

[image: Cover Image]



GALACTIC
TAKEOVER BID

J. T. McIntosh

[image: image]

www.sfgateway.com





      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.
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Inscription outside CHART, Paris, Earth:

Cartography Headquarters, Astro Research Trust

Knowledge is power. Knowledge of other worlds than this, greater knowledge, more accurate and more detailed knowledge of more worlds, acquired more quickly, is the only thing that can set and keep the human race above the humanoids, eagles, moles, spiders, snakes and slugs who share the galaxy with us.

CHART is our sword. CHART is our armour. CHART makes or breaks us in the galaxy.

CHART is our galactic takeover bid.





PART ONE






A.D. 2216

IN City One, Wysteria, Sector Z 131, a tiny bar rang with the clinking of glasses, the tinkling, drunken laughter of the one woman, and the verbal diarrhoea of ten men who had not been in a bar for at least five subjective years.

One of them, however, gradually set himself apart, as usual. Blake, not the most sociable of men, had felt and for half an hour succumbed to the urge to talk on encountering men (and one woman of a sort) who had not been with him over the past thirty or so subjective years at least and heard everything he had to say, everything he was willing to say. But Blake recovered far sooner than the rest of them, perhaps because there was less he had to say, more he kept to himself.

He was usually able, because the onlooker sees most of the game, to sense long before anyone else that a party was going to end in shouts, screams, oaths and savage combat. He was sensing this now … not that it was difficult to forecast trouble when two separate CHART crews went drinking together. No CHART captain ever permitted this to happen if it was in his power to prevent it. But in this case it was not in the power of Spring, captain of CHART 427, or Windham, captain of CHART 3686, to do anything about it, except stay away so that they would not be involved personally, and could later blame the trouble on everybody else. This they had done. They could not prevent it because there was only one Terran bar in the non-Terran capital of Wysteria, planetside leave could not be refused short of emergency situations which did not exist in comparatively friendly Wysteria, and every wallet was loaded.

The slightly human Wysterian bartender leaned on his approximate elbows and watched sardonically, aware that the Terran franks spent in his bar that night would equal the takings from the non-Terran section of the hotel for a week, and not greatly interested. Wysterians were not greedy. They cared more about the quality of their customers than how much they spent, and the bartender didn’t think much of his present customers. Wysterians, who drank the same kind of alcohol as Terrans but never showed any effects until they quietly passed out, despised Terrans who drank and became aggressive, loud-mouthed and unsteady on their feet. They mildly respected Terrans who did not, knowing that among humans this was an achievement. Catching Blake’s eye, the Wysterian winked, a gesture of considerable friendliness, since the wink was not indigenous to Wysteria. The wink meant: You’re all right, chum, but I don’t think much of your mates.

Blake considered informing the bartender that only half of them were his mates, the CHART 427 crew—Willie Sorley, Hogan, old Nevil Barry, Peter Piper. But that wasn’t the sort of thing you discussed with a non-human, even a friendly non-human. Let it pass. Let them pass as his mates, even Windham’s crew. After all, they were CHART men.

Chuff, of 3686, leered at young Willie Sorley of Blake’s crew and bantered in high good humour over the fact that Willie had scarcely said a word to Wilma, the only woman among ten men. Chuff didn’t dispute Willie’s virility, indeed he exaggerated it in terms which made Willie blush furiously and Wilma tinkle incessantly. Chuff’s point was that Willie owed it to himself and to Wilma to be more forthcoming, since Wilma was probably the only human female on the planet except 427’s Icemaiden Rachel, who had not deigned to honour them with her presence. Willie might have been expected to. …

Here Chuff fortunately lost the thread of his argument, and Hogan of 427, Hogan the Indestructible, patted Willie’s shoulder and said he was a good lad. Like many huge men, Hogan did know his own strength and never sought a fight.

Blake, alone in a crowd, was already quite prepared to go back into space, into timeshift for that matter. For a while he ceased to listen … and then his attention was caught again by a jeering tone in Chuff’s voice. “Yes, Mr. Hogan, that’s what I said. Captain Yellowbelly Spring.” He slammed his glass on the table for emphasis, rattling all the others. “I said Captain Yellowbelly Spring, and I’ll tell you what I mean. I don’t mean he’s got yellow guts. I mean he’s got no guts.”

The words hung in the air. Young Willie looked uneasy rather than belligerent. Old Nevil Barry, humming quietly to himself, was too far gone in drink to know what was going on. The mighty Hogan was the hardest man to rouse that Blake had ever met. Blake himself had no intention of starting a fight. Of the five members of 427 present that left only Peter Piper, and he was eyeing Wilma thoughtfully, wondering what his chances were.

Chuff, three parts drunk, understood none of this. All he knew was that he was being allowed to say of Spring things his own mates would never allow to be said of Windham, lousy sneaky bastard though Windham was.

“Captain Yellowbelly Spring,” said Chuff thickly, “because he’s got a chestful of medals, because he’s been in CHART since it started, can pick his own jobs. You’re buying two drinks to our one because of the bonus you got for surveying Mann. Now I’m not saying you didn’t do a good job on Mann——”

“We did a good job,” said Hogan gently. “That’s why we got the bonus, Chuff.”

“Maybe you did. …” On the point of losing for good his train of thought, Chuff stumbled back on it triumphantly. “But we didn’t get chance to do good job. The old man put in for Mann and didn’t get it. Captain Yellowbelly Spring got it. Now the old man has put in for Crock. …”

There was a sudden stillness. At the mention of the planet of disaster, even old Nevil fell silent, staring at Chuff doubtfully. A few other spacers in both crews, those who had heard tales, glanced at Blake. Blake’s eyes blazed and then went cold.

Enjoying the attention he had won, Chuff said: “Yes, the old man has offered to make a new survey, the first real survey, of Crock. And we’re behind him. And you know what he was told? Captain Spring has first refusal of Crock. Captain Spring has had it for eleven years. But we all know, every one of us here knows, that if Captain Spring had it for fifty years he’d never take it, because Crock is tough, and Captain Spring is yellow. …”

Incredibly, nothing happened. Blake couldn’t understand it for a minute as Hogan quietly sipped his beer, Peter Piper did something with his hand under the table and Wilma shrieked encouraging protests, and old Nevil smiled vaguely.

Then he realized that nobody in 427 wanted to go to Crock anyway, and it was not inconvenient to have the whole thing attributed to the cowardice of Captain Clement Spring. Moreover, nobody in 3686 wanted the Crock job either, and it was convenient for them to hide behind the prior right of Spring and boast they’d do the job if only they were given the chance.

Anyway, another round was ordered, Chuff subsided, and Blake, relaxing, relaxed too far and was off on a flight.

It was not a real chronophantasm. It couldn’t be, for he was not in timeshift. It was merely a shadow chrono induced by habit and perhaps alcohol, something between the real thing and the ordinary reverie or brown study of a normal, imaginative person.

Since it was not a real chronophantasm, he remained aware that it was the year 2216 and that he was Ken Blake, executive officer of CHART 427, sitting in a bar on the planet Wysteria. He was also so much in control that when he saw he was going back to the night he met Valerie, he was able to divert to something else. …





A.D. 2166 – Fifty years back

THE ten-year-old boy stared in awe at the immense white building on the outskirts of Lundon (fifty miles from West-minster) which was the real School, the School which had no pupils but from which all the lessons came. Some of the other kids at Trenton neither knew nor cared that their television teachers were real people with husbands and wives and kids of their own; as far as the average primary pupil was concerned, the teachers in the box existed only in the box.

Kenny had always been mildly curious about the School, which got a capital letter to distinguish it from the ordinary school in Trenton, Northumberland, where the teaching machines were. He had already recognized something of the brilliance of the techniques, for when any ordinary person tried to explain anything it was difficult to get the hang of it and not very interesting, but the lessons were always crystal-clear. Nobody actually liked school, of course. Still, nobody wanted to be too dumb either. (One of the attitudes subtly put over by the TV education system was that nobody wanted to know everything, but nobody wanted to know less than the other kids.)

And then came the summons, the unheard-of summons to go to the School and meet a teacher. It came for Kenny Blake alone, and the attitude of the other kids varied widely between scorn, alarmism and envy.

“Kenny’s going to get hung.”

“What did you do, Kenny, write dirty words in the projects?”

“Honestly, I’m sick. Why should it be Kenny Blake? Lots of other persons would be better representatives of Trenton school.”

“Kenny, will you bring me something back?”

“What do you mean, back? Kenny’s never going to come back.”

Miss Schofield, who was not a teacher but an educational assistant, took him to the monorail depot at Nucasl. And to his delirious delight, when through some technical hitch it appeared he would have to change trains four times, she took him away from the depot to the airfield instead and booked him in a mail shuttle direct to the School.

True, he couldn’t see anything in the shuttle and the journey took less than a minute and he was sick afterwards. But after that there was one thing no one could ever take away from him.

He was a spaceman. The shuttle in its incredibly rapid flight had been right out of the atmosphere for several seconds.

Then he was staring at the School. A friendly postman, touched by the way the little country boy rose above internal disorder, wildly enthusiastic about the shuttle flight even as his stomach insisted on emptying itself, gave him a risotto bar.

“That’s a spaceman’s trick, kid,” he said. “The rice swells up inside you and stops your tummy going round and round.”

So, surveying the immensity of the School, Kenny was still munching the risotto bar. He didn’t like it much, but that was totally irrelevant. If this was a thing the spacemen did, he’d have finished the bar even if he was sick with every mouthful. But he wasn’t. It worked. He felt so much better so quickly that he didn’t have to be ashamed of being sick on his first space flight.

The receptionist was just like Miss Schofield—he wasn’t scared of her. But the Headmaster was different. He was terrifying.

(It wasn’t until years later that Blake saw the system more objectively. Children needed discipline; nobody did lessons for fun, anyway not over the age of seven or eight, after cynicism set in. The educational assistants, who were not high-grade, did their best to give children a motive for learning. The TV lessons themselves were so arranged that school was interesting if you concentrated on what was going on, boring if you let yourself lose the thread. Computers did the marking of the projects and exercises, but when the computers were baffled they turned the case over to a real teacher. And sometimes such a case needed the personal touch, and got it.)

“Kenny,” said the Headmaster grimly, “you aren’t trying.”

Even at ten, Kenny knew such things were not supposed to be said to schoolchildren, though he didn’t know exactly why not.

And the Headmaster was old and fierce, with bushy red hair round his ears and nowhere else. Kenny had seen him only a few times on TV, at the beginning and end of term and on other special occasions, usually stern, seldom jovial.

His room, too, was awesome, totally surrounded by books. There was an enormous old-fashioned leather-covered desk before which Kenny had to stand, there being no other chair in the small room. Sombre bindings engulfed him. He had seen in his life about half a dozen bound books, and had not believed there were as many in the world as the Headmaster had. Books were so much more massive and impressive than microfilm cassettes. (Later he realized the forbidding bindings were probably only a front for cassette racks, or nothing at all.)

“No, Kenny,” the Headmaster boomed, “I am not pleased with you at all.”

“My marks haven’t been bad,” said Kenny cautiously.

“And not good. But that’s not the point, Kenny—not the point at all. For you, your performance has been terrible. You’re not working at half capacity. That’s what I don’t like—and neither does the Space Academy.”

Kenny’s heart missed a beat. “The Space Academy?” he faltered.

The Headmaster looked surprised. “You didn’t know the Space Academy was keeping an eye on you? Or perhaps you didn’t think school mattered if you were going to be a spacer?”

Kenny said nothing. He had thought exactly that. It did not occur to him to wonder why everybody knew he wanted to be a spacer. To want to be a spacer seemed so natural to him that he regarded anyone lacking this burning ambition as abnormal.

“Here’s one of the papers set for this year’s Space Academy entrance examination,” said the Headmaster, waving a closely-printed form that looked formidable even several feet away. “And here’s one candidate’s papers.” He waved written sheets heavily underscored in red.

“He failed, of course,” said the Headmaster. “Now he’ll never be a spacer.”

Kenny swallowed.

Then suddenly the Headmaster smiled. “But for you it’s not too late, Kenny,” he said. “Would you like to see a live feature on spacing?”

“Would I!” Kenny shouted.

“Only if you’re quiet,” said the Headmaster.

“Yes, sir!”

“I’m sure you’ve heard about the inauguration of CHART, a new department attached to the Navy but autonomous. That means——”

“I know what it means, sir. And I know about CHART. They’re going to use superlux ships. All the superlux spacing is to be transferred to CHART, including Navy work. Because of timeshift and the chronophantasms, all the CHART spacers will be volunteers, unmarried, with no close relatives, so that the flights won’t cut them off from——”

“Kenny, I think you know more about it than our script-writers,” said the Headmaster, ponderously amused. But he sounded friendly now. “Still, there may be a few things in the programme that are new to you. And you’ll get a chance to meet the first officer to graduate from the new CHART section of the Space Academy, Sub-Lieutenant Clement Spring. He’s twenty, just ten years older than you. He’ll be talking to senior classes, and afterwards. …”

The Headmaster appeared to be struck by a sudden thought. “We might even put you on the programme, Kenny. How would you like that?”

Kenny didn’t care. If he got a chance to meet a real spacer, they could film it or not, as they wished—he wouldn’t notice.

“Sir,” he said, his heart full, “I——”
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