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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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Calder Hall. The name of the world’s first plant for generating electricity from atomic energy still produced inside the Minister of Fuel and Power a warm glow of pride. He had been present—though he had not been Minister then—when the station had been officially opened by the Queen on 17th of October 1956. Vividly he recalled the thrill he had felt when she had pressed the switch. As he sat in his room in the huge Ministry building, Mr. Sidney Furnival remembered how the needle of the giant meter, specially erected to show the production of electricity, had begun its steady march round its large white dial. A new age had been born then.

Now, not so many years later, more than half Britain’s power was generated by huge new atomic energy stations scattered over the country. In a few years more almost all British electricity would come from this source; and it was his primary task to push the work forward.

The telephone rang—jerking his thoughts back abruptly to the present. He reached for the instrument and spoke into it briefly. Then for a moment he listened with l00k of incredulous concern.

“But that’s impossible,” he gasped. “Absolutely impossible. Let me have a full report at once, Heningshaw.”

He returned the telephone to its rest, his thoughts in a turmoil. How odd that he should have been indulging in affectionate nostalgia about Calder Hall when his chief engineer had come through to report that Britain’s number one station had suddenly become critical and had had to be closed down completely. In all the years since that memorable October day such a thing had never happened. Sections of plant had occasionally been closed because of overheating, but now—for the first time in its existence—Calder Hall was misbehaving, misbehaving badly.

He picked up the telephone and his private secretary answered.

“Ask Heningshaw to come at once. And bring Thomas as well.”

The ten minutes that followed seemed an eternity, and when there was a knock on the door, Mr. Furnival’s reply was more like a bark than an invitation to enter. Two men, their faces lined with worry, came in. The chief engineer blurted out more bad news.

“Bradwell and Berkeley have just gone, too.”

The Minister half-rose from his seat, then fell back again as the full significance of Heningshaw’s words sank in. Bradwell and Berkeley. Not—not gone critical as Calder Hall had?

“Both superintendents have just been through to report, sir. A complete shut down.” Beads of perspiration glistened on Heningshaw’s forehead.

This was catastrophe!

Never before had even one major atomic energy station had to stop production. Yet now, in the space of minutes, three of them, in widely separated areas, were out of action. The effect on the National Grid would be noticeable already.

“Any explanation?” Mr. Furnival asked. Yet as he spoke he could see from their appearance that they were as bewildered as he was.

“No, sir,” Thomas, the assistant, replied. “We haven’t had time for reports from the superintendents yet, but we’ve called for them at once. We’ve asked for calls to be put through here. Perhaps that’s one now, sir,” he concluded as the telephone shrilled again.

At a sign from the Minister, Heningshaw picked up the instrument and spoke, his voice sharp with anxiety. There was silence in the room for over half a minute as the Chief Engineer held the instrument to his ear without speaking. A gasp of consternation was the only sound that came from him until, with a curt word, he replaced the instrument. He looked up at the Minister, his face lined.

“Hinckley Point and Trawsfynwydd gone, too.”

Before Mr. Furnival could speak, with a brief—almost perfunctory knock two agitated senior civil servants strode quickly into the room.

“Sorry to burst in like this, sir,” the first one blurted out. “But all hell’s loose. Half the grid’s gone dead and the coal stations can’t cope. The Emergency Plan should be put into operation, sir. At once.”

Heningshaw met the glance of the Minister and nodded silently.

“Very well, Soames,” Furnival said grimly. “Do it now. I’ll get on to the P.M.”

Britain had faced many crises in her long history, but disaster had never struck her before with such crippling suddenness. In those agonizing first hours, when it was realized that the whole of the country’s nuclear power stations had—for some mysterious reason—been compelled to close down almost simultaneously, it seemed that she had received a blow which could easily prove fatal. Large-scale readjustments of national life were made in the course of a very few hours. Broadcasts by radio and television were used to inform and reassure the public—and the public responded magnificently but with bewilderment.

Soon it became known that not only atomic energy stations in Britain had been affected. All over the world the story was the same. Nuclear reactors in America, Russia, India, in countless other countries, had become critical and been forced to close. Everywhere the effect was serious, but nowhere was it so devastating as in Britain, for this was the country which had developed the new source of energy more rapidly than any other. This was the country which the ever-rising cost of coal had compelled to rely more and more on this new source of power. So Britain, proportionately, was the most affected. For Britain it was vital that the cause should be discovered and eliminated without delay.

In the daily press speculation was rife. Various guesses were hazarded—some serious, most wildly improbable. Eventually world opinion seemed to crystallize round the idea that it was due to some unknown property of the uranium which formed the core of almost every reactor. The British Government mobilized the nation’s best brains to grapple with the crisis. Mr. Furnival and his Prime Minister followed the Press speculation with interest. When the uranium theory was generally accepted, they did nothing to contradict it. Yet within a week of the great shut-down the true cause had been found. In the interests of tranquillity uranium was allowed to take the blame. Yet the true cause was a different one—staggeringly different.


2

It was a shocking day for July. On the windows of the railway carriage the rain beat incessantly, the slipstream whisking away the spattering drops in diagonal rivulets. The youth in the corner seat stared disconsolately through the glass at the dismal countryside and waterlogged fields. What a prospect for the long vac., he thought to himself!

There were only three people in the compartment; himself and—each sitting hunched in a corner—two elderly ladies. Neither had spoken a word during the last forty minutes—thus maintaining the good old British tradition of stony silence during a train journey. The youth made several attempts to whip up interest in the paper-backed novel he had bought at the station bookstall at Paddington. At last he gave it up in disgust and abandoned the book with its lurid cover on the seat beside him.

One of the two ladies glanced idly at the bright colours and then snorted audibly when she saw that it depicted in brilliant hues the fantastic landscape of a distant planet with a weirdly armoured spaceman in the foreground, What rubbish young people read nowadays!—one could almost hear her thinking to herself. How much better it would be if this young man occupied his thoughts with serious literature instead of this impossible trash that so any people seemed to enjoy!

She would have been startled out of her silence if she had recognized the youth in the opposite corner. For this slight young man was the only human being who had ever crossed the threshold of space, who had been propelled in a rocket to a fantastic height and had returned with vital scientific information, almost losing his life in the process. It was Christopher Godfrey, who, less than two years before, had captured the imagination of the whole world by his heroic ordeal.

Chris, oblivious of his fellow passenger’s disapproval, continued to gaze idly at the flying landscape outside. He had just completed his first year at Cambridge and was on his way home to Wolverton where his aunt, Mrs. Mary Ingall, kept a small grocery shop. Most of his friends at the University had followed the usual practice of obtaining some form of employment during their long holiday, but Chris had planned to spend most of his vacation with his widowed aunt, studying at home. Of course he intended seeing all his friends and there was a definite undertaking to spend at least a fortnight at the home of Wing Commander and Mrs. Greatrex.

As he thought of his old friend, the gallant wing commander, the youth remembered that never-to-be-forgotten day on the rocket range at Woomera when the officer’s prompt and heroic action had saved his life. Seriously wounded by a traitor’s bullet, Greatrex—or Whiskers as his friends dubbed him from his most prominent feature—had later married Sylvia Darke, the woman security officer who had been sent to protect Mrs. Ingall during the weeks Chris had been engaged on his hazardous assignment. Gosh, it would be good to see old Whiskers again!

The train was slowing down. Thank goodness the electricity rationing had not affected steam locomotives. They would soon be running into Wolverton station, and Chris stood up—stretching to reach his two bags from the rack overhead. Then he unfolded his mackintosh and started to put it on. He would need it on the half-mile walk to his aunt’s home. The rain was still coming down steadily; it looked as if he was in for a soaking. With a jerk the train pulled up, and, amid a cloud of steam coming from beneath the carriage, he stepped out on to the almost empty platform.

Almost empty—but not quite. A tall man, wearing a loose-fitting waterproof coat and a dark brown trilby hat, was looking expectantly up and down the train.

“Uncle George!” Chris yelled in delight. The tall man’s face lit up with a happy smile as he strode along to meet the delighted youth.

“Fancy you being here!” Chris called as he dumped his two bags on the platform to seize the outstretched hands. “This is great! How are you, Uncle George?”

Sir George Benson, Director of the Rocket Research Establishment at Woomera, looked down at him fondly.

“Hello, Chris old chap. I’m fine. How are you? It seems ages since I saw you.”

The scientist took one of the youth’s bags and, an arm round his shoulders, walked along with him towards the exit.

“I’ve got the car outside. It’ll save you a soaking. I’ll run you home,” Sir George said as they passed through the ticket barrier.

“Did you really come to meet me?” Chris asked. “It’s awfully good of you. How did you know which train I was coming on?”

“Your Aunt Mary told me. I’m staying for a few days with Mr. Berry and I thought I’d better come along and see you.”

“I should jolly well think so,” Chris said as they walked towards Sir George’s car. Putting the bags in the back, the two friends climbed in together and the scientist drove smoothly away.

For a time Benson had to concentrate on the traffic at the end of the station drive. Chris looked up at the strong, kindly face of his friend. The scientist was actually no relation to the youth and “uncle” was the courtesy title adopted through force of circumstances a couple of years before. Then fate had woven an unbreakable web linking them together. Out of common danger had grown a bond of friendship and affection that nothing would ever sever.

“How’s it going at Cambridge, Chris?” Benson asked as he glanced with a smile into the youth’s upturned face.

“Oh, fine now, Uncle George,” Christopher replied. “It was a bit grim the first term as I’d been out of action for so long. The second one was better, and now I’m really enjoying it.”

“Good! And how are you feeling, Chris? Fully recovered?”

“Oh absolutely. Never felt better. I’ve been doing some rowing and soccer—even had a dabble at boxing,” the youth said proudly.

How different had been his prospects when he attended the local Grammar School! Then he had been so undersized for his age that he was unable to take part in any sports—a fact that had caused him much distress. Since his venture into space—where the atmosphere no longer afforded protection from the mysterious cosmic rays—he had, for some unknown reason grown considerably. Now, though slight in build, he no longer felt different from his fellows, and it was a great joy to him that he was able to play games with not a little prowess.

The scientist glanced periodically at his young friend talking happily at his side. A close observer might have noticed a strange look that occasionally crept into Benson’s eyes. But it passed as quickly as a small cloud crosses the sun, and Sir George plied Chris with innumerable questions about his work and his life at the University. It seemed very little time indeed before the car was stopping outside Mrs. Ingall’s little shop.

Eagerly Chris grabbed one of his bags and jumped out of the car. In a few strides he had reached the shop door while Benson was still climbing out sedately. It required quite an effort for Chris to restrain himself until a grinning Sir George had joined him. Then he pushed open the shop door, setting the little bell jangling inside. Mrs. Ingall was waiting to greet her nephew in the sitting-room at the back of the shop. Chris flung up the flap of the counter and raced through, while the scientist lingered discreetly to close the shop door, for it was early closing day in Wolverton.

There was a deep bond of affection between the youth and his aunt. Since the death of Chris’s parents, Mrs. Ingall, a widow of many years standing, had been both father and mother to him. Yet until the events of a couple of years before, neither Chris nor his aunt were accustomed to show their mutual affection. It was only under strain of his grim and tragic experience that their reserve had been broken down and now Chris was embracing his Aunt Mary warmly.

Breaking away from her nephew with a confused little smile, Mrs. Ingall invited the scientist to step inside.

“The kettle’s boiling. I’ll have tea ready in two minutes,” she promised, bustling about as she regained her composure.

Sir George and Chris removed their coats and hung them in a small cloakroom on the left. As Mrs. Ingall disappeared into the kitchen Chris clattered upstairs with his bags while the scientist stared into the fire that was blazing away in spite of the evidence of the calendar. Again the strange look crept over Benson’s face, and anyone who knew him well would have rightly guessed that he was deeply troubled. By the time Chris had returned to the room his friend’s face had cleared and he never guessed what the next two hours would reveal.

It was a jolly little tea party. Mrs. Ingall had provided all her nephew’s favourite cakes, and the fruit and cream were attacked enthusiastically by the man and the youth alike. Of course Chris had to repeat all his news to his aunt, and in return she regaled him with local gossip about their mutual friends.

Chris helped his aunt to clear away the tea things, and as they were washing up together she asked in a low voice whether Sir George would think it rude if she slipped away for an hour to visit a sick friend. Chris assured her that she need have no qualms on that score, and that he and Uncle George would find much to talk about while she was away. Later, when she put the same question to the scientist himself, Benson confirmed what Chris had said, so, with many apologies, Mrs. Ingall put on her hat and coat and left the two friends together.
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