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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 I



Interference


Mike Harris and Clem Elliott were radio enthusiasts. ‘Enthusiasts’ was hardly the word. They were radio fanatics! Every spare moment they spent among their equipment in their electronic-cum-workshop. They had made and designed; built and re-built; stripped down and reconstructed every possible and conceivable type of set.


Their bench was littered with rectifiers, frequency by-pass condensers, aerials, volume controls, coupled circuits, condensers, anode resistors, and hundreds of other electrical bric-a-brac. Amid the confusion lay delicate transistors and sheets of printed circuits. A wild disarray of hammers, screwdrivers, pliers and electrical soldering irons in clamps and racks, completed the effect.


Mike Harris and Clem Elliott were enjoying themselves. They were men who believed that the proper raison d’etre of all work for which a salary was paid, was to enable a man to enjoy his leisure time.


They lived for their leisure. Leisure was radio construction. Amateur wireless work. Some of their stuff was old-fashioned hopelessly old-fashioned. They liked building old-fashioned sets because it brought an air of nostalgia for the pioneer days of the two and three valve masterpieces that had delighted their grandfathers.


They settled down to what was to be one of their usual, pleasant evenings. Their discussion was purely ‘shop’, and ‘shop’ to them was radio. Radio, electronics and all that went with it.


Mike looked up suddenly from his soldering iron and laid the delicate components back on the bench with a puzzled frown.


“Clem …?” His voice held a query.


“Yes” grunted Elliott, “Wassamarrer?” He always ran his syllables together as though joints between words were as obnoxious to him as joints between points in a circuit.


Mike Harris cocked his head on one side, like an inquisitive bird—listening …


“There’s something wrong with that set running in the background.”


Their old superhet was running quietly. It had a fine reception and a clear, accurate tone. A pre-VHF model, it was nonetheless one of their chief prides and joys. They stopped work and sat back in silence, listening.


“You’re definitely right” sand Clem. “There is something wrong, Mike.”


It was the work of a moment for their eager hands to seize it, and five minutes later its innermost secrets were naked to their gaze on the bench.


They checked and re-checked. They spent most of the evening on it. By they failed completely to get rid of the interference.


“The old beggar’s picking something up from somewhere,” decided Clem. “It’s not in the set at all! It’s an outside interference source. Get the detector going.”


The ‘detector’ was a device of their own contrivance. A modification of the delicate instrument used by the Post Office engineers on their search for pirate receivers. The detector gave a directional ‘fix’ on the beam of the interference source. It wavered uncertainly for a few seconds and then, as they turned up the sensitivity control, the direction indicator settled itself down. “That looks like being it,” said Harris.


“Agreed,” said Elliott. “Definitely agreed.” He looked at his watch. “It’s getting on for nine o’clock, it’s a bit late to ask somebody to turn off their vacuum cleaner, isn’t it?”


“How do we know it is a vacuum cleaner? It could be almost anything. I’ve never seen any interference quite like this before,” he said thoughtfully, stroking a chin which was a prominent feature of his physiognomy. “I don’t like it very much! I don’t like interference that I can’t trace.”


“Well, we’ve traced it all right!”


“Yes—but you know what I mean!” expostulated his friend. “We’ve traced the direction, but what about the source. That’s not a vacuum cleaner flash. It’s not a faulty ‘fridge. It seems as if somebody has some kind of ‘field’ in operation, quite a powerful field. I’m damned if I can understand it!”


“This has all the makings of a first-class mystery,” said Mike.


“It certainly has!” agreed Elliott.


“Well what are we waiting for?” said Harris.


“It’s a bit late,” protested Clem.


“Late be damned,” said Harris! “I can’t settle down to anything else while this mystery remains unsolved. Come on let’s go out and do something about it!”


“In for a penny, in for a pound, I suppose,” said Clem. “All right then. Let’s go and see what we can find.”





CHAPTER II



The Hidden Laboratory


Their detector gear had been able to give them a fair idea of distance as well as direction, and from their reading of the dials it was certainly not more than three miles from their own workshop.


“Bit queer,” said Mike.


“Dashed queer,” agreed Clem.


And as courageously as Tweedle-dum and Tweedle-dee about to embark on their battle, the two radio amateurs set off on foot to discover the source of the interference.


Holding their battery-operated detector carefully in its haversack in front of them they set off through the darkness of the warm Spring evening. ‘Darkness’ is too strong a term to use for that soft, opalescent Spring light which transfigures and transmogrifies the world into a fairyland of soft, sombre shadow …


They reached the end of the road and found that their indicator beam was directing them across a field.


Crossing a field—a strange field—which neither of them could ever recall walking across before, though they had lived in the village for many years, can be a hazardous undertaking for a man used to pavements, even in broad daylight. But at night it is not without its element of danger. It is, in fact, frought with sudden pitfalls, and unexpected problems.


It was Elliott who had the misfortune to walk into the electric fence with which the worthy farmer was preventing his cattle from overstuffing themselves upon fresh, tender young Spring pasturage. The unlucky radio amateur let out a yell, and leapt a foot in the air.


“What the devil’s wrong?” inquired his friend irascibly.


“You’d ruddy well know, if you’d touched the blasted fence!” exploded Clem.


It was all Harris could do to confine and restrain his laughter. The sight of Clem Elliott’s by no-means-slim figure bouncing up into the air like a partridge that had just received a blast from a 12 bore was one of the most comical things that Mike Harris had seen for some weeks. He could not, in fact, remember having seen Clem move so swiftly since the day when the aforementioned Mr. Elliott had inadvertently rested his ample posterior upon a hot soldering iron! He had then given every indication that he was attempting the word high jump record. However, it was by no means a laughing matter, for in his efforts to disentangle himself from the electric fence Clem had almost dropped the detector.


“I think you’d better give me that thing, before you have any more accidents,” said Mike good-naturedly.


“If you’d been carrying the so-and-so detector in the first place,” snorted Clem, “I should have been able to look where I was going, and I wouldn’t have walked into the perishing fence! Here, you have it!”


Mike adjusted the strap of the haversack around his neck and they continued on their way, if not exactly rejoicing by no means miserable. This was something of a lark. It was an adventure, and life was all too dull and all too monotonous as far as these two radio amateurs were concerned.


It seemed as though carrying the detector produced some kind of jinx, for they had taken barely another dozen paces when the luckless Harris disappeared down an incline. Disappeared with such suddenness and thoroughness that for a moment Clem was of the opinion that his colleague had been spirited away by supernatural forces.


By the time Mike had emerged from the ditch both the radio enthusiasts were in some considerable doubt and alarm about the further serviceability of their detector, but after three quite exhaustive tests they were relieved to find that the needle was still swinging unerringly into its accustomed place, and that all was well.


“We must be getting somewhere near it,” said Elliott with a rather mournful tone to his voice.


“I hope so,” said Mike wringing out his trouser bottoms. “This may be Spring. and the water is far from cold, but it is as wet as ever! There is very little to choose, old boy, between warm wetness, and cold wetness! The former rapidly becomes the latter, even on a Spring evening!”


“Well, do you want to go back and get changed?” asked Clem.


“No, I don’t think so,” answered Mike, “I’ve got a bee in my bonnet about tracking this thing to its logical conclusion. If there’s one thing I hate it’s a job half done, a circuit half traced, a valve half-checked.”


“I know exactly how you feel. A stickler for accuracy. Perfectionist to the last. One of the things I admire about you, me dear old fruit,” said Clem. “All right, then, if you’re bent upon seeing this mission through to its logical conclusion, let’s go ahead and conclude it.”


They bashed on—field after field.


“You’re sure we got the distance right?” Mike asked more than once.


Feld after field.


“I hope we did,” countered Clem.


“Do you think we could have disturbed it in some rather odd way,” said Mike. “So that this distance finder isn’t working even though the direction finder is … Could the intensity detector be at fault? Without disturbing the directional locator?”


“Well that’s a point, I agree,” answered Elliott, “but look at the thing now. We ought to be almost on top of it!


“There’s nothing to be seen here,” said Clem as he gazed around. “Nothing but that hale of potatoes left over from last winter.”


“How do we know they are potatoes? They might be mangolds, or carrots, or something like that … surely they aren’t sending off a radio beam that we’re picking up!”


Clem was looking from one end of the long hale to the other.


“There’s something damned queer here, Mike. The indicator is practically leaping out of the meter glass!”


“Yes, by cracky, it is!” agreed Harris.


Inch by inch, as slowly and as cautiously as a pair of commandoes making their way up an enemy beach, Elliott and Harris circled the gigantic hale.


“I don’t think this thing is a hale. It’s too big,” whispered Clem. Mike nodded.


“Far too big! So big in fact that it could very well contain the source of this interference.”


“You mean somebody’s built something like a secret laboratory or workshop out here in the middle of a field?” protested his colleague.


They both stood staring at it in silence.


“Look at the indicator,” whispered Clem.


“I am looking at it,” returned Mike, “it’s like a greyhound in the trap ready to go. Bouncing against the glass like a number three dog with his nose against the bars.”


“Number three dog always bounces his nose against the bars when my money’s riding on him,” commented Clem dourly. “I’m going to stick to radio in future. These Saturday nights at the dogs play hell with the housekeeping. Just can’t balance the budget at all!” They laughed, and yet it was a forced sound in the darkness. There was something about that mysterious, over-sized hale that was vaguely sinister. There was an air of threatening, and menace, and foreboding about the place. It was as though that mound contained some strange, dark secret which had defied them to unlock its mysteries.


“If there is anything concealed under there,” said Harris, “there’s obviously got to be a way in.”


“Of course there has,” said Harris, “and if there’s a way in it’s got to be there now somehow! This detector can’t be that wrong.”


“Let’s go all round the thing,” said Harris. “If we completely circumnavigate the erection, then we shall be able to see whether the direction finder moves as we move.”


“Of course!” agreed Elliott. “Elementary, my dear Watson!” They moved slowly around what they now decided was an artificial hale. The pointer moved round with them. Ever turning towards that one spot at the centre of the artificial earthwork.


“There’s no doubt there’s some kind of electrical equipment in there,” said Elliott, “but, I say old boy, have we done something we shouldn’t—I mean accidentally. Could this be some sort of government property or other. Some hush-hush electronic development, and we’ve stuck our great clumsy hooves all over the place. They’ll probably be able to track us down by the name of our cobbler then we shall be for it! Have us on a high treason racket, and when they find all the radio equipment in our workshop they’ll be sure we’re radioing stuff back to the Reds or the Chinks, or somebody! Or a couple of agents for Transylvania!” He laughed at his own joke, but it was a thin and rather mirthless laugh.


“Well?” said Mike, looking at the thing again. I’m absolutely burned up with curiosity. I want to know what that place is. I want to know what’s causing the interference.”


“I don’t know,” said Clem, “my curiosity is abating a bit. All I want is to get safely out of here!”


“I’m going to try and find a way in,” said Mike, ignoring his friend’s answer.


“O no!” said Clem.


“Why not?” We’ve got a perfectly legitimate right to ask them what the devil they think they’re doing. They can’t just come and muck about with our radio reception like that! I should never be able to hold my head up again if it was said of me that I had allowed my radio to have interference on it, and not go out to check the source! I mean to say …” He broke off in the middle of his indignant outburst. He was suddenly aware that they were no longer alone. There was a figure about three yards away in the dark shadow. Just the outline of a figure, and the pale Spring moonlight glinted on something, that it held in its hand. Something that was pointed at them.


They didn’t have to be mental wizards to guess that the object levelled towards them through the darkness was a .45.


“Raise your hands.” It was a strange, rather indeterminate voice. “Turn around both of you and walk slowly forward.”


Mike looked towards Clem in the darkness. Clem looked back. “This is a damn nice do, isn’t it?” he hissed.


“You’re telling me!” said Mike. Who’d have thought——”


“Shut up,” said the shadow with the gun. Just keep walking till I tell you to stop!”





CHAPTER III



Discovery


The large, shadowy figure behind them prompted them at gun point for a few yards until they came to what looked for all the world from the outside like a shooter’s ‘hide’. A roughly constructed thing of saplings, leaves, twigs and straw.


“Inside,” said the voice with the gun, “and mind you don’t trip over the stairs and break your flaming necks.”


“Stairs?” said Mike Harris in bewilderment.


“You’ll find ’em. Just go steady.”


The caution which the gunman had issued seemed to belie the fierceness of his tone, in some way. The fact that he was solicitous about their welfare to the extent at least that he did not wish them to fall down the stairs seemed in odd contrast to the threatening blue-black steel. Just a little of the fear that had gripped them began to evaporate. They went down the stairs… concrete stairs by the feel of them, and found themselves confronted by a thick steel door.


“O.K.,” said the shadowy figure of the gunman, “just stand carefully one side will you? Don’t try any tricks, because if you do, I’ll drop you where you stand. There’s too much at stake for any chances to be taken!”


They stood perfectly motionless. Mike Harris was thinking to himself that there is all the difference in the universe between the celluloid hero of the thousand-and-one extravaganzas who sends a gun spinning sideways with a swift spinning motion, while landing a beautifully timed uppercut on the villain’s jaw with the other hand. I real life he felt confident that these things just did not happen—at least they did not happen very often! He was not even a celluloid hero—let alone one of the real life variety!


If he had attempted either to grab for the gun or strike the shadowy head of the big man whose personality alone seemed to dominate them, he was only too dismally pessimistic about what the outcome would be. He would either miss, or his blow would be ineffectually light, and he would find himself lying on the floor with a body full of .45 slugs, which are not healthy things …! He decided to do as the gunman asked. So did Clem. Their one consolation was that word of caution about descending the stairs. The man who was going to kill them in cold blood would hardly have been in the least concerned as to whether they fell down the stairs or not. Anyway, if he had been going to shoot, why bring them down here to do it? Why not do it out on the field? It was all very peculiar, but they didn’t have very long to ponder it.


The big man unlocked the steel door, and with another flick of his wrist, he gestured them inside. But never for a second did the gun leave a position from which it could very easily have discharged lethal, leaden death to both of them, in a remarkably short space of time.


As they passed through the door they were astounded by the brightness—not say dazzled——


There was a tremendous array of scientific equipment before their gaze.


Clem Elliott snapped his fingers as inspiration suddenly dawned on him.


“I know where we are, Mike! We’re under that thing that looked like a potato hale. The whole thing is a strange, hidden laboratory!”


“Shut up!” ordered the big man with the gun, a second time. It seemed one of his favourite pieces of conversation. He was monosyllabic to the point of being boring. They moved on further into the brilliantly lighted underground chamber. Beneath the soil camouflage of the exterior the place was lined with ferro-concrete.


Although the radio amateurs were by no means ignorant particularly on the subject of modern electric equipment, they were at a loss to understand the purpose of the pieces of apparatus that now confronted them. That they were basically electronic any school boy would have known at a glance, but there was something about them which beggared description. Or if they did have any over-riding design, it was not a design the amateurs could comprehend. They seemed to be neither receivers nor transmitters. Just a weird conglomeration of electrical apparatus, and it was bewildering.


The man with the gun produced two pairs of handcuffs and snapped the first pair onto Mike’s wrists with a precision that could only have been born of long practice. He handcuffed Clem in the same way, taking care to cross the handcuffs with Mike’s first! They were now fastened together so that escape was impossible unless they could have run sideways!


Clem looked at the man thoughtfully. He was big. Bigger than he had looked outside, now that the softening effect of the dusk had been re-placed by the sharp glare of the light of the hidden workshop, or laboratory, or whatever it was, they were able to form a fair estimate of the size of their captor. He was well over six feet and very broad in proportion. His face had a powerful leathery quality and yet it was by no means ugly or vicious. He looked for all the world like a policeman or a security man, and his concern that they should not injure themselves on the stairs suddenly began to take on a significance which they had not fully comprehended before.


They had not been captured by any group of forgers, or by the operators of an illicit still. If anything they had done something even worse by tracing that electronic disturbance on their interesting piece of home-made apparatus they had stumbled unwittingly upon what they now considered to be Government sponsored research establishment.


“I say, is this some sort of hush-hush place?” blurted out Clem Elliott, as the thought occurred to him.


“It might be,” answered the man with the gun. He looked from one to the other.


“What the devil were you two fellows prowling around outside for anyway?”


“Well, it’s like this,” began Harris. “We were—I was—that is—O damn, I’m scared, and confused, and not used to being handcuffed!”


“Well, that’s one point in your favour anyway,” answered the big man, with a trace of what might have been humour. He was looking at them keenly.


“You don’t look much like Russian spies to me. And you’re not yellow enough to be Chinese.”


He slipped the handcuff key over to them.


“Go on, take those things off. It unscrews in case you don’t know how to work them… Professor!” His voice was an absolute bellow, and a stooping, grey-haired individual with penetrating eyes, made his way slowly across from the other end of the laboratory.


“Yes, Joe?” He became aware of the radio amateurs’ presence. “O dear. They shouldn’t be here, should they?” His voice was thin, reedy and so professorish as to be almost too good to be true. He was more like a music hall professor than the real thing. A satire of the public conception of the aged, absent-minded ‘miracle-boy’ who does strange things for the Government in concealed places; in dark cellars beneath Whitehall!


The big man looked from the professor to the radio amateurs.


“Hmm,” he said thoughtfully. “Now listen, you chaps, I’m going to put you in the picture. My name’s Arkwright. I’m a security officer. They call me Joe—Big Joe.” His voice became almost awe inspired.
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