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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



The Sightings


GEORGE Turnbull was a red-faced septuagenarian. He had reached that advanced point of decrepitude at which even a mild exertion resulted in severe palpitation and grampus-like wheezings. He burst into the bar of the “Dog and Partridge” looking like a walking beetroot surrounded by cotton wool. There was a darts match in progress at one end. Three old yokels were playing dominoes at a beer-stained oak table. A blowsy barmaid with her hair in curlers was wiping up a few stains with a cloth that appeared to be imparting more dirt than it was picking up.


Two nondescript non-regulars, who might have been down-at-heel commercials, were discussing politics and elementary economics. A casual observer, listening to their conversation would have realised that neither had an adequate knowledge of their subject, although they had now arrived at that state of beery pleasantness at which one agrees with the other man’s remark, and goes on to augment what he has said with a similar inanity, with an air of great profoundness. The clock, ancient teleological masterpiece, bearing the name ‘Klopenhanger, Berlin 1884’, showed that in ten minutes the barmaid would reluctantly call ‘Time, gentlemen if you please’.


The darts match stopped; the domino experts ceased peering with rheumy eyes at the black and white oblongs before them. The amateur politician and his equally ignorant economist friend stopped in mid-sentence, and every eye in the room turned and stared in the direction of the newcomer.


“I see ’um!” panted old George, when he could finally recover enough breath to operate his vocal cords. “I see ’um! Maisie!”


The barmaid blinked at him in amazement.


“Yes, George,” her voice seemed inadequately faint and breathless to have emanated from so large a frame. “What did you see, George?”


“I see it!” repeated old Turnbull, his gnarled and ancient hand shook as he waved his walking stick around the bar, with a gesture that might have been indicative of almost anything …


“I’ll see if they’re still there, if you come outside.” Turnbull’s articulation was not enhanced by his absence of teeth and the ill-fit of his dentures.


“What’s outside, old chap?” said one of the beery, nondescript commercials.


“Aas up inersky!” gurgled George. “Up in er sky, that is, mister! Tha’s one o’ them there flyin’ saucer things!”


“What?” exclaimed the local darts champion, dropping an arrow to the floor in consternation almost impaling his toe-cap. There was a sudden surge for the door as the import of old Turnbull’s remark sunk home.


The darts team got there first, followed closely by a domino player and one of the commercials, Maisie, hampered by the wooden trap door of the bar, on which the other commercial was still leaning, was the last to get outside.


Like a tiny red and amber speck, something was wheeling across the sky.


Something that could have been a shooting star, or a plane with only one navigation light working. Something that could have been one of the new experimental rocket ships, or something that could have been mysterious, frightening, and not of this earth …


“Aas too far away to see now,” commented old Turnbull, puffing and panting for breath still, from the exertion of his rapid progress from the dark, mysterious outside, into the safety of the public bar. “I see ’um a lot clearer than that! An’ that weren’t one o’ ours! That worn’t an old aeroplane, it worn’t so old fashioned as that! At worn’t one o’ our rockets, that worn’t bright enough. Tha’ was the wrong shape, that was round as a bell. That was humpty in the middle. That cum across the sky a lot lower down than that, an’ a lot clusser! Then that went up again, I see ’um goin’ up like a sky rocket on November 5th, only a lot faster. Then he seem to twizzle, roun’ agin’ hisself, like a great ol’ top up there in the sky that were.” Now that his antique lungs had got functioning once more he was thoroughly enjoying his role of narrator of unusual and outstanding events.


“Thas a werry strange business, mister,” he said, turning to the nearest of the commercial travellers, “Werry strange indeed. You take it from me. I may be an old farm chap, I may not a had a lot of education—but I do know the difference between one o’ our rockets and sumthin’ strange—and that was sumthin’ strange. Do you think I’d a-come puffin’ up here, in danger o’ givin’ myself a heart attack, if that hadn’t been somethin’ strange. I seen dozens o’ rockets boy, they don’ excite me more than see an old chicken go across the road, but this here was different. Werry, werry different. I don’t like it …”


Closing time was forgotten. The little group made its way back into the bar. The darts match was forgotten. The dominoes were forgotten. Politics and economics were forgotten, and for the next half hour the sole topic of discussion, with diagrams drawn with a grubby finger on a beer soaked bar counter, was George Turnbull’s unidentified flying object.


Freddy Rogers and Elsie Green were the perfectly run-of-the-mill teenage couple. There was nothing even slightly out of the ordinary about them. They were, if anything, unusually quiet and well-behaved for the day and generation to which they belonged. It was the result, probably, of a rural upbringing. On the night in question, the night in which old George Turnbull had gone panting into the “Dog and Partridge”, Fred and Elsie were strolling through the mild warm air of the summer evening, hand-in-hand, casting shy little glances at each other. Their conversation even less inspiring than that of the two commercials in the “Dog and Partridge” …


They were muttering the sweet nothings that had been muttered for centuries by people of their age, feeling the same biological urges as they felt. Yet, not knowing exactly what was happening because it was happening in their minds and in their hearts for the very first time. Finding strange, exciting, breath-taking newness in the unknown of each other’s company.


“What sort of ’ouse would you like?” said Fred. Elsie gave a little shy half-smile.


“Don’t really mind, Fred,” she said, “anywhere with you ’ud be all right, I suppose.”


“Do you want a little ’ouse, a big ’ouse, a new ’ouse, or an old ’ouse?” Fred was already seeing himself in the role of provider. It gave him a new sense of maturity and responsibility. “O’ course,” he joked, “I may only be able to buy you something like a chicken’s house! I don’t get much money as a carpenter, especially on this ’ere apprentice lark … I think that’s a proper racket!” He went on to discuss the apprenticeship carpentry scheme, with as little knowledge of his subject as the two travellers had had of their economics and politics. Elsie was not awfully interested in apprenticeship carpentry schemes, but she listened to Fred, because in her immature teenage way she loved him—or she thought she did—at least she was infatuated with him, and the night, and the warm summer air belonged to them. She listened patiently for about ten minutes, then nestling closer, she whispered:


“O Fred, say something romantic! Don’t keep talkin’ about carpentry all night.”


Rogers laughed.


“No, it ain’t very romantic, is it? I suppose girls like romance! It’s all this pictures and television, and those tuppeny weekly papers you read, with photographs of these pop-singers. Look at them, they get ten times what a carpenter gets!”


“Fred, say something romantic,” persisted Elsie. “You’re only runnin’ them down because you can’t do it!”


“I can, you know,” said Rogers, and in a wavering baritone that cracked up and down the scale, because his voice had not completely broken, he gave a passable impersonation of one of the ear-splitting pop-singers of the day.


“That’s quite nice,” said Elsie, “I love to hear him sing that, he sings it ever so nice, but it sorta means more when you sing it, Fred!”


“You’re cute!” beamed Fred. He was about to say something else, when he suddenly looked up.


Why he should choose to look up at that precise moment he had no idea, but he did. And as he did so he saw exactly what George Turnbull had seen. An enormous disc like ship, for all the world like a saucer with a dome attached to its upper side. Beneath it were projections that could have been anything. It was going too fast to tell accurately. But of one thing he was certain, around the rim was a series of round, small lights. It was a fantastic sight. Like something out of a science fiction writer’s nightmare. These things, Fred had told himself, just didn’t exist. They had no right to exist. They were very nice in stories, and they made quite an interesting newspaper article, but they didn’t exist on warm summer nights, when a man was trying to do his courting. They had no right to exist in a world that was full of furniture and hire purchase, and deposits on houses. They didn’t exist in a world, the horizon of which was limited by thoughts of marriage and a future that was entirely centred and wrapped around Elsie Green.


It was a small future that Fred Rogers planned. Just domesticity and the pleasures he hoped would go with it.


Security, perhaps, above all else, security and comfort. Then, quite suddenly, out of the sky came this thing. This red and amber, spinning, whirling, twisting, disc-thing, like the top of a red hot rivet, flying across from one construction gang to another. Whirling across the sky in a way that no terrestrial ship had ever whirled. Spinning like the top of some playful god, cracked by a divine whip.


He and Elsie stood staring at it for a moment, and in that moment both of them seemed to age mentally several years, as if they realised there was an awful lot more to life than a tiny circle of hearth and home and work … there was a lot more to life than carpentry, a lot more to life than settling down securely and forgetting the great big outside world. At that moment the whole universe opening like a challenge, was before them …


The million points of light above him were not gentle, romantic stars, were not a quiet background to love, the Soloist. To Romance the dominator of the stage. They were themselves the centre of that stage. He seemed to see countless constellations in the shape of endless question marks. Suddenly he wondered what life was all about, and what man was, and what he was, and what he was doing there, and why he was there …


He couldn’t put it into words … he was just aware of a terrible feeling of uneasiness. A terrible feeling that he was infinitely small and that the universe was infinitely great. And that he wanted to know more about the infinity of its greatness, yet, he didn’t think he would be any good to go out there, because his mind was not great enough to go out there and get hold of the stars. He felt, even in Elsie’s company, very much alone and very much afraid …


There seemed to be nothing but the world, the ship, and the stars. And darkness. A darkness of space which filled not only the physical universe, but his own mind. He saw in a flash the immensity of it, and he seemed to shrink inside himself. They turned, older, sadder, wiser people, turned and began to run back to the lights of the village. Shouting as they ran, though what point there was in that neither of them knew, it was simply a relief to nerves that had received a sudden, terrible shock. Fred kept saying over to himself as he ran: “I do exist,” for he knew, even as old Turnbull had known, that this was no earthship. This was something that had never originated from the fair green fields of earth, this was something alien and different, and dreadfully frightening …


Jack MaGuire unfolded his .410 carefully, squinted along the familiar sights, and toppled the pheasant as easily as he would have shot the bulls-eye on a shooting range … “Lovely,” commented Jack, in his indefinable Celtic accent. There was much argument about Jack in the village. Those who knew him best swore he was Irish; those who just listened to the accent said he was Scotch. Jack said nothing, but kept his own counsel and grinned all the more delightedly. It suited him to be a man of mystery, it suited him to have an air of the ‘unknown’ about him. That again was his Celtic blood.


He usually agreed when somebody whom he neither knew nor liked came up to him and said:


“That accent of yours fascinates me, MaGuire, let me see, you’re Welsh, aren’t you?”


“Oh yes!” said Jack, usually adding an ‘however’ with effect.


A short while later someone else would be bound to ask him:


“Now, come on Jack, let’s stop all this argument! You are from North of the Border, aren’t you?”


“Och aye, I most certainly am!” he would reply in his best Scots impersonation. Grinning inwardly with that mysterious light of Celtic dare-devilry dancing in his eyes. Finally somebody was even more certain to say:


“Now then, Jack, come on, you can tell me, I’m a fellow-countryman, are ye from the Emerald Isle, and if so from what part of it. Are ye an Ulsterman, or are ye from Cork? Is it Dublin or is it Tipperary?”


Jack would give a knowing wink and rattle off a piece of pure nonsense about the days when he had fought with the I.R.A.


Jack MaGuire was one of those jovial rogues, a twinkle eyed buccaneer who belonged to no century, and yet to every century! A man who would have been at home flying a space ship, piloting a rocket, sitting behind the controls of an aeroplane, poaching, smuggling, doing anything with risk and spice to it. He might have been a bootlegger in the days of prohibition, provided that his lawless enterprise was nothing that was morally bad, ethically bad; he would hold two hands for it, just for the sheer spice of defying the law! He was a small scale Harry Lime, a village Robin Hood, for many and many a pheasant found its way to the cottages of pensioners who would otherwise have seen very little in the way of meat or game.


He walked with a springy gait on short, but powerful, athletic legs. He stooped, picked up a pheasant and stuffed it away in the voluminous pocket of his coat. As quickly and as carefully he folded up the .410. Nice little gun, it could disappear with remarkable dexterity when the occasion arose. He never believed in advertising his profession to those who disapproved his nocturnal activities. That pheasant made the tenth that night, and he had half an idea that old Sandy, the gamekeeper, must have heard at least one of those shots …


That meant that Sandy would probably be about somewhere. Prowling, searching the fence, the edge of the grounds, looking for Jack’s bolt hole …


Might even be sitting there, by one of the old bolt holes that MaGuire had used so often before, sitting there hoping the poacher would come walking into his ambush dripping pheasants and feathers …


But Jack was too wily a bird to be caught with old chaff, he never used the same hole twice—to the utter despair of the men who had to use the fence.


He would make himself a means of entry and he would also forge his own exit as he retreated from his Tom Tiddler’s ground. He considered the old squire was fair game. The old squire was very much of the old school. He said ‘By Gad’ and ‘By Jove’ every few minutes. He drank the best whisky and the finest old port. He had a gouty foot that would have done credit to a 17th century Duke. He had a choleric temper which sent his complexion through the entire spectrum shift, from yellow to crimson, whenever somebody annoyed him, which was frequently. He had no time for modern politics, he was a complete and utter anachronism … He longed for the days of the glorious British Empire, when nine-tenths of the world had been subject to one of Her Majesty’s gunboats … he thought it was a great pity that the vote had ever been given to anyone other than the landed gentry, who, after all, were the only people intelligent enough to know, according to him, and on odd occasions when he went, addressed members of the ‘ginger group’ at Bath, or Leamington, he always received a tremendous ovation from the bath chair brigade, as they set aside their glasses of mildly radio-active thermal water and whispered to each other under their hands, ‘Sort of man the country needs’, ‘not enough of ’em’.


But it was a dream world, the squire’s world of politics. A dream world that had faded and had gone as the antimacassar and the aspidistra had gone. They belonged together. They had slipped softly into a world of shades.


Yes, MaGuire considered the squire fair game. He liked ragging the old fellow’s politics, whenever that worthy could be persuaded to speak at public meetings in the village. Yet, for all that, there was a limit to MaGuire’s foolery. On one occasion he had, by dint of his strange ability, to be in odd places at odd times, overheard a singularly unpleasant scheme for the requisitioning of the squire’s land. Requisitioning it for odd purposes, which only the Council authorities comprehended, and which neither MaGuire, the villagers, nor the squire thought would have been a good thing at all. The Panjandrums in the Planning Office might have lambasted their way through, despite public opinion, if they could have presented the ministry with a fait accompli.


MaGuire had tipped the squire off in time. And he still remembered with an odd nostalgic tingle of pleasure, that they had once agreed during a public meeting!


For Jack wished to preserve the squire’s land if only because it gave him somewhere to poach, at least, that was what he had given as his reason, but very deep down inside him, although he regarded the old man as fair game, he would have been loth to see anything really serious befall the squire.


He was making his way back towards the fence, bulging with feathery cadavers, when a slight rustle in the trees above his head made his glance up … The wood was thin at that point, and as he looked up through the branches he saw a flashing light.


It seemed to hover above him for a few moments, and with the subtle dexterity that made him the successful poacher he was, he scrambled up one of the trees to get a better view. Even the weight of the dead birds in his overcoat was no handicap to Jack MaGuire.


He looked up into the clear, leafless sky above him, for the aboreal canopy now lay around and below him like a canopy of rustling green. The light that met his gaze almost made him lose his hold on the tree. It was fantastic!


Jack MaGuire had seen many strange things in many places. He had adventured in most of the known world. He had been as far as the Moon, Mars and Venus, in the early pioneering days a few years back. He had flown in, and once had piloted, rocket craft of the conventional type. He knew designs changed, but he knew they didn’t change that fast. This thing wasn’t just one of the adaptations of a design that he had known. This was something completely new. Something that didn’t make sense. It was a disc … a spinning disc … a disc with a hump. It looked like a great illuminated cymbal spinning across the sky. Jack didn’t like it. He didn’t like it at all. There was something cold, aloof and sinister about that thing. As if it didn’t belong in the world of men. Yet, as far as he knew, Mars and Venus were uninhabited … Where then was this thing from? One of the outer planets of the system. Had it winged across from the corners of the galaxy? What? and How? and Where? and Why? The questions buzzed in Jack MaGuire’s brain like angry bees as he made his way thoughtfully down the tree. His main consideration now was to get rid of those pheasants, get them stowed safely away in his larder at home, and then make report to somewhere to someone in authority. For that thing up there boded no good to anybody … It was a threat, and threats made Jack MaGuire see red. The threat of the council’s requisition scheme had angered him, made him fight. This thing made him want to fight, but he knew that it was far more deadly and dangerous, if it was an alien, than anything the council could have cooked up.


P.C. William Augustus Taslett had been plodding a rural beat, on his feet, and on an ancient regulation police bicycle, for a long, long time. Sometimes it made him feel rather ironic. When he looked up and saw earth’s great rocket ships blasting off for the nearer planets of the solar system, when he saw them streaking away at thousand of miles an hour, hovering on their plumes of flame between the earth and the skies, and he looked down at his rusty old machine, the machine about which the local sergeant over at Bradchester had told him off, so many times.


“You’re a good officer, Taslett,” the sergeant had said more than once, “but you are a mechanic, and you do not maintain your machine in the correct regulation manner. Clean it!”


So P.C. Bill Taslett cleaned it …


And on the strength of that one cleaning the bike had had to go for about two years until the sergeant’s next inspection. For rural England was still rural England, despite its rocket ships and despite the great world outside, little country communities went on in their same quiet way.


Taslett was wheeling his machine at this moment, wheeling it because of a puncture. It had had a puncture for about six weeks. Every night he had meant to mend it and every night something usually in the form of Mrs. Taslett’s pleasant hot suppers, had made him decide that inside was far preferable to the cold draughts of the cycle shed.


Even in the summer Bill Taslett’s cycle shed was cold and draughty because he hadn’t repaired it … that was another point on which he did not see eye to eye with the sergeant from Bradchester. But he didn’t worry. He was ideally suited for his role. Slow, phlegmatic, ponderous, capable of dealing with local misdemeanours and asking nothing other than to be left alone till his length of service had expired, and he would be able to retire on his pension to a nice little country pub somewhere and possibly a chicken farm. Bill was not a man tortured by ambition. He had his ambitions, but they were all easily fulfilled, and he was a happy contented man in his slow, easy-going way. It took a great deal to rattle Bill Taslett. Once the high spot of his career had been his participation in a three county murder hunt. By sheer thorough going, painstaking care, had unearthed the body in a piece of ground that had already been combed three times by some of the smart boys from the city. But even the discovery of a body did not unduly disturb or worry him. He had been sorry that someone was dead. That had been all. He had not experienced any shock. Indeed, he breezed along through life in the fond belief that nothing could shock him.


The front wheel of the ancient machine he was pushing struck a stone. It gave him a slight jolt, as a result of the jolt his helmet slid forward a little to the end of his nose. He raised his hand to adjust it, and tilted his head back to facilitate the adjustment, he looked up …


As he looked up he saw a light in the sky. He didn’t know how to explain it. One of the new-fangled rockets perhaps?


No decided Bill, it was no rocket, the light was in the wrong place in relation to the rest of the solid object. This was disc-like, it wasn’t a slim, shining, silvery pencil with a fiery tail as all the other rockets he had seen.


This was something new, something different. He wondered for a moment if it was a new invention; slow, methodical and rural as he was, he was not so far behind the times and so remote that he didn’t keep up with his reading, and he was sure that the paper which formed his principal evening’s entertainment would have had some sort of report about it.


He had an almost schoolboyish interest in anything that flew. This was definitely nothing concerned with the ordinary run-of-the-mill rocket ships. It was nothing connected with the old-fashioned aeroplanes. This was something different. This was unidentified …


He looked up and kept looking up. It was saucer shaped and had light along the rim of the saucer edge. It had a dome above the saucer, and it was twirling and manoeuvring in a way that defied all the laws of physics.


Bill Taslett forgot all about the puncture. He thrust his helmet firmly on his head and pedalled off to the police house and the telephone, as fast as his beefy legs could carry him.


Stuffy Briggs was also abroad that night … Stuffy Briggs was abroad every night … that was his job. He had a job which the majority of his fellow men regarded as necessary but highly distasteful. For in the rural area in which the squire enjoyed his gout and his choleric temper; in which Jack MaGuire poached; in which old George Turnbull pottered down to the ‘Dog and Partridge’ every night, in which Fred Rogers and Elsie Green strolled under the soft summer sky and in which Bill Taslett plodded about his duty, there was much rustic peace, and even more rustic inconveniences. A modern sewerage scheme had been promised by the requisition-happy council for a long, long time. It was promised with great fervour every three years when the members of that council came up for election. The fever of the elections over, the expenditure and the subsequent increase in rates which such a sewerage scheme would entail, were at once found to be of far greater importance than the scheme which had been so rashly promised. Planning officers planned; tenders were sent out, were received, filed and forgotten. And because the ways of councils in rural areas are what they are, the sewerage scheme remained a beautiful dream.


Because it remained a dream, Stuffy Briggs and his broken-winded horse continued to plod and clank through the night emptying the primitive apparatus which served the villagers by way of sanitation. Stuffy could hardly be said to be a sensitive man His best friend wouldn’t have been able to accuse him of being refined … but Stuffy had an essential job and he did it without complaint, without haste and without much thought.


His horse, his clanking vehicle, and the skies above him were his only companions. He smoked a foul old briar, so strong that it deadened the fumes that accompanied him, and with this pipe thrust firmly into his mouth like an ancient, nocturnal ‘Popeye’ he made his way without complaint from one back door to another …


It was his singular lack of imagination which made him such a reliable witness at the subsequent investigation, for he, too, looked up into the sky that night, as he had looked up at the sky a thousand nights before. … He saw a light, not a star, not the moon, but an unidentifiable light, a light that didn’t make any sense, a light that didn’t fit in with the pattern of all the other lights in the sky. Aeroplanes and rockets he was familiar with. This was neither. It looked at first like an enormous illuminated tambourine with a hole through the middle. It spun at great speed, and as Stuffy examined it more closely he saw that it appeared to be carrying out a series of aerobatics that defied all the laws of nature and the laws of gravity. That defied all the known laws of physics. He was no physicist, he hadn’t got the kind of mind that examined things by virtue of their natural laws and their adherence to them or otherwise. He simply knew whether a thing made sense or whether it didn’t. This tambourine of light above his head did not appear to make sense. First he thought it was like a tambourine, then he thought it was something like a saucer. Then he remembered reading somewhere about flying saucers, and that they had been discussed for the last twenty years in the bar of the local. Then he looked at it again, and as he subsequently described it to the official enquiry, it was like a gigantic orange or lemon squeezer, with a dome in the middle and a rim round the outside. Glittering and flashing and corallescing with light. He liked that word ‘corallescing’. He’d read it once in a science fiction story, and oddly enough, though he was no literary giant, it had been one of the words that had hung in his vocabulary, and he had trotted it out on all occasions, hoping that it would impress anyone who heard it.


He looked up, did old Stuffy, and saw that enormous object, like a November 5th spinning wheel in the air above him.


His old horse saw it too. Saw it and bolted.


If it had not been for the drama of the situation it would have been intensely funny. Stuffy, his pipe trailing sparks and smoke, hanging grimly to the reins, jolting and bumping on the saddle, with the infernal machine behind him clanking and rattling like the devil’s own dust cart …


But it was better than no means of locomotion at all, and it was taking him with every panting gasp of his ancient horse, to civilisation, at least as far as the village could be called civilisation. And the company of fellow human beings … the company of fellow human beings was something that Stuffy Briggs wanted then more than he wanted life itself, he had seen a flying saucer. He, the unimaginative old driver of the essential evening cart, had seen an unidentified flying object.


Porky Smith was a night watchman. Very proud of his job. Very proud because he was the only night watchman in the village. The village had nothing in the way of industry that required a watchman, and if any of its roads were ever pierced by the activities of telephone engineers or electrical mains, the thoroughfare was so little used that the services of a night watchman were never considered necessary.


Porky Smith looked after the maltings. It was the only industry in the village. It did very little work now. He was retained more for sentimental reasons than any other. He was an enormous man, as his nickname suggested. He had a large, round face with two prominent, outstanding red ears, that spoke of poor circulation, He wore a battered, almost shapeless old hat, that might, in its remote youth have been circular. He walked with a stick, not because of any deficiency in his legs, but simply because of the amazing weight which his two pinions were almost unable to cope with, so he augmented them by using a hand and a walking stick. He also prided himself that his walking stick could be used as either an offensive or defensive weapon. Should anybody seek to raid the private sanctity of his ancient, crumbling maltings. Why anybody in his right mind would want to raid Porky’s ancient maltings was completely beyond anybody’s guess. He was a close friend of P.C. Taslett, and sometimes imagined himself to be a kind of unofficial deputy, on duty at the same dark hours of the night as the worthy constable. He was also a close friend of Stuffy Briggs, and Stuffy would often stop as he drove up the lane past the maltings. Stop and pass the time of day—or rather—the time of night, with the old watchman. Porky was very conscientious, perhaps that was why his employers had kept him on … even though he was very obviously redundant. He spent some of his time walking round the oast houses, inspecting the grain on the floor, shaking his stick and shouting ‘Boo’ if an odd rat ran across it. He spent the rest of his time outside making sure that all the doors were fastened, and all the ventilating windows secured. There was a short ladder—it had to be short or Porky would never have been able to negotiate it—which led from the lower floor up the outside. He climbed the ladder about three times during the night’s course of his round. He nearly always paused to look up into the night sky. It was his first climb of the evening. Somewhere about ten o’clock. He couldn’t be sure whether it was just before or just after, but he knew it was somewhere around ten. Because, to within half-an-hour, that was when he made his first climb of the evening. Up the ladder he came, puffing and panting, on his great fat legs, tapping away with his stick, peering over his shoulder into the darkness of the malthouse that he was just leaving. Noticing the change in the atmosphere. Then he looked up … the great buildings of the maltings formed a narrow channel with a strip of sky above. It was like being at the bottom of a deep rock gorge, and looking up. It was like standing on the floor of the Grand Canyon, and seeing a tiny strip of sky. Porky looked up at his narrow strip of sky and saw the flying saucer. Walking stick, weight, legs, all were forgotten in the mad feverish rush of activity … Porky was heading for the police house, heading there fast.
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