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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


TIME FOR DECISION


ROGER ADAMS closed his ledger, nodded to his assistant clerk, stood up, stretched with a rather deliberate, self-conscious movement, and crossed the carpet with two measured paces. His assistant made a polite movement in the direction of the coat rack.


“All right, I’ll get it thank you.” Adams smiled appreciatively as the assisant clerk opened the door for him. Courtesy, he thought, isn’t dead. It may on the other hand be pure, unadulterated flannel. It wasn’t really important, he thought. Nothing in the office had significance or impact. It was a place where you came from nine o’clock till five, with an hour off for lunch. It was an old-fashioned jumble of book-files and indexes, one of the last out-posts of Dickensian commercial practice that could still be found in the Metropolis. Adams made his way out and caught the ’bus over the river. He had a cursory look at his fellow-passengers, not a very prepossessing set, thought Roger. He was bitterly dissatisfied with the ordinariness of life. The chips on his shoulders were so much a part of his attitude that at times he thought they must be visible. He pulled somebody’s discarded newspaper from the gentle grip of seat and back rest and scanned it without a great deal of interest. The economics minister was trying to deal with rising prices. The foreign minister was embroiled in the internecine politics of the Middle East. The Kremlin rumbled halfhearted threats, while notes shuffled hotly between Pekin and Washington. Somebody had been indiscreet enough to leave an unclad cadaver in the Serpentine. Another notoriety seeker had sprayed a Greek café proprietor with dum-dum bullets somewhere in the Square Mile; there had been a racial clash in Notting Hill, and a vice raid in Bayswater.


He turned the pages idly without enthusiasm. The Dowager Duchess of somewhere unpronouncable in the West Country was visiting the City in connection with a snob charity function; various stage and screen celebrities were arriving, departing and being interviewed; and sport—the pursuit of a ball by a number of burly gentlemen who might have put their talents to better use—occupied nearly as much space as the racing results and tips. Roger put the paper down with a cynical smile. There didn’t really seem to be very much in it, he thought: a threepenny sample of the tawdry aimlessness of life. Adams, he thought, there must be something wrong with you. Every week thousands of men get deeply involved, emotionally and otherwise, in racing and Soccer, in wrestling and Rugby and boxing and all the other things that leave you cold. Why can’t you be normal, Adams? He shrugged almost imperceptibly, unable to answer his own question. Millions watch stage plays, cinema screens, television presentations, yet you have no interest in the theatre; apart from the news you see little television, and be honest with yourself, man, even the news bores you. Yes, it does, answered another part of his mind. So what does affect you? Sport? Art? Crime? Politics? These things all seem unreal, artificial, thought Adams. They’re all so ordinary, so predictable, so repetitious, so tame, I want something more. I want a reality beyond reality. I want to get off the roundabout so that I can see it as a whole. I want to stop the machinery so that I can look underneath and see exactly just what makes it work. I want to analyse it. I want to break it down, not destructively, but enquiringly. I am more interested in the mechanics of the thing, than in the purpose that the mechanics serve. To me, knowledge of the engine that drives life is more important than the apparent life that it drives.


He reached his flat, a small, two roomed, bachelor affair without the relief of feminine fripperies, without the merciful addition of flowers or brightly patterned floral curtains. It was a plain, simple and very practical living box. He didn’t feel particularly hungry or thirsty. Afternoon coffee in the office was served late and Roger normally read for an hour or two after arriving home and then went out for a meal. He went to his library shelves and took out a book on Atlantis. In the pages of the so-called mythology, thought Roger Adams, there was a greater reality than the tinsel superficiality of the world outside. Here was something far more important than his ledger, his pen, the files in the office, the hat and coat he wore on his way home. Here was something that had a greater reality in an infinite sense than the ’bus or any of the news items in the discarded evening paper on the seat beside him. This was more than Twentieth Century politics; this was more than Sport or Art. Here was a mystery so deep and old it completely absorbed the attention. He read avidly for over an hour, and then realised that hunger was gnawing gently but firmly at his entrails. He was just preparing to go out for supper to the little café two blocks away when the ’phone rang. He looked at it perplexedly. He had it there for convenience, but he made far more calls than he received, and he didn’t make above twenty a quarter. Adams was not exactly anti-social but he preferred not to bother. He was happier—far happier—alone with his books, his thoughts and his dreams—his dreams of great lost continents, his fascination with the enormous Atlantic and the vast deeps below it. He lifted the ’phone and said, quietly, “Roger Adams, here.”


“Good evening, sir.” The voice was professional, smooth, suave almost. “I am Mortimer Perrivale of Perrivale, Dawlish and Co., Solicitors. I tried to get you at your office this afternoon, but unfortunately the line was engaged. I hope you don’t mind my calling you at home.”


“No, not at all. What’s this all about, Mr. Perrivale?”


“I am very sorry to inform you that your great uncle Bryan has died. Mr. Bryan Adams was one of our valued clients for many years, and as you know he had considerable holdings and estates.”


“Good Lord! I haven’t seen the old boy for ten or fifteen years. I didn’t even know where he was living …”


“Hm. Quite!” said Perrivale, as though he felt that such disrespect was hardly in keeping with the rather unctuous tone with which he was endeavouring to anoint the conversation. “Your great uncle has, in fact, left you a share of the estate which would be worth somewhere in the region of three or four thousand pounds; we shan’t be sure, of course, until the effects have been realised. It appears that it will be necessary to liquidise most of the holdings as there are other beneficiaries. Unless, of course, you would like to make an offer and keep the investments intact?” There was hope in the lawyer’s voice.


Adams pursed his lips thoughtfully for a moment.


“I’m not in position to,” he answered.


“Quite, quite.”


“Anyway, I prefer cash.”


“I see.” There was another short, almost offended silence.


“There are two other items which I have been instructed to pass to you,” said Perrivale, rather demurely.


“Yes? What are they?” Adams felt a strange, prickling curiosity at the nape of his neck, a feeling that amounted almost to anxiety. Was it just something in the lawyer’s tone, or was the feeling somehow curiously objective. Once, years ago, at a séance he had felt like that when the medium had told him she had a message from the Other Side.


“There is a document, how old—not being an antiquarian—I cannot say. Your uncle left it in his strong box with us. As far as I can remember—it is years since I looked at it—the document is some kind of a map. The—er—captions are not English.”


“Sounds interesting,” commented Adams.


“There is also a key,” went on Perrivale.


“Oh?”


It sounded inadequate, but Roger couldn’t think of any other answer.


“Perhaps you would be kind enough to call at our office as soon as it’s convenient and we’ll get matters finalised. We shall require your signature, of course, on the necessary papers.”


“Yes, of course,” echoed Roger.


“Good night to you, Mr. Adams.”


Roger hung up rather uncertainly and sat down in the chair to think, hunger forgotten. He had money! For the first time in his thirty odd years of terrestrial existence he had money. He’d been comfortable for years, for he had no extravagant tastes; apart from his books he had no expensive possessions at all. Reading can be satiated cheaply and pleasantly in a library. He drew a deep breath. Three or four thousand pounds! Perhaps the whole strange, unexpected conversation had been a dream? Three to four thousand pounds! And the dreams of Atlantis; the dreams of the great ocean deeps began to crystallise, to condense into a shimmering reality. The map and the key had a strange, romantic sound about them. Roger let his mind wonder delectably in the lush pastures of speculation, grazing first at this idea and then at that, nibbling the sweetness of conjectural flowers and hypothetical clovers …


He called the office early and explaining why he would not be in until later, took a taxi to the old world offices of Perrivale and his associates. The lawyer went well with his voice, thought Roger as the clerk ushered him into the presence. Perrivale sat behind a large mahogany desk of great age and high polish. He rose as Roger came in and extended a ring encrusted hand almost unctuously.


“How good of you to come so soon, Mr. Adams.”


Roger took the hand cordially, but the cordiality was on the surface. The real Adams disliked the Perrivale facade; he wondered whether the notes would smell of perfumed oil when they were handed over. It wouldn’t be notes, he told himself, it would be a cheque. People like Perrivale regarded currency as beneath their dignity. It was all done with cheques. Roger allowed himself to be partially swallowed by a vast black leather chair. Perrivale leaned forward and continued to smile.


“I would normally, of course, sympathise with you in your bereavement, Mr. Adams,” he said softly, ‘but I don’t believe you knew your great uncle at all well. I had handled his affairs for many years, but—” he shrugged, “—even I did not know him as well as I would have liked, a very secretive man, Mr. Bryan Adams, a very secretive man! He travelled extensively in his youth, you know, and amassed a fortune abroad; he lived on his investments the management of which he left to us and his brokerage firm. As long as his cheque arrived he was satisfied. We have been able to keep up the value of the holdings, and even to extend them a little. The other beneficiaries will be grateful I’m sure.”


“Oh, I’m grateful,” said Roger.


“Your great uncle was a considerable age when he died,” the lawyer sighed, as though it was somehow relevant. “In his ninetieth year, and of course, it is not an easy thing to live on invested capital for so long. I feel I must sound self-commendatory, but the brokers and ourselves have done a first class job with the property entrusted to us.”


“I’m sure you have,” said Adams.


Was Perrivale hiding something? he wondered. The lawyer’s eyes, deepset in a rather soft, fleshy face looked at him searchingly. There was an awkward silence for a moment, and then Perrivale went on again.


“And to come to the other matter. Mr. er—Adams, I have the map for you—”


“Thank you.”


Perrivale undid a circular metal canister and carefully withdrew a very ancient, yellow-brown roll.


“What is this?” asked Roger Adams.


“I think it’s Egyptian papyrus.”


“Really?”


“I would be of the opinion that this could have considerable value to an expert.”


“I dare say.”


Roger unfastened the roll carefully on the broad expanse of polished mahogany and looked at it. It was undoubtedly a map. It showed a large, irregular land mass, far bigger than any island, and yet surrounded by water. It gave an impression of a country the size of Australia. The lawyer was watching Roger’s face as he examined the strange old map. None of the characters indicating the names of places were in anything like any script he had ever seen before. He was familiar with the appearance of the Aramaic alphabet, the old Phoenician letters, Sanskrit, cuneiform and runic, but these were not hieroglyphs, or any other recognisable form of alphabet. Several of the characters recurred and he wondered whether the same kind of patient detective work that had ultimately led to the decipherment of ‘Linear B’ would prove successful here. It would take an enormous amount of time.


He had temporarily forgotten Perrivale and the office in which they sat. There was something about the map that held his attention; there was a mysterious enigmatical quality about it.


“You find it interesting, Mr. Adams.” Perrivale was looking at him curiously.


“I do indeed.”


“Your great uncle found it interesting, too. It was one of his most valued possessions.”


“Have you any idea why he left it to me?”


“He didn’t leave it to you specifically.”


“Oh?”


“The terms of the will were such that the map and a key which I have not yet given you, were to go to the youngest of his male relatives, together with the share of the estate I told you about earlier.”


“The three to four thousand pounds?” prompted Roger.


“Yes. It may in fact be rather in excess of that. The market is favourable at the moment; if we sell during the next few days, we may realise nearer five.”


“Better and better,” agreed Roger. The lawyer looked at him sharply again and there was something akin to disapproval in the deep-set eyes.


“I’ll get the key,” he announced suddenly. He unfastened the drawer of his desk and reached inside it. His pudgy fingers clasped a golden key of intricate design, with a handle moulded in the form of a fish.


“There,” said Perrivale. Roger looked at the strange key as it lay in the palm of his hand. It was about four inches long all told. It felt surprisingly heavy.


“Gold?” he asked.


“I believe so.”


“Heavy,” commented Roger, rather unnecessarily.


“Extremely heavy,” agreed Perrivale.


“Any ideas about its history—what it fits?”


“None,” replied the lawyer.


Roger looked him in the eye and knew that he was telling the truth. Perrivale leaned forward a little across the desk; his next words seemed to be wrung from him by the power of conscience. They contravened the smooth air of professionalism behind which he normally worked.


“I—I feel I ought to tell you this, not as your benefactor’s lawyer, but as a fellow human being and a man with a conscience!” Roger looked at Perrivale with a new admiration.


“Please go on,” he said quietly.


“This key seems a restless thing, a dangerous thing. You know that many objects have legends connected with them—particularly jewels and precious stones. You are doubtless familiar with the legend of the Hope diamond?”


“Yes,” encouraged Roger.


“Your great uncle said nothing about that key, but there was a look of intense relief on his face when he deposited it with us many years ago. I was a very young man then, my father was the senior partner at the time. He felt the same way about it. There is one incident connected with it, so odd that it is open to almost any interpretation.”


“I should like to hear it,” said Roger.


“We had an old clerk here responsible for a number of important duties, the filing of documents, care of the strong boxes and so on.”


“Yes?”


“He went to your great uncle’s deed box on one occasion; rather late—we’d been working almost till midnight on a number of important assignments. He said there was a strange sound like a high pitched buzzing or humming—perhaps even a language spoken by falsetto voices—”


“You mean—coming from the deed box?”


“Yes,” nodded Perrivale. “Naturally he was curious and opened it.”


“Bully for him!” exclaimed Roger, drily.


“He swore that the key was glowing, but as soon as he reached out his hand to touch it, the glow subsided, the noise vanished. It upset the old boy quite a lot. He’s been dead for a number of years now, but he was such a normal old man, such a wonderful creature of habit, so completely reliable.”


“I see your meaning.”


“Had it been some excitable youngster, well—one wouldn’t have taken it very seriously, but old Harbottle was like a cartoon version of a solicitor’s clerk.”


“I have a picture in my mind,” nodded Adams.


“I do hope you will not think that what I have said to you is in any way a reflection on your late benefactor?” said Perrivale.


“Not as all, and I am grateful.”


“It is not much. All I have done is to pass on my suspicions concerning this key.”


“I appreciate it, Mr. Perrivale.”


“I can only say in all sincerity that I hope no harm comes to you as a result of this rather strange legacy.”


“My uncle—my great-uncle, I mean—left no instructions about the key?”


“None.”


“No clues as to how they were to be used, the key and the map?”


“Nothing whatever.”


“I see.”


The laywer reached for his cheque book.


“If you’re agreeable I will give you a first instalment of three thousand pounds and pay you the balance when the securities have been realised.”


“Splendid,” enthused Roger, and for an instant the cheque and the pen in the pudgy hand, melted, became amorphous, and he saw instead the bathysphere, his new design, taking shape and sinking into the cool green deeps of the mighty Atlantic. He folded the cheque carefully, signed the necessary legal papers, shook hands with a still slightly troubled Perrivale and made his way to his own office. He called in at the managing director’s sanctum, the clerical holy of holies.


“You know why I was late in this morning, Mr. Hardcastle?”


“Yes, you telephoned us, Mr. Adams; it’s quite all right, I’m sorry to hear about your loss. I understand there is a small legacy.”


“Yes.”


“You wanted to see me about something in connection with this perhaps?”


Hardcastle was intuitive despite the old-fashioned office and the old-fashioned firm that he ran. He was a sympathetic character in many ways, and behind his old world courtesy there was a gentlemanly approach that went deeper than mere politeness. He was a man to whom the old code meant a certain attitude in human relations.


“For a long time I have wanted to undertake some rather unusual research,” went on Adams.


“I do hope that this doesn’t mean you want to leave us.”


“I was going to ask if I could.”


“Oh, dear.” Hardcastle smiled. “I’m very pleased about your legacy, as I said. It’s something to congratulate you on, but—er—” he hesitated, lost for words, “I should be sorry if you went, really sorry. This research, how long would it take?”


“I haven’t really thought of that. If it succeeds I’d want to make it my new way of life.”


“And if it doesn’t?”


“Well, I’m not too old to start again in clerical work, something like this, senior clerk as I am here, perhaps.”


“Have you been happy here, Mr. Adams?”


“You know that, Mr. Hardcastle. I wouldn’t pretend that the work was all-absorbing, but I’ve tried to be efficient. I think I’ve satisfied you; you’ve certainly given me that impression.”


“You have, you have satisfied me very well; you’re quiet, efficient and unpretentious; you fit into this kind of firm. You’re just the man I want, and I don’t honestly know where I’m going to replace you.”


“You’re being too kind.”


“No, I’m not, I’m being quite genuine. Suppose I gave you six months leave of absence, six months unpaid holiday if you like, a sabbatical half year.”


“Well, you put me in a rather difficult position. I’m almost embarrassed by your offer.”


“There’s no need to be.” Hardcastle looked at him. “We regard our employees—although we’re just a small company—as more than contributions to the profits, you know.”


“Yes, I had realised that.


“So leave it like that. You can finish up at the end of the month, and if things don’t work out as you’d hoped, give us first refusal when you come back on the labour market in six months time, or whenever it may be. We’ll take on an extra junior clerk, I’ll supervise the office more closely and leave it as a temporary arrangement until I hear from you again. If at the end of six months everything has gone well for you, come and let me know, and there’ll be no hard feelings either way.”


“I do appreciate this very much, Mr. Hardcastle.”


“I appreciate what you’ve done for us,” was the hearty response.




CHAPTER TWO


THE PARTY


ROGER finished work and went back to his flat in the kind of roseate glow that is supposed romantically to envelope brides on their wedding eve, or pools’ winners on the morning when the cheque arrives. The dream of Atlantis loomed ever larger in his mind. He slipped his key into the latch, closed the door of the flat behind him, hung up his hat and coat with the trained and meticulous precision of an old established habit, and unlocked the drawer of his desk where the plans of his bathysphere were kept. It was simple but revolutionary in its design. As far as Adams was concerned, though he was by no means a professional designer, the greatest problem confronting submarine engineers was to find a metal capable of withstanding enormous pressure. As the thickness of the metal increased so the difficulty of casting or forging at maximum strength increased, as far as he knew. His own plan consisted of a number—he had drawn six on his diagram—of separate skins, each containing a valve. He went over the plan again, carefully. The submarine explorer climbed inside the first bathysphere. The skin was sealed around him, capable perhaps of taking a pressure of fifty pounds per square inch. The window was built to withstand pressure of the same kind. Next, the second skin would be clapped into place, its window in line, and perfectly parallel to the window of the inside skin. This process would be repeated until as mnay as half-a-dozen spheres had been placed concentrically. Small bracing rods would ensure adequate position and rigidity. Besides locking the spheres in position they would bring the windows in line. The sphere would descend until the pressure between the second and third skins—in fact, the general pressure—had reached a point fifty pounds to the square inch higher than the pressure between the inner skins. At this point the next valve would be closed. The process would go on until all valves were closed, thus the outside pressure could be hundreds perhaps even thousands of pounds to the square inch if there were sufficient skins, but no individual skin would be called upon to bear a pressure of more than fifty to a hundred pounds. As far as pure theory was concerned Roger knew that his design offered no great advantage over a single thickness sphere, but in terms of practical manufacturing and costing, in terms of metallurgy, stress lines, crystallography and casting difficulties he had the answer to depths exploration.


The whole sphere, enclosed in a strong nylon net, would be lowered on a steel reinforced plastic hawser. When the submarine explorer had reached the necessary depths and desired to return, the valves could be opened as pressure decreased. Roger went over the plan again and again, sketching in another line here, another detail there on his blue print, working out the position of his oxygen cylinders, and the lines of the pressure gauge tubes. He paid particular attention to the windows, and here again he felt that his design scored heavily over other models inasfar as thick glass was particularly difficult to cast strongly. The number of thin windows in the concentric spheres of ascending pressure levels would be far better than one large window. If a window should give then the safety skins, beyond it or inside it, would still contain enough margin to allow for an ascent. At least, this was what Adams hoped.
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