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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



Journey at Night


HE drove with a concentration so intense that in effect he was part of the car, his slender hands gripping the wheel, his thin body quivering to the whine of the powerful turbine, his pale blue eyes glazed a little as they stared through the windscreen.


Before him the wide ribbon of concrete glistened a little in the brilliant light of the headlamps, pale and ghostly, edged with the half-glimpsed darkness of hedges and fields, fences and open moor. Tyres sang as they spun against concrete, whined as they met tarmac, boomed as they rolled over wood block, shrilling as they shed rubber at every bend.


On the dimly-lit dashboard the thin needle of the speedometer jerked and swung, hovering around a hundred, never falling below seventy. Next to it the fuel gauge registered zero, and the man glanced at it, a brief flash of the wide blue eyes, then spun the wheel as the flaring lights of a garage illuminated the wide road.


The solitary attendant was inclined to be loquacious.


He stared at the big car, walking slowly around the glistening black plastic of the body, his lips pursed in undisguised admiration. A young man, still in his early teens, and glad of the chance to break the monotony of his twelve-hour night shift.


“Some car you have there, sir. How fast can she go?”


The man stirred in the driving seat, opening his door and stretching cramped limbs. He stared at the youth, a cold blue stare, and ignored the question.


“Fuel please.”


“Yes, sir. How many?”


“Fill up the tank.” He fumbled for a moment with a set of keys, unlocking the cover of the fuel tank and impatiently watched as the youth slowly inserted the nozzle of the fuel line.


“Travelled far?”


“No.”


“Don’t get many cars along here now.” The youth seemed determined to talk. “Not like the old days. Why, before the depression this road used to be full of them, almost bumper to bumper; now we’re lucky to get a couple a night.” He glanced at the meter on the fuel pump, then at the tall man, his features filled with youthful curiosity.


“Going far?”


“Hurry it up will you?” The driver stared down the silent road and walked with swift jerky movements around the car. He seemed worried, overstrained, and his hands trembled a little from the reaction of the long drive.


“Doing the best I can,” said the youth cheerfully, “but you’ve a big tank on this thing, and it takes time.” He grunted as some of the yellow fuel spurted from the feed-in pipe, and hastily removed the nozzle.


“Sixty litres, sir.”


“Thank you.” The tall man handed over some notes.


“Is that enough?”


“More than enough, sir. I’ll get your change.”


“Never mind.” The tall man locked the tank cover and slipped into the driving seat.


“Thank you, sir.” The young attendant almost fell over himself as he wiped the windscreen. “Check your oil, sir?”


“No.”


“Your tyres? Water?”


“Nothing; please stand back.”


Impatiently the driver started the engine, the turbine shrilling to an open throttle, then dropping to its normal whine. Smoothly the big machine slid from the garage and swung onto the deserted road, the gears automatically changing as the speed increased, the driver resuming his former tense position.


Behind him the flaring lights of the garage dropped into darkness; then, as the car shrilled around a curve, vanished altogether.


Steadily the big machine bored through the night.


Dawn came with a flush of pink and orange, a pale wash of light streaming from the east, dimming the brilliance of the headlamps and revealing the night-shrouded things of normal day.


Now the tyres bumped over rutted roads, the body of the vehicle brushed at times by the encroaching branches of bramble and gorse. Stiffly the driver spun his wheel, his eyes strained and with red staining around the pale blue, his thin features dark with stubble and lined with fatigue.


A lane led from the narrow road, a crude cart track metalled with chipped stone and full of potholes. Carefully the car nosed into it, followed it for over a mile, then turned sharply into the cluttered yard of a disused farm.


The turbine died with a falling drone, and the stillness of early morning closed once again over the cluttered yard.


“Carl!” A man stood in the open door of the farmhouse. An old man, stooped by time and wrinkled by the passage of many years. White hair plumed from his high forehead and blue eyes glittered from behind the heavy lenses of old-fashioned spectacles. He smiled as he saw the car and crossed the yard with lithe steps that belied his age. “My, boy! Did you get it?”


“Of course, else why am I here?” Stiffly the driver emerged from the car and stood, stretching himself, his thin nostrils expanding as he drew great breaths of the chill morning air.


“You must be tired,” said the old man with quick sympathy. “I have coffee on the stove, and there are eggs, some bread, bacon, and real butter.” He chuckled. “Nothing like a long drive to whet the appetite, Carl; I remember that from the old days.”


“I could prefer some other form of exercise,” the younger man said wryly. “I am not used to driving; the concentration needed is unbelievable, and I’d rather walk any day.”


“Ah, well, it is over now.” The old man licked his lips with quick impatience. “Where is it, Carl?”


“In the back of the car.”


“Then let us go into the laboratory. I’ve waited so long, even now I can’t believe that the end is in sight.” He chuckled a little as Carl unlocked the rear doors of the car. “Did you have any trouble?”


“No. I waited until the last moment, as we planned. I doubt if the Director even knows that his car has been stolen; certainly he can’t suspect where it is to be found.” Carl closed his eyes and sagged against the black plastic of the body. The old man caught his arm.


“Carl! What’s the matter? Are you ill?”


“No, Conway, just tired. This is my third night without sleep, and the anti-fatigue drugs are beginning to wear off. I’ll be all right after some coffee.”


He rubbed his eyes and opened the rear door. Inside, resting on the soft carpets, was a small box of some dull metal. Two handles sprang from each end, and gripping one, he pulled the box towards him. Carefully they carried the heavy container into the farmhouse, setting it down on the bare boards of the floor.


“I’d better hide the car,” said Carl wearily. “Have you cleared the bam?”


“Yes, but there is little danger: no one ever comes here.”


“Perhaps not, but the alarm will be given soon, and it is wise not to take chances.”


“Were you seen?”


“Yes. I had to stop for fuel, and the garage attendant will remember the car. It will give them a direction to work on, and some early riser may have seen me as I passed through the village.”


He yawned and rubbed his eyes again, stumbling a little as he walked towards the big car. The turbine whined as he carefully manoeuvred the vehicle into the sagging bam, and when he returned Conway had poured two cups of steaming coffee.


Gratefully Carl gulped the bitter liquid, and by the time he had finished, the old man had prepared the food. They ate in silence, the old man with a quick impatience, his eyes flickering almost constantly towards the heavy box. Carl ignored it, mechanically filling his mouth and savouring the luxury of an expensive breakfast, gulping cup after cup of the strong black coffee.


The meal over, both men relaxed in their chairs, and with a grin the old man produced a package of cigarettes.


“Smoke, Carl?”


“Thank you.” Carl stared at the cigarettes. “Where did you get those? I thought that all tobacco was restricted to the Directorate?”


“It is, but the people around here are individualists; they grow their own.” He grinned through a cloud of writhing blue smoke. “This isolated form of life has its advantages, Carl. Fresh food, tobacco, even fish and bread; it certainly compensates for the dubious amenities of the cities.”


“It also has its dangers.” Carl picked a shred of tobacco off his lower lip. “Strangers are too noticeable in a place like this. It’s impossible to get lost in the crowd. You’re taking a big risk, Conway. How long do you think you can get away with it?”


“Long enough.” The old man stared at the heavy metal box. “What has to be done won’t take long now.”


“And then what? You know the penalties for unlicenced research. Add to that theft, arson, violation of official security, not to count stealing the Director’s car, and we’re both likely to end up before a firing squad.”


“Perhaps, Carl, but not if our experiment succeeds; and it will succeed, I know that. Once I can prove that my theory is correct, then all the rest will be forgiven.”


“And if it fails?”


Conway shrugged and crushed out the butt of his cigarette.


Outside it had grown lighter, the sun shining from a clear sky, glinting for a moment from the wings of a stratoliner. A cow mooed plaintively from a nearby farm and birds chirped as they welcomed the new day. Carl nodded over the remains of the meal his cigarette smouldering between his fingers, and the old man smiled as he removed it and crushed it out.


“Do you want to rest first, Carl? You’ve had a long drive, almost five hundred miles from midnight to dawn, and even for an experienced driver that’s no light task.”


“No.” Carl snapped himself awake and rubbed his sore eyes. “I’ll be better after a while. It’s just the reaction. Even now I can hardly believe that we managed to do it.”


“We did it right enough.” Conway smiled as he glanced at the heavy metal box. “I owe it all to you my boy. After they kicked me out of atomic research for so-called ‘waste of materials’ I had almost given up hope. If it hadn’t been for you…”


“For the Director, you mean.” Carl smiled as he lit another cigarette. “trusted me, especially after I derided you for an empty-headed fool. He left me in sole charge of the pile, and even trusted me to run the routine breeding on my own. It wasn’ really difficult to transmute the coil; the trouble came when I had to get it here.” He rubbed his red eyes again. “That drive! Man! How did they ever manage when the roads used to be clogged with traffic?”


“They managed,” said the old man grimly. “There were accidents, of course, but it isn’t so very long ago that the roads used to be filled with pleasure cars. The depression’s changed all that, of course. People haven’t the money to either buy cars or to pay for the fuel to run them.”


“That’s what the garage attendant said. He seemed unable to take his eyes off the car, and when I tipped him he almost fell over himself.”


“You tipped him?”


“Yes. I let him keep the change. Why?”


Conway shook his head.


“You made a mistake there, Carl. Now he’s certain to remember you. Tips are so few and far between that only the very rich or the very foolish give them.”


“I must have been tired,” said Carl ruefully. “I’d forgotten, but locked up in the research department tends to isolate a man from the outside world. Are things really so bad now?”


“Yes.” Conway stared at the brightening day, and his old voice sounded bitter as he remembered the Immediate past. “I have asked you to do a lot for me, Carl. Maybe more than I had a right to ask. I’ve cost you your job, and that was bad enough. I’ve asked you to risk the firing squad, and even if they overlook your theft of the car they can’t ignore what you did in the pile room. Even if we escape the Directorate Guards, I’ve nothing to offer you. Without ration books or identification papers, you’ll starve.”


“I knew what I was doing.”


“Did you, Carl? Or did a foolish old man infect you with his own insanity? I may have been blind. I’ve dreamed of liberating this country from want for almost all my life, and maybe the dream has lost touch with reality. Maybe the Directorate is the best way to run things. I don’t know.”


“I know.” Carl seemed strangely old for his obvious youth. “I’ve seen the changes. I’ve seen what happens when politics interfere with the natural course of things. A nation cannot remain in isolation now. We need too much from other countries. The world must be considered as a whole, not as a collection of self-supporting states. To think otherwise is to invite ruin.”


“Is that what you think, Carl?”


“Yes. I’m with you in this because I feel that you are on the edge of discovering something that will be of value to all, not just to ourselves. It is time we smashed the barriers between us and others.”


“I’m an old man, Carl,” said Conway slowly. “I was a young man when we reached the moon, and I was in middle age when we had the three-day war, You were born about then. It frightened the world, Carl. For the first time people were shocked into sanity. They found out what could happen if the atomic war materials were not destroyed and the threat of race suicide prevented. Mankind hovered on the very brink of total destruction, and the reaction was the more violent because of that.”


“Too violent.”


“Perhaps, but what else could you expect? Nations isolated themselves. They recoiled from contact with others because they feared being dragged into war. The Directorate System came into being, a system of zonal control in which each area must live on the produce of that area. The League of Peace was born from the old United Nations Organisation as a worldwide watchdog. It was all done in a tremendous hurry. Perhaps too much of a hurry, and now we reap the results.”


“Poverty.”


“Yes. Without an army, without the need to arm and equip that army, industry fell into a slump. Without work, men faced the biggest depression ever known. It is bad now, but in five years it will be horrible, and I shudder to think of what life here will be like.”


“There have been depressions before,” protested the young man. “We have passed through them. Why can’t we pass through this one, too?”


“You ask me that?” Conway smiled without humour as he stared at the cloud-flecked sky. “What are we going to live on, Carl? You’ve just driven almost right across England. How many cars did you see? How many road transports? How many nightshift workers?”


“None.”


“And is that normal? Is that a sign of a prosperous country? You know it isn’t. No, Carl. We have used all we have, drained the wells dry of oil worked the soil to a useless dust, robbed the coalmines and stripped our forests. England always depended on raw materials from abroad, food from other lands, a steady flow of foreign money and credit. Now we haven’t got that any more. We haven’t the means to buy food, iron, oil, coal, but we do have sixty million people who want to eat and sleep, wear clothes and have shelter. How do they get it, Carl?”


“The same way as before. We may be isolated, but there is always trade.”


“To trade, it is necessary first to have something the other fellow wants. What have we got? With the embargo on unprocessed food for fear of the plant diseases, with the trade barriers between us and other countries who already have all they need, what can we offer? No, Carl. We are caught in a trap, one of the victims of the Directorate System, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”


“I see,” breathed the young man quietly. “You think that your discovery will break the vicious circle? Let us come into our own again?”


“It will give us something to sell abroad. It will give us a cheap and easy source of power. It will fill our bellies and restock our supplies. It will be the answer to, everything, Carl, everything.’”


“But atomic power! You know how the world regards that.”


“Did the first man renounce fire because he burned his fingers? Atomic power can be safe, we know that. It was the accident of war that first developed it as an explosive. I hope to cut out all the expensive shielding and conversion plant needed to transmute the heat of an atomic pile to usable electric current. Once we have done that, then the millenium will dawn. Direct power from a pinch of sand! True atomic power with none of the lethal byproducts! I can do it, Carl! I know I can!”


“I think that you can, also; that’s why I’m here.” The young man stared at the heavy metal box, then out to where a heliojet hovered like an alien insect. It droned low overhead, the flare from its exhaust limning the glistening wheel of its rotating vanes. It passed, and both men breathed again.


“The alarm,” said Carl slowly. “They must have alerted the Guards.”


“The car is hidden?”


“Yes, but they may have a detector. There would be traces of radiation still clinging to it. The box isn’t a true shield.”


“Then we must hurry.”


Carl nodded, and together they picked up the heavy box, and half-staggered from the room. A door swung open before them and they entered into the laboratory.


Overhead the heliojet droned as it swung in a wide circle.




CHAPTER TWO


Discovery


THE laboratory was a mass of glistening instruments and carefully machined parts. A lathe stood by one wall, a small electronic oven and a drill press against another. On a long bench rested several discarded parts and the ripped-apart chassis of a large radio set.


In the centre of the room stood a complex machine.


It was a combination of twisted coils and writhing wires, glowing copper and luminescent plastic. Heavy leads ran from an enamelled box, and the dull balls of a De Grath generator reflected their faces in distorted patterns. Conway gasped as he set down his end of the box and smiled at Carl’s expression of amazement.


“Not too bad for an isolated farm, is it?” He didn’t even try to beep pride from his voice. “I accumulated all this stuff during the past three years. I was certain that they would get rid of me from the research laboratories, so I took a few elementary precautions.”


“Stole it, you mean?”


“Why not?” The old man grinned as he stared at the cluster of instruments. “I bought what I could and stole what I couldn’t. That makes me a thief, I know, but I am a believer in the doctrine that the end justifies the means.”


“The Directorate wouldn’t agree with you!”
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