really should drop those guns before I signal my men to blow off your revolver hands. That might be—er—shall I say, painful?”


Marlin Kane lazily withdrew his hands from his pockets. A small automatic was in each one. He watched steadily over the faint wisp of smoke from his cheroot.


Nick shrugged and dropped his gun to the soft loam. Slowly, Vince did likewise. At a signal one of the men came forward and picked up the weapons.


“All right, what’s next?” Nick snapped.


Kane smiled round his cheroot. “You will be my guests. I rather fancy we have one or two things to discuss. We have only five miles to cover, a mere nothing in the radio-bus. Come—and go in front of me, please.”


Nick and Vince fell into step in front of him, walking slowly behind the yellow men as they followed the trail they had already forced through the wilderness.


“What in heck’s a radio-bus?” Vince murmured.


“Don’t ask me! But nothing this guy can do would surprise me. I don’t begin to get the hang of it at all.”


In a few more minutes the radio-bus became evident. It stood in the centre of a clearing, an egg-shaped machine with a forward propeller and suspensory screws. Nick was studying it when Marlin Kane came up.


“It works by radio from my city,” he explained. “Remote control by ultra-short radio waves. They supply both its guiding track and its motive power. At times, when using normal fuel, it turns into an aircraft, hence the propellers and the suspensory screws for vertical hovering. It can if necessary travel in space also, using rocket principle—but this machine is not fitted for that. I use it only for local work.”


“But there’s no city in this waste, surely?” Nick asked, puzzled.


“On the contrary …” Kane waved his right-hand automatic to the airlock. “Enter, if you will be so good.”


He swung round to the yellow men, snapping out orders in a strange language. They turned and moved off into the jungle.


“They can walk,” Kane explained, smiling as he entered the lighted control room. “I always think walking is an occupation best suited to the lower minds, don’t you? A habit beloved of the animal, and wasting such a lot of time … You are quite comfortable, gentlemen?”


He looked at Nick and Vince in their sprung seats. They glared back at him. Not that he seemed to mind. Now they could see him in the full light they were not impressed. The eyes were bright blue, very shrewd and hard over the cheroot, and there was more than a hint of subtle cruelty behind the suave, mechanically smiling manner.


Slowly he sat down before the controls, seated sideways so that he could anticipate any move against him. Quickly he closed switches and the queer vessel rose with effortless ease into the air. At a height of two hundred feet the climb stopped and another set of switches moved. The machine shot forward with tremendous velocity, travelling as though rushing down a chute.


“All done by radio, for which neither guidance nor braking is necessary,” Kane murmured, aiming round a bright blue eye. “We shall automatically come to a stop when we arrive in the city.”


“Just who are you?” Nick demanded, leaning forward. “What on earth are you doing in this neck of the woods?”


“I am a god,” Martin Kane stated calmly.


“That’s what you think,” Vince commented. “You may be a god to those yellow men, but you’re dealing with a pair of hundred percent Englishmen. Just what is your racket?”


“Forgive me, gentlemen, but it is my task to ask questions, not answer them … Not that I need to ask many. I know your names; I know you are world-hop fliers who ran out of fuel. Your radio message from your ’plane told me that. I saw you land and decided to come and find you.”


“Generous of you! Why did you put yourself out?”


Kane smiled. It was a strange smile, insolent and evasive. He blew a cloud of smoke into the air and said nothing. Nick clenched his fists and went slightly redder in the face. Vince sat back with a hard smile. The rocklike automatic had complete domination of the situation. In a few seconds Nick’s half-formed suspicions of this well-mannered mystery man changed to deep hatred. His fingers itched to get at that flabby throat.


Then his attention was distracted by the view through the window. He gazed down in amazement on a bowl of light-spots dancing in the dark. They became larger with the minutes until he could clearly distinguish the outline of silvery buildings needling up to the sky. And towards them the radio-bus was sweeping with gradually diminishing velocity.


“This must be the place I glimpsed when the ’plane fell,” Vince murmured. “I saw something gleaming—Funny nobody has ever seen it before.”


“The dead,” said Kane calmly, “tell nothing! No flyer, no explorer that has ever seen this city, has told of it in the outer world—and none ever will.” He shrugged. “I must apologize for sounding unpleasant,” he added, “but just consider for yourselves. What South American explorer or aeronaut has ever mentioned this city? None! True, there have been legends about buried cities, but after all—Well, those who have crossed South America and seen my city were brought down. As for others, they will see nothing, and tell nothing.”


Neither Nick nor Vince passed any remark to this. A great, glittering square of floodlit rooftop was sweeping out of the dark to meet them. Without so much as a jolt the ship came to a halt. Kane put his guns away and opened the door, then he waved outside.


“An attack on me now will not avail you anything,” he smiled. “My people will protect me, avenge me to the death, because I am their god. You understand?”


“Be damned if I do!” Nick snapped.


He strode outside onto the rooftop with Vince beside him. Silent with amazement they gazed over the strange city. From this height they could discern the orderly streets, the delicately chiselled buildings, the tall towers for purposes unknown. There were windows in plenty and in some of them were lights. Nick’s brooding gaze travelled over the whole enigma to a distant roseate flush perhaps a mile away. Over the top of a low-roofed building he caught a glimpse of drifting rainbow hues like sunlight on the spray of a waterfall. He raised a puzzled eyebrow.


“The Eternal One,” Kane explained unhurriedly. “A geyser which my people worship because they believe it gave them me. It erupts at thirty-minute intervals, ceaselessly.”


“And you were the best it could vomit up?” Vince asked.


“Two priests of the golden race always guard it,” Kane replied, his cold eyes staring right through Vince with the malignancy of a snake. “There are times when to satisfy the Eternal One there must be a sacrifice … Medieval, I confess, but there it is.”


“Who in heaven’s name built a city like this in the middle of the jungle?” Nick asked at last.
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