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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


The Cosmic Cloud was some twenty-eight million miles out from Earth, one of the first of the giant space liners of 1990, travelling on her maiden voyage with Venus as her destination. This indeed was the first full-length interplanetary voyage which had been attempted by human beings, all previous efforts having been confined to small test vessels which had made the Moon and just beyond it their main target. Since space had proved to be entirely harmless as far as the Moon it had naturally been assumed by courageous pilots that there was nothing to fear in the depths which lay beyond the orbit of Earth’s satellite.


Between two hundred and forty thousand miles and twenty-eight million miles, however, there is a vast difference, and though he showed no visible sign of it Commander Lloyd Henderson of the Cosmic Cloud was more than anxious for the sixty-million-mile journey to Venus to be finished and done with. Not that anything untoward had happened in the void, or that anything unusual had presented itself—it was just that he had the natural uneasiness of one who carries the vast responsibility of taking some two hundred souls across the depths of space for the first time. For absolutely nothing was known about Venus, cloaked as she always was in her eternal blanket of cloud. The pioneer ships had never ventured this far, and Venus had only been selected now because it was obviously the one planet in the inner system which offered possibilities. Mars was plainly dead, at least as far as Earthly telescopic observations showed, and the Moon had already been proven by the pioneers to be completely useless except, perhaps, as a mid-journey fuelling station. As for Mercury, it was not even included in the list of planets worth visiting, for being so close to the Sun it had been written off as nothing more than a graveyard.


So Venus had been selected by the newly-formed Interplanetary Pioneering Corporation of Earth, and this was the first daring journey to what Earthlings had so long called “The Evening Star.”


“If only Venus were not such a damned mysterious planet I’d be a good deal happier,” Commander Henderson commented, when the twenty-eight million mile mark had been reached.


He was standing at the enormous bowed window in the control room of the vessel, his hands clasped behind him, his gaze directed towards that solitary goal which loomed ahead like a brightly gleaming tennis ball.


“The trouble is that nobody has ever been able to penetrate beneath those clouds, and all the improved telescopic systems of Earth have not devised any infra-red or other process which might enable us to penetrate the atmospheric blanket and see what lies below. I’m not at all happy, Mr. Jackson—not at all happy.”


Mr. Jackson, the first mate and navigator, gave his superior a brief glance. Jackson was short, wiry and extremely alert to his job, probably one of the best astronavigators to ever come out of the College of Interplanetary Physics. Henderson, on the other hand, was large, full necked, and the kind of man who always meant exactly what he said. Most of the men who formed the crew of this immense liner liked the captain, but they also knew he was not the kind of man to tolerate the slightest deviation from duty.


“I can’t see that we have anything particular to worry about, sir,” Jackson said after a moment’s thought. “It isn’t as if we had aboard this vessel a great number of women and children and uninitiated men—we’re carrying some of the best scientists the Earth has ever turned out, together with all the experts who are interested in interplanetary matters. If we happen to get into a tight corner when we reach Venus—or even before we get to the planet—we ought to have plenty of capable people around us to extricate ourselves from a jam. Anyway,” Jackson continued, studying Venus through the port, “I cannot see that we have anything unpleasant to expect on that planet. We know quite well that it is a world of torrential heat and possessing a day seven hundred and twenty hours long. Below that thick cloud blanket we ought to find something which resembles the Earth’s Carboniferous era——”


“Oh yes, yes, I know all about that,” Henderson interrupted impatiently. “That isn’t the side that worries me, Mr. Jackson. I’m thinking of the possibility of an alien type of life existing on Venus which may prove inimical to us. We’ve no reason for assuming that Venus does not possess life—rather the contrary in fact. And this journeying onwards to a world of which we know virtually nothing is proving a far bigger strain than I ever expected it would.”


“We’ll tackle it, sir, whatever happens,” Jackson said quietly, and turned back to the charts.


Just what was in Commander Henderson’s mind was not entirely clear, for he was anything but a nervous type of man. Actually the real trouble was an attack of “space neurosis”—as it would come to be known medically in later years, brought about by the extraordinary conditions existing in the void, conditions which made themselves evident in an immense depression of the spirits, an unexpected irritability of temperament, and a nervous fear of things quite unproven. It was nothing more than this, but since at this stage medical diagnoses of ailments brought about by interplanetary travel were not by any means perfect, it was impossible for Commander Henderson to know exactly what was the matter with him.


Half an hour later he went off duty, a still somewhat worried man. Halfway down the main corridor he glanced once into the huge solarium lounge wherein the various passengers were disporting themselves, passing the time as best they could and fighting the one gruelling drawback to space travel—monotony—by every means within their power. Practically everything that human ingenuity could devise to take the interest during the endless hours was aboard the ship in the form of private movie theatres, gymnasiums, radio television direct to Earth, games, and indeed every conceivable recreation and pastime. In the main however, as First Mate Jackson had observed, the passengers were made up of scientists, astronomers, and physicists from every quarter of the Earth; men and women who lived more for their profession than anything else and who, therefore, had that enviable gift of being able to withdraw into their own concentrations when boredom threatened.


Smiling rather grimly to himself, Commander Henderson went on his way to his own quarters, and before very long was stretched on his bunk doing his utmost to sleep. Sleep did not come very easily chiefly because of that strange worry in the back of his mind which demanded attention. He could not help wondering if perhaps his definitely psychic tendencies, which he had always known existed, were not trying to make themselves evident and warn him of an approaching danger. Then at last his commonsense overcame these cloudy and nebulous speculations and he fell asleep.


Back in the control room First Mate Jackson remained on duty, the two other members of the crew taking their orders from him, for it was during these periods that Jackson was Deputy Commander. Not that anything particular needed his attention at the moment. Outside there was the yawning void, with its endless scattering of brilliant stars—and ahead the imperceptibly growing silver ball of Venus. On the instrument panels the distance from Earth gradually increased from twenty-eight million to twenty-nine million, and at length to thirty million miles—and it was at this point that the calm, undisturbed journey towards the “Evening Star” was suddenly interrupted by the most incredible happening.


Into the control room over the ever-open radio circuit—left ever-open in case there was some urgent message to be received from Earth—there came a powerful voice speaking in a completely foreign language. What it said was quite impossible for Jackson and his fellow pilots to understand. All they could do was gaze at the speaker in blank amazement, realising as they did that this message was certainly not coming from Earth, but from some point in space. Automatically the tape recording equipment linked to the radio immediately started up when the voice began speaking, so that whatever the men missed, the instrument would be sure to take down.


For nearly fifteen minutes this extraordinary booming voice continued to speak, the diction uncannily clear in the dead quiet of the control room. Within the first minute Jackson recovered himself sufficiently to switch in the detectors linked into the radio apparatus, and what he beheld made him give a start of surprise, for beyond doubt the transmission was emanating from a source some thirty million miles directly ahead of them, which could only be Venus itself. He remained tautly listening and wishing he could understand as the message was given forth, then, some fifteen minutes later, as abruptly as it had started, it suddenly ceased again, and the quietness of the control room remained as before.


Jackson looked at his colleagues and they looked back at him. On each of their faces was the same blank look of enquiry for here was something phenomenal. Over thirty million miles of space, a very considerable distance for a radio transmission, had come a voice as clear as though it were in the next room, which in itself spoke of radio engineering of a very high degree, and on top of that there was the perfect enunciation of the voice which had given the message, which also proved that the speaker was highly educated, even though his language was completely foreign. In those few minutes Jackson and his colleagues realised that Venus was not perhaps the dead, cloudy world that it appeared to be, but evidently contained intelligent life of a very high order. So much Jackson weighed up, then he hurried from the control room to make his report to Commander Henderson.


Henderson, shaken out of sleep, listened in grim silence as Jackson related what had happened.


“We got it all down on the tape recorder, sir,” he finished. “I think you’d better come along immediately and see if you can make anything of the language. I certainly can’t!”


Henderson nodded and scrambled from his bunk. “Be with you in a moment.”


Jackson nodded briefly and hurried out of the room and back along the corridor. He found that by this time his two colleagues had already rewound the tape recording equipment back to the start and were listening to that voice once again booming forth its quite inexplicable communication. In the midst of it Commander Henderson arrived and also stood listening, the corners of his mouth dragged down and his eyes staring keenly at the open orifice of the tape recorder’s speaker.


“Is that in any language that you understand, sir?” Jackson asked glancing at him, but Henderson shook his head.


“No, it’s completely alien to me. I wonder if there is any chance of any of the passengers knowing what it means? We have plenty of linguists aboard—I’d better see what I can find out.”


He turned to hurry from the control room and then paused by the doorway, held by a most extraordinary sound. He was not the only one who heard it, even though he fancied at first that it was some quirk of his imagination. From the expressions on the faces of Jackson and the other two engineers it was plain that they too had noticed it, and it appeared to be coming from the cosmic radiation detector set high up above the main control panel. As a rule this cosmic detector was used for the locating of special vibrations, and indeed for whatever dangerous radiations there might be, usually transforming them into audible sound, after which their wavelength was measured to determine the source of the disturbance. But on this occasion it was something the like of which the four Earth men had never heard before.


It had a deep, resonant quality, rather like the striking of a mighty gong, the tone of which was abysmally deep, infinitely below the range of the deepest-toned clock ever known on Earth. The sound reverberated through the control room and seemed to pass the length of the ship, setting the more delicate instruments quivering for a moment under its vibration, then it gradually died away into silence.


“In the name of Hades,” Jackson said slowly, “what was that?”


The other two engineers looked at him quickly, even nervously, plainly frightened by the astoundingly alien quality of the sound which had been given forth. Commander Henderson, for his part, still stood partly in the doorway and partly out of it, looking about him as though he were trying to fathom what had occurred, then he turned sharply as down the main corridor which led to the solarium lounge there came a babble of excited voices as men and women came hurrying towards him. It was evident from their exclamations that they too had heard the deep-toned note and were anxious to know the cause of it.


“I don’t know what it was, ladies and gentlemen,” Henderson told them, “or where it came from. It came from the cosmic detector cup there,” and he pointed to it, high up on the curved metal wall. “Just before it, however, we received some kind of a communication in a foreign language, and all the pointers show that it evidently came from Venus. I was just on my way to see if any of you in the lounge might be able to transcribe the message. If you’ll be so good, ladies and gentlemen, as to listen to it, you might be able to help.”


Henderson turned to one of the engineers. “Bring the recorder into the lounge, Nicholson,” he ordered. “It will be easier for our friends to hear it in there.”


Nicholson did as he was bid, and within five minutes the tape recorder had been set up in the centre of the solarium lounge and the various men and women passengers grouped themselves around it to listen intently to the extraordinary message which immediately followed, once more played over from the very beginning. When at length the tape had run its course the men and women sat in deep silence trying to figure it out and not looking at all happy, either, and it was in the midst of this that there came again that deep, unearthly gonging note which reverberated right through the ship as though it had been struck by the Hammer of Thor.


“What is that?” one of the passengers demanded, jumping to his feet. “I never heard anything like it. It’s unearthly! Terrifying! Like a Knell of Doom!”


“If I knew what it was, sir,” Henderson answered grimly, “I wouldn’t be standing here asking one of you to try and interpret this message. I feel that in this communication we may have the explanation of the gonging note. Is there not one of you who can understand what this message is supposed to be about?”


A tall grey-haired man with a thin body and a keen face rose up from amidst the passengers as the last reverberating tones of the second gonging note died away.


“I believe,” he said quietly, “that I might be able to transcribe part of the message, but not all of it. I noticed the repetition of certain words in certain places which would seem to be a parallel to the more commonly used words in our own language. I also noticed that in certain cases this unknown does not speak so much in words as in mathematical symbols. Probably because mathematics make sense throughout the Universe no matter where they are applied, and are, if anything, a far better medium of communication than words themselves. If you’d care to give me about half an hour, Commander, I’ll do my best to try and knock some sense into the message.”


“I’ll give you as long as you like,” Henderson said, spreading his hands. “I’ll leave the recorder with you, and the moment you get something that you think is worth while please be good enough to let me know.”


With that Henderson took his departure again and returned to the control room a far more worried man than he had been before. His worry deepened, when, at what seemed an exact regular interval, there came again that shattering, gonging note which came over the detector, passed straight through the ship and shook it to its depths, and so passed away into space.


“For the love of heaven,” Henderson said, his voice taut with strain, “take a look at that cosmic detector, somebody, and see if you can find out what’s causing that gonging note; it’s enough to drive anybody crazy!”


No more time was wasted. Jackson quickly shifted the steel ladders into position, hurried up them and began a minute examination of the cosmic detector. Apparently there was nothing wrong with the instrument itself, so there was only one possible assumption which could be arrived at—namely, that through space, at regular intervals, there was coming a solitary vibrating note. In the ordinary way it would have been inaudible to the ears, but since the cosmic detector was specially formed to translate radiations into ordinary sound, this unknown vibration made itself instantly evident as a note which struck the ear with shattering and almost demoralising intensity. Since these were Jackson’s own conclusions he gave them to Henderson for what they were worth. Henderson, standing below him at the base of the ladder, nodded and stood thinking.


“Whatever it is I don’t damn well like it,” he declared finally. “Switch off that detector, Mr. Jackson, and see if we can get a bit more peace that way. We can’t tolerate that appalling noise going off at regular intervals—we’ve enough on our minds making this journey to Venus as it is.”


After which, Henderson said no more. He kept moving around the control room, occasionally glancing at the instruments or else staring out across the endless void towards Venus, now thirty million miles distant, and gradually coming nearer. He wondered how the expert in the lounge was proceeding with the tape recorder, and indeed at times he heard the instrument giving again a repetition of that extraordinary message, so presumably everything that could be done to try and extract some information from it was being attempted. Nonetheless it was nearly an hour and a half later before the man with the keen eyes emerged from the solarium lounge and came hurrying into the control room.


Immediately Henderson turned and looked at him anxiously. “Well, sir, did you manage to learn anything?”


“I’ve learned enough to know, Commander, that we are in extreme danger.” The thin man’s face was drawn with anxiety. “This message that has been received is in the arithmetical type of language which is gradually gaining favour among some scientists in international bodies, in order to hurdle the difficulty of language differences. I’ll not pretend that I can understand all the message, by any means, but the parts which are given in mathematical symbols are more or less straight-forward to me because one can’t go very far wrong in interpreting mathematical symbols. To cut a long story short, there is a definite repetition of the figures four hundred thousand, and as near as I can tell this four hundred thousand relates to the periodic beating of an immensely powerful destructive mechanism, set somewhere within the depths of Venus. The name Venus does not once enter into the communication, but there is little doubt but what that is the planet referred to, because to make the matter clearer the mathematical explanation is given as Planet Two from Primary One, which can only mean the second planet from the Sun, which is, of course, Venus.”


“I wish,” Henderson said, breathing hard, “that I could understand what you mean, sir! Four hundred thousand beats of the mechanism! What in the name of sanity is that supposed to represent?”


“I don’t know, Commander. I am merely interpreting the message as I get it. I will hazard a guess, however, that the four hundred thousand beats referred to have something to do with that horrible gonging sound which we heard and which has now stopped.” The thin man looked around him curiously, and Henderson waved his hand quickly.


“I had the cosmic detector cut off so that that reverberating note could not be heard any more. It was far too unnerving for my liking. Was there anything more that you discovered, sir?”


“I found it very difficult to proceed much further than this, but I did gather—but although I freely admit that I may be incorrect in my deduction—that we have crossed some kind of barrier line which exists halfway between Earth and Venus, that is, thirty million miles, since Venus is sixty million miles from Earth, and that we are now heading into an area which becomes increasingly dangerous, not only for us, but for any space machine venturing towards Venus.”


The thin man paused and pushed a hand quickly through his scanty hair. “I wish,” he continued, “that I could analyse this message more fully, but it is beyond me in many parts. What I would suggest you do, Commander, is send this tape recorder back to Earth in a safety ship and have the world’s greatest arithmetical and linguistical experts go through this communication to find out what it all really means. As for us, I do feel that we should exercise every precaution, for the few sentences which I have been able to glean from the communication make me certain that no goodwill is intended towards us.”
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