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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.
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PART ONE


1

The Mad Fokker struck again.



Greatheart Silver had no idea that he’d soon be meeting the Mad Fokker. He knew about him, of course. The world had been hearing for six months about him and the gang that had been terrorizing the Southwest and California. Banks and loan offices were robbed, plutocrats kidnapped, dirigibles pirated, oil storage tanks drained, radioactive materials ripped off, army arsenals looted, and extortion practiced on a grand scale.

The Blimp Gang, as it was called, had some members who seemed to be scientists gone wrong. The cotton growers of the Southwest had parted with six million dollars because of the so-called Brain Trust of the Blimp Gang. The trust had developed a mutant, an insecticide-proof boll weevil which would be loosed unless six million dollars were chuted into a wild area in the Superstition Mountains. Government scientists had tested the boll weevils the gang had provided as proof of its boast. Sure enough. The weevils thrived on the most potent of poisons. The scientists advised that the money be paid. A few days later, the scientists had red faces. And most of them had no jobs. Though immune to insecticides, the mutations died soon after their first meal of boll. Otherwise, they were perfect.

The world, excepting the cotton growers, laughed. “Blimp” Kernel, head of the gang, undoubtedly laughed. His most famous aide, the Mad Fokker, must have laughed, too. But then he was always laughing. His high-pitched cachinnations terrified his victims as he robbed them, and they floated down to the pursuing police as he flew off in his tiny three-winged airplane.

The Fokker was mad. Everybody agreed on that. Who but a crazy man would land on a city street (after clearing it with a few bursts from his machine guns), run into a bank, rob it, and fly away at rooftop level? Who else would shoot up state police cars and helicopters just for sport?

Another great coup was the London Bridge Extortion Plot. The Mad Fokker put a note in a paper sack of horse manure, then dropped it on the head of the chief of police of Phoenix, Arizona. The note was cleaned and then read. It stated that the historical monument over Lake Havasu would be bombed unless two million dollars was paid. The authorities told the Blimp Gang to go to hell. Not a cent would be paid. Anti-aircraft guns and radar equipment were installed at London Bridge. Air National Guard planes were alerted to fly at a moment’s notice. A regiment of National Guard, armed with heat-detecting missiles, was added. Come ahead, the authorities said.

Two weeks passed; nothing happened. The third week, during a rainstorm, the Mad Fokker attacked. He came in just above the lake surface, thus evading radar detection. Just before he reached the bridge, he zoomed up and over it, dropped a package, and fled, zigzagging, a few inches from the water. The package opened up like a great white flower and burned, doing little damage. But the heat-detecting missiles, launched to catch the triplane, headed instead for the heap of thermite on the bridge. Moths to the flame. London Bridge flew apart, up, and then down.

The following day the Mad Fokker dropped another note in a paper sack, weighted with cattle manure this time, splattering the governor as he walked down the steps of the capitol building.

“NEXT TIME, PAY UP. NO BULL.”

Greatheart Silver was thinking of this and laughing to himself. He was standing in the bridge of the AZ-8, midway through the second dogwatch. Before him Steersman Chesters sat in a chair in front of a control console. The steersman was smoking a cigarette and monitoring gauges, dials, and instruments, though he was not actually steering the great zeppelin. This was usually done by a computer, which also operated just about everything on board. Beyond the control console was the curving window of the bridge. This was not in a control gondola which hung below the fore, as in the old-type dirigibles. It was set within the hull, below the nose.

Ahead and below was the Arizona night. In a short time the lights of the Phoenix area would be seen. The zeppelin was already in its downward path toward the hangar. The air was clear and relatively still. The roar of the starboard and port motors was muted here; the loudest sound was the steersman humming to himself. Radar had reported that there was a storm forty miles to the north, but the airship would be in its hangar before the storm reached the Valley of the Sun.

The dirigible of the Acme Zeppelin Company bored through the night, carrying passengers and freight in no hurry to arrive at their destination. The atomic pile in its lead casing squatted within the center of the ship, silently issuing heat which was converted to electrical light and power.

Mr. Greatheart Silver, first mate of the AZ-8, was content, perhaps even happy. He had wanted to be a gasbagger ever since he had taken an overseas trip in one. He’d been ten at the time, and now he was thirty. In a few years, he would be eligible to pin on a captain’s bars.

It hadn’t been easy. His parents had died when he was seventeen, and he had had to get a football scholarship to put himself through college. On graduating, he had turned down offers to play professional football and had entered the officers’ academy of the Acme Zeppelin Company at Freidrichshafen, West Germany. At the end of three years he had gotten his third mate’s papers. Now, six years later, he was one step—a long one, true—from captain.

At the moment, he was thinking of home. This was a small and expensive apartment in the Great Hohokam Tower. His fiancée, Ms. Lassie Graves, with whom he shared the apartment, was probably feeding his birds right now. Then she would fix dinner for him, and they’d go to bed early. He had to rise at six A.M. (civilian time) to get to the AZ-8 at seven, an hour before take-off for the Pasadena port.

He visioned with pleasure his fiancée, a tall lovely blonde, bustling around the apartment. She might even dust off the big oil portrait of his great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather. This had been done by John Singleton Copley in 1772 and was, aside from its sentimental value, worth six hundred thousand dollars on the market. It showed a big old man with a large head, broad face, and white wig, clad in the velvets and lace of the period. The face was lined but merry and did not look at all like a buccaneer’s. Yet the family tradition was that he had been a pirate who had escaped from a vessel taking him to England for trial and an inevitable hanging. He’d shown up in New York with a bagful of guineas (doubtless stolen), and in a short time had become rich. The source of his wealth was reputed to be smuggling. He had added to it by marrying a young widow of an affluent Hudson River patroon. During the Revolution, he had become very wealthy through smuggling, which was at that time approved by the American authorities.

Along the wall were a dozen other paintings and blowups of photographs. One was of Thomas Jefferson, an even more distinguished ancestor of Greatheart. His descent from him had been through Sally Hemings, the quadroon mistress of Jefferson and half-sister of Jefferson’s deceased wife.

Next to the president was Greatheart’s great-great-great-grandfather, the Sioux warrior, Crazy Horse.

Near it was a photograph of his grandfather, a famous gunfighter of the Old West. The picture, taken when he was in his thirties, showed a handsome man with black hair distinguished by a tip of gray, like a tiny horn, just above each temple.

Greatheart was satisfied that he had let none of his forebears down. He might not be a pirate who’d terrorized the Spanish Main or a president of the highest distinction or the greatest tactician of the Sioux nation or a saddle tramp with the fastest draw in the Old West, but he had done all right. He was close to attaining his own goals, and his profession had a certain glamor to it.

Greatheart turned around, and his contentment gushed out of him like water from a ballast sack. By the entrance stood a semi-transparent figure.

It was a middle-aged man with a red-and-white striped jersey, crimson velvet pantaloons, one huge silver-buckled shoe, and brown hair, bound in a pig-tail. He was leaning on a crutch to compensate for a missing left leg. A large green parrot sat on his shoulder and screamed silent obscenities.

The figure jerked a thumb at the entrance, drew a finger across its throat, and faded away.

Greatheart had seen such apparitions before. Sometimes, it was John Silver. Other times, it was his Indian grandmother or Crazy Horse or his grandfather, Silverhorns Silver, or Sally Hemings. He didn’t know why Thomas Jefferson never appeared. At first, when he’d thought that the figures were ghosts, he’d supposed that the president was too busy, wherever he was, to make an appearance. He’d transmitted his warnings via Sally, who was used to doing all the menial labor anyway.

Later, he’d figured out that they could not be ghosts. For one thing, his grandmother was still living. They were actually symbols projected by his unconscious mind. He had some kind of psychic sense which told him when a situation was going to change for the worse. His conscious mind didn’t detect the danger, but his unconscious did, and it used the figures of his ancestors to alert him.

He whirled around just in time to see a light on the console begin flashing red and to hear a buzzing issue from beside the light.

“The skyhook!” he said to Chesters. “Why’s it being let down?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Chesters said. “There’s a UO on the screen, too.” He indicated with a nod the blip that had appeared.

“Put it on DIST,” Silver said. He strode to the console, flicked a switch, and said, “Skyhook room! What’s going on?”

There was no answer. Chesters said, “It’s a small airplane, sir. It must have come from beyond that mountain there. It’s climbing toward us.”

“Magnify,” Silver said. On another screen the blip became a small single-seater aircraft with three sets of wings.

“The Mad Fokker!” Chesters said.

Silver did not say so, but he knew why old John Silver had appeared, why the skyhook room had not answered, why the hook was being lowered. The piracy of the AZ-10 and AZ-15 had started like this: Passengers who were members of the Blimp Gang had seized key points, the skyhook was let down, the Fokker’s plane was fastened to the sky hook via the temporary hook-rig on it and the Fokker was drawn up into the ship, the crew was tied up, and the passengers’ money and valuables were taken, along with the most desirable cargo. The AZ-10 had been landed first, but the AZ-15 was unloaded while aloft.

Three men, masked and holding automatic pistols, entered the bridge.

Two minutes later, Chesters and Silver were bound to chairs, taped so tightly they looked like mummies. Their mouths and eyes were also covered, but they had the use of their ears. Silver forced himself to repress the rage that sent the blood thumping through his head and drowned out all sounds but that of his frustration. The voices of the pirates were those of old men and, yes, one sounded just like the recording of “Blimp” Kernel.

Knowing this helped nothing. There had been no doubt about the identity of the gang.

Suddenly, a maniacal laugh burst in his ear. Then he cried out as the tape was ripped from his eyes. Before him stood a man of middle height, masked, wearing the helmet and goggles and uniform of a World War I AEF flying officer. His hands were gnarled, blotched with liver spots, and bulging with huge blue veins. Behind the goggles were thick spectacles, and behind them were two large watery gray eyes.

“Zo, schweinhund!” the man yelled in a brittle voice. “Traitor! You work for the Huns; you fly your gottverdamt Luftschiff over the U.S. of A., hah!”

His right hand slapped Silver across the cheek. Tears of rage trickled down Silver’s high cheekbones, but he did not reply. The officers of the other zeppelins had been slapped and insulted by the madman, and the more they talked back the more they had been struck.

“I spent my youth serving my country as no one else served, and what did I get for it? Suppression of my identity, no public notice, private neglect, and then the bastards were so secretive about my record they lost it! They said I couldn’t even get their measly pension! And I was put into an insane asylum! I, who had saved my country, the world, from its greatest perils time after time! Locked up with the crazies! Ach, the shame of it all!”

Silver let him rave, and finally Kernel spoke to the Mad Fokker in a soft voice, the words of which Silver could not hear. He strode out, and Kernel replaced the tapes on Silver.

He could not see what was happening, but the events were reconstructed later. As with the AZ-10, the AZ-8 was landed behind a mountain. Pima Control had detected the triplane and the AZ-8’s change of course and notified the authorities. Helicopters had left the state police HQ and Luke Airfield, but by the time they arrived, the gang had dispersed. The zeppelin was drifting, its computer turned off, the passengers locked up, its crew tied up. At an elevation of one thousand feet, the Mad Fokker had disengaged his plane and flown into the storm sweeping southward. A few minutes later, the storm struck the airship. It also hit the choppers, which in any event could not have put men aboard the zeppelin.

The gas cells of the dirigible, punctured by the pirates, lost their helium rapidly. The AZ-8, at an altitude of five hundred feet, smashed into the side of a mountain.

Silver heard a rending of framework as the great rings and girders crumpled. And then he lost consciousness.
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