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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


There could be no doubt of one thing—Venus was dying. The mighty scientific civilisation which existed upon it had reached its zenith and now faced the ultimate problem which must come to all races sometime: how to continue living on a planet which is on the decline.


The death of Venus was the sole preoccupation of the scientists inhabiting the planet. For many centuries they had ignored the first evidences of coming disaster. The slow diminishment of clouds; the gradual evaporation of the oceans as they were sucked remorselessly into space; the almost total disappearance of water vapour. Venus was now a world of deserts, sun-blistered whenever the 720-hour revolution of the planet brought that part of the globe to the merciless luminary only 63-million miles away. High, hot winds swept over the powdery white plains, carrying vast dust clouds into the violet blue of the sky. The winds were the precursors of doom. Gradually the blistered landscape, the tortured, barren hills, the chasmed sea bottoms, would be eroded into a common level of sun-cracked extinction. The end was coming—and fast.


At the window of his home in the city of Tranil, the governing centre of the planet, Dal Kilrax, scientific ruler of the race, gazed out sadly upon the wilderness. At one time, within his very long memory—for his life had been three hundred years so far—there had been endless fields of produce expanding beyond this city, away to the mountains at the horizon. In those days the sky had been pale blue. There had been clouds, and rain, and soft encouraging breezes. Now it had all gone. The terrible luminary so close to hand had speeded up the doom of the planet. No rain fell any more. And at night, when the solitary Venusian moon rode the cloudless sky, the air turned piercingly cold as the heat of the day radiated out into the vacuum of space.


Dal Kilrax sighed as he thought on these things. He had planned so much for himself and his race, had deliberately shut his mind to the signs which were now so evident around him. The last thing he had wanted was migration. The task of starting again on a new, thriving planet would be full of hazards. If only there were some way to rejuvenate this senile world …


In appearance Dal Kilrax was a perfect product of his world, though unspeakably alien from ordinary standards. He resembled an upright slug—a complete shiny body, curiously slimy on the exterior, with a protuberance for a head. He had two pairs of arms, supplied with tentacled feelers. Hair was totally absent. Locomotion was gained by two extensions at the base of the body which served as feet. His face possessed a toothless mouth, an air-intake which would have been a nose in any other type of being, and two very large eyes. Here there was evidenced the creature’s tremendous intelligence. They were sagacious, thoughtful, mirroring the profound speculations which governed him at the moment.


Far away in the distance over the low mountain tops a whirling dust storm rose blackly against the blinding sun and then streamed to the south-west, blotting out the aridity of the desert. Out there was a temperature of 190 degrees Fahrenheit. Inside this building, however, silently rotating cooling fans kept the temperature at a reasonable level.


The sound of the door opening made Dal Kilrax turn. It was Yedi, his second-in-command, who had entered, and one of the most brilliant scientists in the race.


“Master,” he acknowledged, with his slight obeisance, “I thought I should report upon my findings to you concerning the state of our planet.”


“I hardly need a report, my good friend. The view from this window is quite sufficient. All I need to know is: how long has our world to live?”


“At the most; ten orbital circuits. After that; the atmosphere itself will start to leak into space. I need hardly add that there is one cause only of our troubles—the sun.”


Dal Kilrax gave his equivalent of a smile.


“Yes, I had already assumed that—which makes it a vicious circle my friend. If we use scientific means to blot out the sun from our world we kill life anyway; and yet if we let the sun shine normally our life is sucked away from us. Nature can be very exacting.”


“I have been wondering,” Yedi continued, reflecting, “if we could not migrate to the fourth world—the planet Maza. It is a thriving planet with plentiful air and water. It is populated by curious bipeds who sprout hair on their heads. As yet their science has not reached a particularly high level. I think we could very soon deal with them. I am prepared to dispatch scouts to survey, if you wish.”


Dal Kilrax shook his head. “No, Yedi. I had thought of that, but two factors make me abandon the idea. For one thing, even if we domiciled ourselves on Maza we would endure immense physical discomfort because it is only half the size of our planet. Its gravity is also proportionately less. That being so our brains would not be as efficient because of the effect of lesser gravity on our circulatory system. A brain must have a steady blood supply to keep it in order, and a weak gravity would cause untold trouble. Hundreds of our race might die off—that we could not afford. There are so few of us already. With the bad conditions of our home world here mating and offsprings are rare events. Our race is sadly depleted. On the other hand, even if we did decide to take over Maza we could only do so by means of resorting to arms. We would conquer: that would never be in doubt with our superior weapons—but in so doing many of our number would perish. No, Yedi, that is not the answer.”


Yedi watched a distant plume of dust rising to the zenith before he spoke again.


“Then how about the third world from the sun—Kronj?”


Again Kilrax shook his head. “No. It is a very, very young world, lashed by tempests and, in many parts, still steaming with mephitic vapours. The only point it has in common with this planet is that the gravity is almost the same. That would not compensate for the fetid seas and atmosphere and the vast struggle which would be necessary to tame that world’s exuberant youth.”


Yedi was silent. One by one he could sense the lights going out throughout the system. All the possibilities of migration seemed to be evaporating—and if migration was not the answer it meant death—absolute and complete, under the blazing sun or in the frigid night, upon a world from which the last trace of atmospheric vapour had vanished.


“What about our moon?” he asked at length. “I know it is airless, but we could perhaps overcome that difficulty by sealing ourselves underground——”


“Again, no. We can seal ourselves underground here if we wish—though the life is utterly unnatural for us. My main reason for refusing our moon as a haven, however, is because it is infested with inert life spores, utterly lethal to us. If those spores happened to seep into our underworld—on our moon—they would come to life in the warmth and air and emit deadly toxic vapours, chiefly carbon dioxide. Since we are essentially oxygen-nitrogen breathers that would be fatal.”


“Then, this is the end of the road?” Yedi questioned, finally. “We perish in the midst of our magnificent civilisation? We die because our science, mighty though it is, is not mighty enough to defy natural laws?”


“There is one way …” Dal Kilrax meditated through an interval. “It is not one which I like taking—viewing it from the standpoint of a living person who loves his world; but as a scientist, responsible for the continuance of our race, I have no alternative. It will mean the death of millions on the world of Maza, and the rapid decline of their planet into extinction, but that is the law of the Universe. Always it must be the survival of the fittest and the destruction of the weaker.”


“What have you in mind, Master?” Yedi inquired.


“The greatest feat ever attempted by the science of this planet—and the only possible course we can take if we are to survive. You had better summon the Governing Council, Yedi, and I will address them en masse. This is not a matter for you and I to talk over in secret conference.”


Yedi bowed himself out and before very long radio summonses were being disseminated throughout the planet for all the leaders of science to assemble in the City of Tranil at the earliest moment. In response, projectiles began to hurtle through the sun-drenched heavens from all quarters of the globe—until finally, perhaps two hours later—the entire number of scientific leaders was assembled in the enormous Council Chamber.


Dal Kilrax was in his usual seat of office, on an isolated rostrum near an enormous glassless window. Behind him, on the arid plains, dust fled inexorably over the parched wastes.


“That we face crisis has long been apparent to you,” he said, when the meeting had been formally opened. “The problem of our continuation as a scientific race has long preoccupied me—and it has forced me to a most unhappy decision. I fully expect that the scientists of future ages will write us down as fiends, heartless monsters, and men of evil intent—but that is because they will not be aware of how desperate is our need. We are left two choices: to rejuvenate this senile world of ours, or perish. No other world is suitable for us to live upon—so we must take the possessions of a happier world, that of Maza, the fourth planet from the sun.”


“May I ask what is meant by possessions?” asked a scientist of the North Circle.


“A planet has only two possessions worthy of mention,” Dal Kilrax answered. “Air—and water. The two things we most desperately need. I am suggesting that we should take them, as we can with our scientific power.”


“Without warning?” another scientist asked, aghast.


“Yes, without warning. You do not suppose the inhabitants of Maza would give up their air and water if we asked them, do you? And if they offered to share it it would be no use to either of us. It has to be all—or nothing. So, we shall take their seas and atmosphere and with them rejuvenate our world. They will probably die, like the fishes on a dry ocean bed—but that is only in the natural order of things. We have only one aim: survival.”


For a long time the issue was argued back and forth, just as Dal Kilrax had anticipated it would be—but in the final analysis it became more than obvious that his was the only plan which could save the race, ruthless though it was. So the matter turned to the scientific issues involved.


“What, kind of people are these Mazians?” asked one of the Council.


“They are fairly intelligent,” Yedi answered. “They have space travel by means of crude rocket propulsion, and they understand radio to quite an advanced degree. Also they seem well versed in ordinary scientific technique, but are still a long way behind us. In appearance they are rather queer—from our standards—but then, life on other worlds is very unlikely to take the same form as ours. The Mazians walk upright on two legs, possess round-shaped bodies crowned with queer furry mats. Their eyes are set flat in their craniums, as ours are, and they have openings which are presumably for food or speech. Revolting creatures. And they are big—very big. I would place them as eight feet in height.”


“Lesser gravity demands greater size,” Dal Kilrax commented. “And their atmosphere?”


“Perfect for our needs, Master. Oxygen and hydrogen in copious quantities, together with nitrogen, argon and krypton. Their oceans are combined oxygen and hydrogen, with a heavy sodium chloride basis.”


“I would like to view this planet,” one of the Council requested—and so his wish was gratified.


Shields dropped over the glassless windows, blotting out the unmitigated glare of the Venusian day. Television contact with the city’s observatory brought onto a wall screen a perfectly clear image of the planet Maza, which—though 73-million miles distant—was crystal sharp. Delicate fingers of light-gathering magnetism hurtling across the void made this miracle of telescopy possible.


In silence the scientists studied the view—a prosperous, thriving world of green, clouds floating in its dense atmosphere, cities sprawling in the emerald landscape, the dots of seagoing traffic scattered about the oceans. The planet Maza, in the heyday of its life, a world which one day a race as yet unborn would call Mars.


“Excellent,” Dal Kilrax decided at length. “We need delay no longer. Now, gentlemen, this is what I propose …”


With the coming of the next day-period, measurable by the city clocks, activity began, following out Dal Kilrax’s scientific plan to the letter.


Silent, faultlessly efficient robots marched single-file to a point 2,000 feet up on the distant mountain range within sight of Tranil. With them they bore metal-synthesizing machines, tools and scientific engines of all descriptions. They were nearly all the day-period on the ascent, a long and irregular line of metal figures on firm, jointed legs, glittering in the blinding sunlight, only halting when they finally gained a broad, natural ledge extending for an area of three miles before the mountain range began the second, upward thrust to unscalable heights.


Dal Kilrax and his immediate scientific colleagues reached the heights in a fast ascending levitator, operated by means of gravity shields. They directed the operations of their robot servants efficiently, but they had only just started when the day-period ended and rest commenced.


At the close of it, work began again. The huge ledge was disrupted in the centre for an area of half a mile diameter, going down in the form of an enormous cylindrical shaft to a depth of a thousand feet, its sides lined with sheets of pressure-resisting alloy.


The Venusians and their servants worked untiringly, watching the slow erection of a vast, latticed tower of metal, mainly comprised of four three-feet-thick girders held in position by lateral bars and struts. Twenty days later it was finished, rearing to a height of a thousand feet—huge enough, but seeming dwarfed by comparison with the vast mountain range against which it stood. It commanded a view of the sun-soaked terrain below, standing within sight of the distant city.


At the tower top reposed a circle of polished copper, able to turn swiftly on massive gimbals, and within the centre of the circle, suspended by electro-magnets, was a curiously designed transmitter fitted with numberless graded lenses. Both this instrument and the copper hoop were connected by stout cables dropping the length of the tower and thence passing through the supporting bed of hardened pressure-resisting metal in which the tower was embedded. From this point the cables continued their journey to a complicated switchboard deep under the city in a specially equipped laboratory.


The most difficult part of the work was done. The rest was a matter of computation and analysis …


In the course of another day Dal Kilrax and his race forsook the ground levels of Tranil and sealed themselves underground. If their plans matured according to expectations a sea would eventually roll where the desert now stood, burying Tranil beneath the waves. But against this possibility they had taken every safeguard.


A network of tunnels and shafts passed into the mountain range from their underground habitat and emerged at a point 6,000 feet up the range. These served as air-purifying vents and could also be traversed and ascended in the levitators. From such a vantage point up the mountain the race hoped to be able to take stock of their re-made world when the chaos had subsided.


No possibility had been overlooked; nothing left to chance. The valves that closed the roof of their underground city had been tested and found capable of withstanding an almost inconceivable water pressure, a pressure which could only exist on the bottom of an ocean. Certainly it was impossible for them to be drowned.


Dal Kilrax thrust most of his misgivings aside when the time came to take the last steps. His qualms of conscience at the frightful blow he was about to deal a thriving world were outweighed by his fierce desire for survival.


Standing in the enormous laboratory he looked on the gathered members of his race. Vast electrical engines of every shape and design stood around him in a wilderness of glittering metal. Generators, vacuum tubes, enormous anode and cathode balls roped together by slender but enormously powerful filaments; great ladders and bridges of insulated metal perched between titanic electro-magnets—the whole array of nth degree electricity was present, some of it comprehensible to those who watched, but much of it an enigma reflecting the prodigious intelligence of its creators.


At length Dal Kilrax made a statement:


“Gravity, my friends, is as much a force as light or heat. It has definable limits and its power can be increased or decreased at will—that we know from our levitators which lift easily against the pull of gravitation. Also, we know it from our space machines which shield gravity and hurl us away from the gravitational field. We know that, even as ordinary radio waves can be heterodyned, so can a correct force operate to ‘heterodyne’ gravitational fields and render the part in question entirely free from gravitation. So, then, we come to our plan …


“Across space, directly to Maza, we shall protect a heterodyning beam, which when it strikes that planet will encompass one thousand miles of surface area. This heterodyning beam will be in the exact centre of what we can call a tunnel of force. That is to say, this tunnel will be a beam having walls of vibration solid enough to withstand the sudden uprushing vortex of water and air. Obviously, with part of Maza degravitated and this force tunnel immediately over that part, the air and oceans will be sucked up our force tunnel by the normal process of following the line of least resistance. But for our force tunnel they would spew sunwards, hence the presence of the tunnel to hold them in one fixed path, until they deluge down on the surface of this planet.”


A question came from the assembly.


“What of the people and cities of Maza, Master? Will not they too be absorbed toward the tube and rain down upon us?”


“No, because the binding molecular forces that hold solid things together will be destroyed by our forces, but degravitated water and air can only reassemble into their original non-solid form.”


Dal Kilrax became silent, waiting for questions. None came. It was evident the entire assembly was in agreement with him and resolved upon the plan. Satisfied, the ruler turned and studied the elaborate computations built by the mathematical machines. He checked the exact position of 73-million-miles distant Maza, together with the path the heterodyning beam and tube of force would have to take through space.


Finally he surveyed the meters on the solar-energy potential scale. They registered 86-million volts potential. Almost in silence the energy-storing apparatus continued working under a 30,000-volt load, catching on its endless series of brushes a constant flow of charges directly from the sun itself.
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