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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 was no sound in the lawyer’s big private office beyond the deep breathing of that legal gentleman himself. Anybody outside the office, not knowing the circumstances, would have found it impossible to realise that there were four other people present beside the lawyer himself—but they were so concentrated upon him that they might have been graven images. For this was a most vital moment—the reading of a very important last will and testament.


Professor Amos Brailsford had come to the sudden termination of his brilliant scientific career, and there were very few outside the closely knit scientific circle in which he had moved who knew how he had spent his time in the last few years. But what had been known was that he had been a man of considerable wealth, a great deal of brilliance, and the possessor of scientific equipment well beyond the range of existing inventions. Though what his actual preoccupation had been up to the time of his death was a mystery. Even to Nancy Brailsford, his daughter, who was now present in the office.


Nancy, a slim, matter-of-fact blonde of twenty-five, although she had lived in the same great house as her father, had very rarely seen him, especially during the last eighteen months. Beside her in the office there sat Isobelle Sutton, her step-sister, composed, dark-headed, waiting with introspective calm for the lawyer to commence the preliminaries.


At the opposite side of the desk were Alec Carter, a rising young constructional engineer and fiancé of Nancy; and next to him Clifford Ashton—tall, well-groomed, never for an instant allowing his emotions to find expression either upon his face or in his movements.


Then presently the lawyer looked up quickly and laid the will on the desk before him.


“I take it,” he said, glancing at Isobelle and Nancy in turn, “that neither of you two young ladies had much knowledge of what Professor Brailsford did with his time during the eighteen months leading up to his death?”


“No idea at all,” Nancy replied, whilst Isobelle contented herself with a negative shake of her dark head. “I hardly saw my father at all in the last two years, and he was not the kind of man who ever explained his movements. Most of the time he was either in the big laboratory which he had built on to the house, or else he was out of town altogether, or even abroad, upon scientific pursuits or lectures. When we did finally see him it was a fortnight ago …” Nancy’s voice broke a little, and she averted her face. “He seemed to be in reasonably good health, except for the fact that he appeared to be exceptionally tired and very much in need of a rest. He did not explain how he had been occupying himself, but from one or two hints that he allowed to drop to Isobelle and I, we gathered that he had been making a most important exploration somewhere. Only he never said where. And before there was any opportunity for him to explain himself he died suddenly of heart failure.”


The lawyer nodded slowly, a peculiarly rapid smile about his sunken mouth.


“It would surprise you two young ladies to know, and also you two gentlemen, that Professor Brailsford will go down in scientific history as being the first man to leave the Earth and return to it.”


Alec Carter gave a start and stared blankly. He was young, good-looking, clean-shaven, with the dark blue eyes of both a thinker and a doer.


“D’you mean to say that he actually conquered interplanetary space?”


“That is exactly what I mean,” the lawyer conceded.


“But this is incredible,” Nancy exclaimed. “If he accomplished such a marvellous thing, why in the world did he have to keep it to himself?”


“For the very obvious reason, Miss Brailsford, that there are avaricious men and women—in all quarters of the world—who would have put your father’s life in extreme jeopardy had they known what he did.”


“Just what did he know?” Clifford Ashton asked quietly, his dark eyes pinning the lawyer steadily.


The lawyer cleared his throat. “Perhaps it will be more to the point if I read you his will, omitting the legal preamble and coming straight to the point. I would ask you to give your most careful attention to this….”


“ ‘I wish it to be known to my daughter Nancy Brailsford and my step-daughter, Isobelle Sutton, together with Clifford Ashton and Alexander Carter that I, Amos Brailsford, am the only man on this planet Earth who has ventured into outer space, not for what might be called the somewhat conventional purpose of visiting the Moon or Mars or Venus, but to visit a planetoid which I have named ZK/70. This planetoid is invisible telescopically from the surface of the Earth and follows a somewhat erratic orbit between Mars, the outermost of the inner planets, and Jupiter the innermost of the outer planets. ZK/70 is a small, twilit planetoid belonging I believe, to the great Asteroidial belt which exists between Mars and Jupiter. I discovered its presence and approximate dimensions purely by the process of mathematics, for I noticed certain perturbations in different quarters of the asteroids which could only be explained by the gravity of a fairly large body. Thus it was by mathematical computation that I determined the approximate position of ZK/70 and arrived at the conclusion that it must be a world of something like fifteen hundred miles in diameter, and because of its smallness, and its distance from the sun, together with the fact that its surface has very little light reflecting quality it had escaped astronomical observation. Certainly one or two astronomers in the past have reported the presence of such a body, but have never been sufficiently confident about it to be able to state its location precisely. Added to this discovery there came shortly afterwards the perfecting of a space projectile, probably the first guided machine in scientific history. I claim no particular credit for this since I created the space projectile upon the various ideas of experts before me, all of which experts had missed some vital point which I, purely by the process of scientific inference, was able to supply. The result was that I built the first atomic power space machine. To have advertised the fact at this point would not have been prudent, since it seemed to me to be a much better plan to test the machine first. What more natural then that I decided to set out for ZK/70?


“ ‘To reach ZK/70 took me nearly three weeks moving at very high velocity. I do not propose to explain all the technical details of the landing and my subsequent exploration, but I will say this; planetoid ZK/70 has a breathable air, about the same density as Earth, and more or less in the same composition, and it also has a sub-tropical temperature, not by reason of its proximity to the sun, but by reason of extreme internal volcanic warmth which has not yet died away. Indeed as far as heat from the sun was concerned I found it practically negligible, since planetoid ZK/70 is so far away from the sun that daylight on this tiny little world is little better than full moonlight on Earth. This also means that the stars shine perpetually both by night and by day. Night on planetoid ZK/70 is a rather grim business, since there is nothing but a multitude of stars to light this strange little world, and one has the feeling of being on the rim of Eternity. Day is little better, the sun merely appearing as an extra brilliant star amongst the inconceivable myriads of stars dusted over the eternally cloudless sky.


“ ‘But to come now to the essentially vital points—ZK/70 is a planetoid of gold! What first appeared to me to be desert of endless sand I discovered afterwards to be nothing more than gold dust. This fact is by no means difficult to understand for that an entire world made of gold can exist is entirely as logical as there being a planet with a core made up entirely of nickel iron, as in the case of our own Earth. My analysis showed that ZK/70 has a core of molten gold, whilst the upper stratifications are made up of solid gold rocks. The upper surface, therefore, has been eroded down into dust, as in the case of our earth where the soil is comprised of eroded rocks, but in the case of ZK/70 the eroded gold rocks have of course become gold dust. Therefore planetoid ZK/70 is a world of inconceivable wealth cloaked in endless deserts of priceless yellow dust.


“ ‘To my daughter, Nancy, I bequeath this space projectile and all that it contains together with the formulae and specifications belonging thereto. Whilst I am aware that my daughter is not scientific enough to understand the workings of the machine I feel that her fiancé Alexander Carter will readily grasp the details and method of controlling the machine through space. In my laboratory in the steel drawer marked ZK/70 will be found all the necessary cosmic charts for reaching this planetoid. I leave it to my daughter Nancy and her fiancé, Alexander Carter, to decide whether or not they will avail themselves of the possibilities of this space projectile to visit this planetoid as I did. I also leave it open for my step-daughter, Isobelle Sutton, to accompany my daughter and Alexander Carter on their journey; nor have I any objection should Clifford Ashton, the fiancé of my step-daughter, wish to be present on the voyage. Beyond this particular statement all my bequeathments, my financial resources and the residue of my estate at the time of my death I bequeath to my daughter Nancy with certain disposals to my step-daughter as underlined hereunder….’ ”


The lawyer looked up and studied the four faces. At this particular moment the two girls were looking at their respective fiancés, then they turned to the lawyer as he coughed primly.


“There,” he said, “you have the details. If you have any particular question to ask I will do my best to answer it.”


“I have one question anyway,” Nancy exclaimed. “Father here talks of a journey into space to this mysterious planetoid, ZK/70, and then refers to the fact that it is made of solid gold. If that be so, and it is entirely covered with gold dust, why in the world did he not bring some gold dust back with him?”


The lawyer shrugged. “I am a legal man, Miss Brailsford, and not a scientist. I cannot explain why your father took the particular action that he did, or why after visiting a planet fabulously wealthy beyond the dream of avarice, he did not avail himself of the colossal opportunity that he had in his hands.”


Alec Carter gave a sharp glance. “Are we sure that he didn’t bring back any gold dust?”


“Well I never saw any,” Nancy told him. “And I’m quite sure I didn’t,” Isobelle added. “It surely would have been mentioned if he had.”


“You may take it from me,” the lawyer said quietly, “that Professor Brailsford did not bring back any gold dust with him. I handled all his affairs, as you know, including his financial resources—and this I can tell you in confidence. His wealth was purely the accumulation produced by his scientific offerings during a long and distinguished career. Had he brought back any gold dust with him from this remote planetoid I would certainly have been the medium through which he would have passed it. As a matter of fact I raised the same question myself when he told me the story of ZK/70 before committing it to his Will, but his only response when I queried the fact that he had brought no gold dust back with him was to smile.”


“Smile!” Clifford Ashton ejaculated staring. “What on earth was there to smile at? Why couldn’t he explain himself?”


“I just don’t know, Mr. Ashton. That smile is something that I can never quite forget,” the lawyer continued reflecting. “It was whimsical in some way—almost ironic. From it I was left to assume that there was some reason why the fabulous wealth of the planetoid cannot be touched, though what the reason is I am of course quite unqualified to say.”


“I am afraid,” Nancy Brailsford sighed, “that father was a queer old stick in many of the things he did. It would probably be like him to think that digging gold dust from a deserted planet would amount to—er—cosmic theft, so he didn’t do anything about it. But I certainly know what we are going to do about it!”


And, catching her glance, Alec gave her a determined nod.


“I expected,” the lawyer said half smiling, “that would be your reaction. Now I had better give you the remainder of these details which apart from the bequeathments, also include implicit directions on how to reach the site where this space machine of your father’s can be located….”


It was nearing dusk on that same biting January afternoon when the four who had been in the lawyer’s office drove out to the Brailsford hangar in Alec Carter’s powerful saloon. The hangar was situated on a completely isolated field set well back from the main road, and at first glance the big hoarding over the immense double doors nearly caused Alec to go driving straight on down the road. The hoardings said “THE APEX BISCUIT COMPANY” which evidently was one of Professor Brailsford’s neat dodges for keeping an inquisitive public at bay.


“Biscuit Company my foot!” Clifford Ashton muttered, as he sat hunched in the back of the car with Isobelle close beside him.


“Good gag anyway,” Alec Carter commented swinging the wheel of the car so that it turned abruptly to the left from the main road and bounced and bumped down an unmade lane which ended in the open field where the huge hangar stood. Within a few minutes Alec had brought the car to a halt outside the enormous doors. He clambered out, helped Nancy out after him, and then hurried over to the small normal door at the side of the building. It was only a matter of seconds for him to unfasten the complicated, specially made lock—the key for which the lawyer had provided—and then he and Nancy stepped into the vast and gloomy interior. Behind them Clifford and Isobelle came slowly and curiously.


After a certain amount of hunting round Alec finally discovered the power switch and snapped it on. Immediately brilliant light, generated from a source unknown, flooded the hangar with its effulgence.


“I didn’t notice any power wires leading to this place,” Clifford Ashton commented glancing about him. “How do you suppose the old boy got such a marvellous lighting equipment?”


“Seems to me there’s not much of a riddle about that,” Isobelle told him. “Father was absolute dead nuts on atomic power, and from what we’ve seen his space machine is driven by that process, so it’s not a very long stretch of imagination to think that the lighting equipment in here is probably the outcome of atomic batteries. You are supposed to be a bright boy in the electronic world so why not hunt around and see what you can find?”


Clifford’s keen eyes gave her a rather doubting glance, but he made no move to implement the suggestion which she had made. In fact his attention and hers, together with that of Alec and Nancy, was centred entirely upon the superbly designed projectile which now loomed before them in the brilliant glare from the roof. The space machine which Professor Brailsford had designed was certainly a masterpiece of streamlined engineering. The outer plates were of a highly polished metal and so neatly positioned that it was almost impossible to see where the welding and rivetting came. In appearance the space projectile was shuttle-shaped, with the six powerful jet exhausts grouped in the shape of fins at the rear. In the sides were portholes deeply sunken—three portholes to each side—together with a very large observation window at the front. The glass apparently—if glass it was—was of tremendous thickness, and gave back the reflections of the quartet as they tried to peer into the vessel’s darkened interior.


“Well,” Clifford said finally, when they had finished their preliminary exterior examination. “There isn’t much point in wandering about out here trying to look into Fairyland. That’s what it amounts to! You’ve got the key to the control room, Alec, so why not get busy and get the airlock opened?”


Alec nodded, produced the second key which the lawyer had handed over, and then went to work on the massive clamp which sealed the projectile’s airlock on the outside. After perhaps four minutes of fumbling with the unfamiliar locking system he finally got the immensely thick door to move.


It swung open easily and smoothly on perfectly balanced hinges, and as it did so the lighting within the vessel automatically switched itself on, presumably through the action of a photoelectric cell system. Wondering, fascinated, the four entered the control room one by one and looked about them in the soft glow of the sunken lights set deep in the curving roof.


The control room was not particularly large, but it was certainly well constructed. Over the main control bench which in itself was littered with all manner of keys, levers and switches there stretched the main navigating panel. Upon this were all the indicators for velocity, fuel consumption, power-generating voltage, together with the apparatus for giving the reading of external conditions, in the shape of thermometers, humidity-registers, air content analysers, and so forth. From the control bench there led a multitude of massively thick cables all snaking back to an entirely enclosed area at the very far end of the control room. To this Alec immediately moved, and after a moment or two he found that a touch on a switch caused the lead sheath cowling to swing back and reveal the small but immensely efficient power plant within.


“Apparently,” he said as Nancy drifted to his side, “your father thought of everything, Nan. This cowling with its heavy lead lining is to prevent any stray radiations from escaping into the control room and causing damage, which is something I have not yet heard of in suggested designs of other space machines.”


Nan gave a puzzled little smile.


“As a matter of fact, Alec, I don’t know a thing about power generation, atomic force, space flight, or anything else. I’m leaving all that to you because I know that if you don’t understand it now you’ll take good care that you do in double quick time!”


At the further end of the control room Clifford gave Isobelle a significant glance as, together, they inspected the various switches. They were close enough together for Clifford’s next remark not to be overheard by the two who were still inspecting the generating plant.


“If we play our cards properly,” Clifford murmured, “all the wealth of this distant planetoid can be ours for the asking. That sister of yours has no more brains than a fly when it comes to understanding the implications.”


Isobelle gave a quick glance. “Don’t underrate her, Cliff,” she responded, her voice low. “She may not be particularly scientific—which is rather surprising considering her father’s abilities—but she certainly knows how to look after herself. I haven’t lived with her all these years not to know that. And, anyway,” Isobelle continued, vaguely puzzled, “what are you talking about?”


“Tell you later,” Cliff murmured as Alec and Nancy began to return slowly. “I have something very important on my mind, believe me!”


“Altogether,” Alec said as he stood rubbing his hands and glancing about him, “a most excellently designed power system as far as I can see at the moment. Your father, Nan, seems to have designed everything so that it is thoroughly get-attable. If anything goes wrong we can easily rectify it, though since your father made the trip to ZK/70 and came back safely I can’t think why anything should go wrong.”
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