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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.


      




JUPITER LAUGHS


Required: one Doomsday weapon capable of ironing out the whole human race. It was a tall order, but then I thought I had a rather tall solution. Oddly enough, several of my junior scientists were quite enthusiastic about the project. They came up with such wild schemes as indestructable viruses, radio-activity saturation devices, even antigravity fields large enough to drain the planet of its atmosphere and so choke us all to death. I dismissed the more original and enthusiastic members of my team. Such people seemed to me to be rather dangerous.


Besides, by this time I had an idea of my own. It was elegantly simple …




Introduction


SCIENCE FICTION IS a most peculiar literary genre. Many people seem to think that it is a product of our technological era; but it has a long and honourable tradition. Sir Thomas More’s Utopia was a piece of science fiction which stimulated political and social development throughout Europe; Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels was a strong piece of social criticism; Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein posed the moral question of how far science should be allowed to go; Jules Verne optimistically dreamed of great scientific progress and wrote many entertaining novels on this theme; Samuel Butler’s Erewhon questioned the social values of the Victorian age. The great giant, H. G. Wells, considered in his novels emotional, scientific and social problems. He also wrote most entertainingly of now conventional themes—space exploration and the invasion of Earth by aliens. Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World was an indictment of the Pavlovian responses that could be generated to control people and social institutions. George Orwell’s 1984 was a nightmarish vision of totalitarianism. And so on.


Nowadays most science fiction writers still seem to be concerned with space odysseys and scientific innovation. But there are some, notably Kurt Vonnegut and J. G. Ballard, who are more concerned with people than with gadgets.


In my early short stories I was fascinated by scientific and technological innovation. In my later short stories I became more concerned with moral issues—as, indeed, I have been in many of my science fiction novels. I was amazed to discover recently that two bibliographers—one in the north of England and the other in Australia—are trying to compile a complete list of my work. One of them recently sent me a working list, and I was also surprised to discover that I had written forty-two science fiction stories.


The first short science fiction story I ever wrote was Falcon Chase. It dealt with the visit to Earth of people from another world—a theme which has been dealt with by many other science fiction writers including the great H.G. In most of the stories I have read the visitors pose a threat to mankind. I chose to reverse the situation: mankind was a threat to them.


My next story was The Brain Child in which I chose to satirise our optimistic attitude to the development of computers. Both stories were written in the mid 1950s, which, in view of scientific, political and social change, now seems a very long time ago.


In 1954 the Astronomer Royal claimed that a man would never get out into space. At the time I was writing a story called The Intruders, which described the conditions on the surface of the moon. The story is overlong for the present collection, and I have excluded it, but it foretold with uncanny accuracy the conditions met with by Neil Armstrong when finally man set foot on the moon in July 1969.


My unhappy ability to prophesy was further developed in Death Watch—published in this collection—which told of the way American generals were trained to control a nuclear strike force. The story was written in 1960. Two years later I read an article in Time magazine which indicated that such training was in progress under the conditions I had described.


I have never regarded myself as a prophet, seeing it only as my duty to consider possible scenarios. Fortunately, most of the scenarios I consider have little chance of coming true.


But The Life and Death of Plunky Goo, written in the early 1960s, is uncomfortably close to the truth. The ruthless exploitation by advertising men of the child market is becoming more and more vicious.


Another theme about which I felt very strongly was the development of microbiological weapons. It was this intensity of feeling that caused me to write the story Judgment Day. Unhappily, the major powers are still concerned with the prospects of microbiological warfare. One cannot help but feel that nuclear weapons are preferable.


I have been writing science fiction for over twenty years and have discovered that I am only at my best when I have a theme in which I deeply believe. The basic duty of a professional fiction writer is to entertain his readers and perhaps give them food for thought. I believe that I have a duty to myself and that is to put up for public examination ideas, themes and attitudes which have affected me deeply and personally. If I have succeeded in entertaining my readers while doing this, then I have succeeded in all I ever wish to achieve.


MADEHURST, SUSSEX
January 1979




Jupiter Laughs


THE TROOP OF horsemen moved slowly along the stony track through the desert. They were tired—all five of them—dead tired. They had done a lot of riding and a lot of killing. The killing had made them more tired than the riding. What kind of soldier could take any pleasure in killing kids that couldn’t even walk, couldn’t even sit up?


The sergeant sighed and glanced up at the night sky. Black, star-studded, peaceful. There was a big moon, too. It turned the desert into silver rocks and silver sand. The light was good enough to ride by, if you took it easy.


The sergeant looked back over his shoulder. That goddam star was still there. The bastard star that had caused all the trouble. But maybe there wouldn’t have been any trouble if those three wise guys—bent fortune-tellers by the look of them—hadn’t come to the city and stirred it up enough to get themselves admitted to the palace. Stupid bastards. Said they had been following the goddam star, said it was going to lead ’em to where a great king would be born. Stupid, stupid bastards!


Everyone knew the old king was nutty as a fruit cake. And mean. Real mean. Everyone knew it except those clever idiots with their fancy clothes and fancy ways. Maybe they thought they were on to a big con. Maybe they had been hoping to take the old devil for a hatful of gold. He was still cunning and vicious, but a bit simple-minded. Senile. It showed.


The star still looked as if it sat high over that god-forsaken town. Mercifully, the town was nearly a day’s ride back there, hidden by the hills. The sergeant didn’t want to see it, anyway. But he could still see it, in his mind’s eye. And he could still hear it—the screaming; the shouting; the women offering themselves, anything, for the sake of their kids; their crazy menfolk trying to fight disciplined soldiers with hammers, knives, sickles, pieces of wood, bare hands.


But the king’s soldiers did their thing, did what they were told to do. They slaughtered the kids—just like they were young suckling-pigs, which most of ’em were—chopped down enough of the men to discourage the rest, and had some of the women. They didn’t have too many of the women. How the hell do you work up a woman when her old man has been knocked on the head and her kid’s lying in its blood? But blood lust does funny things to men and women. The sergeant had heard that one poor bitch got herself screwed to death by a score of brawny heroes. They said that she was laughing herself silly and coming all the time.


Again, the sergeant sighed. It was going to take a lot of booze to wipe the memory of that night’s doing. He shivered. Goddamit to hell, there wasn’t that much booze in the world.


He noticed that someone had just come up by his side. The sergeant knew who it was without looking. The boy who used to be a shepherd. The bumpkin. But now he has whiskers and muscles hardened by a desert childhood. So now he was a man. And now he was a soldier. How old was he—sixteen, seventeen?


“Hey, Sarge. You think Herod’s crazy? Some of the men are saying that he’s flipped.”


“Yes, he’s crazy. We’re all crazy. We live in a crazy world. You take his salt-money like I do. We do what he tells us. Now, who is more crazy, boy, him or us?”


The bumpkin scratched his head nervously. “I hadn’t thought of it like that … But chopping all those babies, that was like, like a nightmare.”


“You didn’t have to be a soldier, son.”


“What else was there for me?”


“You could have stayed with the sheep.”


“What kind of a life is that, Sarge?” The bumpkin sounded hurt.


“What kind of a life is this, stupid? Did you have any of the women back there?”


“No, Sarge. It—it didn’t seem right … I mean all that killing and all.”


“There is hope for you yet,” said the sergeant with a thin smile. “Now shut up and piss off,”


Just as the bumpkin was dropping back, the sergeant said, “Mind you, Herod is really twisted. I know. I served him a long time. When he came to power, he butchered half the Sanhedrin, and then he started on the priests. After that, he chopped his wife, Mirianne, and then her mother, Alexandra … I used to fancy her. She was a very fine lady … Now, so they tell me, he is about to thin out his sons … But he pays your salt-money, boy. Until you stop taking it, you are his man. Remember that.”


“Yes, Sarge. Thank you.”


The outrider reported back. “Three riders ahead, Sergeant. Not horses, camels. They wear strange clothes. Not like our people at all. I didn’t get too close. Thought you wouldn’t want them to know about us.”


The sergeant was jubilant. “Boyo, you’ve done well. Would they, do you think, be those black-hearted fancy men that came from the East to Jerusalem and set this whole thing going?”


“Can’t swear to it, Sergeant.” The man grinned in the moonlight. “But I’m betting on it.”


“If you’re right, you’ll be drinking at my expense when we get back to Jerusalem.” The sergeant held out his hand. The other riders came close. “Any of you men enjoyed chopping the babies back there?”


No one answered. They, too, were loaded with memories they didn’t want.


“That’s what I thought. Maybe some of you had fun with the women. I don’t know, and don’t tell me. Women are one thing, kids are another … Anyway, there are three riders on camels some way ahead. Something tells me they could be the funny men who triggered the big party. Personally, I didn’t much care for the party. So I say there is a score to be settled. Any objections?”


One man said nervously: “Aren’t they under the king’s protection?”


“Soldier, you don’t keep up with the news. They were supposed to take the brat they were looking for back to Herod. Herod is a great joker. Said he wanted to worship this new king of the Jews. Most likely, the old boy would have done his worshipping with cold steel. Anyway, these wise guys caught on and didn’t take the kid back. So Herod blows his mind, and we have to drop all the kids in the area. Joke one, we didn’t get the one that mattered. Joke two, the wise guys double-crossed Herod, which he doesn’t like too much. So we do Herod a big favour if we take these guys out. It won’t take long. After that, we press on with the mission. O.K.?”


The man scratched his head. “If you say so, Sergeant. Will this thing go in your report?”


“Depends,” said the sergeant. “Depends on whether we fulfil the mission or not. Herod can be a very funny person. Any questions?”


There were no questions.


“Let’s ride, then. Don’t do anything until I signal. But when I do signal, make it clean and quick.”


They caught up with the Magi sooner than the sergeant had expected. He thought the wise guys might have spotted his troop and made a run for it. But they didn’t. They didn’t even look back until they heard the sound of hoof-beats on the hard ground. Then they reined in their camels and waited patiently.


“Good evening, sirs,” said the sergeant courteously. “You are the very gentlemen who brought news of great importance to King Herod, are you not?”


“We are,” said one tranquilly. “Do you have any message for us? We have a long journey to make.”


“Sir,” said the sergeant, “we are seeking the child you sought. Can you help us?”


In the moonlight, the Persian smiled a silver smile. “I am afraid not. Our mission was a failure. It is sad. We are returning home.”


The sergeant also smiled. “Sir, someone must have misled you. You are travelling south. This is the road to Egypt. The road to Persia lies to the north.”


“We thank you for this information. Perhaps you would be kind enough to escort us until we reach the correct route.”


The sergeant grinned. “Marks for effort, but not on, friend. You are the rearguard. They are taking the kid to Egypt.”


The Magi glanced at each other. One of them was reaching for a short curved sword—surreptitiously, he hoped. Another was casually slipping his hand inside his robe. The sergeant noted these movements with some satisfaction.


The one who had already spoken still tried to keep it cool. “Sir, you speak of matters we do not understand. Though I am sure it is not necessary, I beg to remind you that King Herod himself has approved of our journey. He would have given us the protection of his soldiers had we wished it. Now let us go in peace.”


The sergeant savoured this moment. “Not on, friend. We found some shepherds. After a bit of encouragement, they talked. We know about you, about the kid you found. About this guy Joseph bar-David and his woman … No, Herod doesn’t like to be crossed. I’m Herod’s man, and I can tell you.”


The talkative one tried a last throw. “Then may I suggest, sir, that you escort us to the king? We shall be pleased to explain to him what has happened.”


“No, you may not, wise guy. While you make with the funnies, the kid gets to Egypt—and Herod isn’t going to laugh too much about that. Also, I got some bad news. You’re not going back to Persia, or wherever you came from. You’re not going anywhere.”


The Magi drew their weapons. Three curved swords—useful for carving, but not for much else—and toy daggers. The sergeant was pleased to see that none of his men had moved. Why the hell should they? They were trained soldiers, all except the boy.


“We are three against five. You may kill us, but some of you will not pass over us. There is still hope for the child of the star.”


The sergeant ignored him. “You have a right to know why you are going to die. So I’ll tell you and I’ll make it fast. If you stupid bastards had kept your mouths shut we wouldn’t have had to slaughter a townful of brats, you wouldn’t be dying now, and we wouldn’t have to chase the one that got away.” He spat on the ground in disgust. “Why the hell did you have to tell Herod?”


“We thought he would be pleased to learn of the birth of a great King of the Jews.”


The sergeant roared with laughter. “Don’t you know that kings—even if they are sane—don’t want to know about other kings?” He turned to his troop. “These people want to play with their little swords. I wouldn’t give ’em the satisfaction.”


“Arrows?” enquired a soldier.


“Arrows,” said the sergeant, “and fast.”


The Magi tried to manoeuvre their camels, but the clumsy beasts lacked the fast reactions of horses. The sergeant shrugged and motioned to his men. Briskly they took their horses well clear of the camels; and then they reached for their bows.


One of the Magi had begun to charge, but two arrows stopped him, one in the face, one in the chest. He screamed and fell. Before he had stopped threshing about, the other two had joined him on the frosty ground, each transfixed. They rolled about and made horrible noises. The sergeant’s professional eye told him that the wounds were mortal.


“Sarge, shall we finish them off?” asked the bumpkin anxiously. He didn’t like the noise.


“Why waste arrows? You heard worse than that in Bethlehem. Now we ride south and finish the job.”


“Sarge, none of us liked killing the babies back there. Why do we have to go after this one? If you say we chopped it, we’ll all back you up. It can’t do Herod any harm now.”


“Boy,” said the sergeant, “there is a nasty logic in human affairs.” He gestured towards the dying Magi. “This trash isn’t going to stir up more trouble. But what about those shepherds? You want us to go back and take them out? Maybe they already talked to somebody else. Maybe if we let the kid get to Egypt, somebody won’t be able to resist telling Herod he wasn’t so smart after all … No, boy, we ride south and finish the job. We earn our salt-money, and maybe a little extra. I don’t like it, but that is the way it is … O.K., you soldiers, move!”


One of the Magi was already dead, but the other two were still making sad noises and moving feebly. Steam rose in the cold night air from their death throes. The sergeant didn’t look back.


They caught up with the man and the woman and her brat just about dawn. It seemed, somehow, significant.


The sergeant was red-eyed, saddle-sore, dead tired. So were, his men. It was a pitiable sight, but the soldiers were too tired for pity.


The woman was riding a clapped-out donkey and trying to breast-feed at the same time. Judging by the squalling, that wasn’t working too well. The man was leading the donkey. He didn’t try any rough stuff. How the hell could he? He wasn’t armed, his hair was grey, and all he’d got was blisters on his feet.


He just looked at the woman, let out a great sigh and said, “I’m sorry.” Maybe there was nothing else to say.


The sergeant said, “You know why we’ve come.”


The man suddenly looked very old. “Yes, we know … I have a little money. Perhaps—”


“I’m sorry, friend.” The sergeant’s voice was gentle. The soldiers hadn’t heard him speak gently before. They were surprised. “It has to be done. That mad old king is a mean bastard and he has a good intelligence network. Likely somebody is already following us by now to see that we do the job. So let’s get it over with. Herod didn’t say anything about killing people—only babies.” He turned to the woman on the donkey: “Ma’am, if you give me that child and ride on, I swear to you it will be quick. No pain. I swear it. Then you and your good man can make your way to Egypt and start a new life. You’re young. There will be—”


“Monster!” she flared. “Pervert! Murderer! You will kill my child only when I am dead.” She clutched it tighter to her bare bosom, and the squalling got louder.


The sergeant didn’t seem to know what to do. His men gazed at him expectantly. He was aware of their looks. They were all dead tired and they wanted him to make an end of it.


He turned to the grey-looking man with the blisters, Joseph bar-David. “Look, friend, we are going to pull back a little. Don’t think you can make a run for it. But please try to persuade the lady. Make her face reality.”


The man looked up at the sergeant. “Is death, then, the only reality?”


“Dammit to hell,” exploded the sergeant. “She’s your woman! Do the best you can for her. But make her leave the baby, then take her away quickly. We’ll wait until you have gone. No pain. I promise.”


“What value would you place on the promise of a hired killer?”


The man had guts. The sergeant looked at him with respect and, somehow, managed to control himself. “I want no quarrel with you, friend. Just make your good lady see sense, that’s all.” He turned his horse and motioned to his men. They rode back a little and dismounted.


The bumpkin fingered his bow nervously. “Sarge, why did you let that character give you some lip?”


The sergeant glanced back at Joseph bar-David. He seemed to be pleading with the woman, or reasoning with her. Doing something constructive, anyway.


“Boy, that man is a man. Which is to say that he has courage. He’s on a no-win basis. Let him try to sort it out.”


“Sergeant,” said one of the others, “the woman is taking off. The man is coming at us.”


The sergeant sighed. “O.K. They have decided to do it the hard way. Let’s get the kid. Mount up.”


He hadn’t intended to kill the man or the woman, only the baby. But somehow, they all three got killed. And the bumpkin. It happened very quickly.


The bumpkin, being eager, was first in the saddle, first off. The man, Joseph, leaped at him. It was a good leap. It was a great leap. Not what you’d expect from an unarmed man, an old man with grey hair. The bumpkin, taken by surprise, was knocked off his horse and fell badly. The man, Joseph, picked himself up. The bumpkin lay still.


That goddam peasant, thought the sergeant dully. He should have stayed with his sheep. He glanced at the remaining members of his troop and saw that they were overtaking the woman on the donkey fast. He rode at Joseph bar-David.


Again that impossible leap. The sergeant was ready for it, his sword drawn. The horse wasn’t. It reared. The sergeant came down on top of the man, Joseph. The sword passed clean through his body and deep into the sand. The sergeant got up groggily. His sword arm hurt. Maybe it was broken. When he could focus he looked down at the dead man. “You poor bastard,” he said. “Your goddam luck ran out.”


He pulled himself together in time to witness the last act of the tragedy. Some bloody horse soldier—he couldn’t see which it was—loosed an arrow at the fleeing woman. She fell from the donkey like a rag doll. The soldier got two for the price of one. The baby was transfixed also.


A little later, there was the reckoning. The bumpkin’s neck was broken and so was the sergeant’s arm. And there was much blood on the sand where the man had died and where the woman and her baby had died. In death, they all looked very peaceful.


“Who hit the woman?” demanded the sergeant wearily, as someone bound arrows to his arm to stop it flapping about. “No, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know. It’s a bad day. That’s all there is to it.”


“What about the bodies, Sergeant? Do you want to take that kid back as proof that we—”


“Bury them!” snapped the sergeant. “All together. The bumpkin too… Those wise guys—they really started something.”


“Well, it’s over now.”


“Want to bet?” said the sergeant. “Help me get on my horse. It’s going to be one hell of a ride back to Jerusalem.”


Victoria Regina was riding in the state chariot to her coronation in the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, still, after all those centuries, the richest, most impressive building in all Londinium. The enduring symbol of the Pax Romana.


It was a fine morning. Many people lined the coronation route. They were cheering well enough. But Victoria knew they were not cheering her. They were cheering the man who rode ahead of her in the gold chariot. The man wearing the imperial purple. Gaius Julius Augustus Germanicus Caesar, Emperor of Western Europe. The voices in the crowd had been bought by Roman gold—or by British gold that had found its way inevitably by tax and trade to the coffers of Rome.


The Romans had a simple system that worked very well. They did not enslave the people of the lands they had conquered. They gave them ‘independence’ and protected them—from each other, as the Romans had smilingly explained for centuries. Look, they would say, what Europe was like before the Pax Romana. As if what happened in Europe 1,500 years ago had any relevance to the situation today!


But the Romans—and any jumped-up Italian automatically qualified for Roman citizenship—had it all sewn up. They took their protection money, one-fiftieth of a country’s gross national product, and they controlled trade with their subtle tariff barriers. Also they had the big battalions.


Gaius Julius Augustus Germanicus Caesar turned and blew Victoria a kiss. The crowd roared.


Roman gold!


Victoria returned the blown kiss, as she knew she must. She wanted to cry. But the queen of Britannia was not authorised to cry on her way to her coronation. She knew her duty and she could speak fluent Latin. That was all that was required by her master.


Soon he would marry her off to some dreadful German princeling. That much her spies knew of Roman policy.


If only Britannia could be free! Victoria was ambitious for her country. She felt she could make something of it, give it greatness perhaps, if only she had the chance. Why should it remain a poverty-stricken offshore island whose only destiny was to maintain Roman prosperity? The seamen of this island were the best in the world—even the Romans acknowledged that much. They recruited as many Britannic sailors as possible for their own navy. Given a chance, even half a chance, this offshore island could become a great sea-power, developing in time its own empire. Perhaps, she thought wildly, it might still be possible to make some kind of alliance with the people of North America, the European refugees from the Pax Romana who were busy forging themselves into a new nation.


Dreams, idle dreams … At breakfast, the emperor had hinted that in the not too distant future Rome might mount an expedition to North America before its people became too strong. And before its liberal ideas became too strong.


When Victoria remarked that even the Roman Empire could not hope to last for ever, Caesar gazed at her with tolerant amusement.


“We Romans have an invisible ally, Victoria. So long as he endures, our strength will endure also.”


“Who is this powerful ally, Caesar?”


“Jupiter—who else? You know and I know that gods are only ideas and ideals, inventions of the minds of men. But ideas and ideals are powerful weapons. They motivate people, drive them. When we came into Europe, you, all of you, had only weak, tribal gods. Creatures of hate and fear and darkness. The Roman pantheon brought order and light. The tribal gods were defeated by determination and discipline, the ideals given to us by Jupiter. If you could have opposed us with a civilised god or gods instead of the crude imaginings of savage minds, history might have been different. Men will die for a symbol they believe is worth dying for. Our symbol was stronger than any of yours. Jupiter still laughs.”


Recalling the conversation as she rode to the empty ceremony in the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, Victoria realised the truth of what the emperor had said. Gods were symbols, and men craved for symbols. The gods of Europe had not been strong enough for the gods of Rome.


Jupiter still laughed.


And Victoria, shaming herself before her people, wept.




Falcon Chase


NINE DAYS AFTERWARDS, when the machine and the bodies had long ago been claimed by the scientists; when the official reports had been typed out, dispatched and pigeonholed; when the last journalist had drifted away, dully resentful at having got only the beginning of the scoop of the century; nine days afterwards, when the incident was already a legend, the three men met to discuss it, each wishing to be convinced by the others that the whole thing was real.


Their cars stood outside The Green Man, a quiet inn six miles out of town on the Falconford road. Nine days ago The Green Man had developed the tense atmosphere of a battle headquarters. But now the excitement was dying—even the landlord was voicing opinions less frequently—and the three men were able, for the first time, to think about it leisurely and in peace.


Sir Alan Leclerc, the chief constable, listened to Inspector Manning as to an equal; while Major Nore sipped his whisky and tried to picture the kind of warfare which once belonged to the more sensational children’s comics.


The September twilight deepened. Presently they lost their embarrassment in the intimate glow of a single oil lamp which softened the best room of The Green Man into a lazy ring of shadows. Presently, the men who had dealt solely with facts began to enter the realm of conjecture.


Towards midnight on September 9th a brilliant green shooting star made its appearance remote in the North African sky. It was first seen at Ain Sefra. Later, during the early hours of the morning, it was observed over the Algerian coast, and then the Mediterranean. But unlike most shooting stars, this one did not disappear after a moment or two. Instead, it moved at a high speed in wide circles, yet all the time progressing slowly north. As dawn came nearer, the shooting star was seen above Valencia, Bordeaux, Le Havre and, finally, London.


Then daybreak came, a grey reluctant ghost.


Meanwhile, the alarm bell had sounded at Redmoor Hall Settlement, a large country house which recently had been converted for the accommodation and treatment of criminal lunatics. It was the first time a patient had escaped.


Two hours later, those inhabitants of East Anglia who had switched on their radios heard the eight o’clock news bulletin rapidly become swamped by a sound something like a fast approaching motorboat.


Later reports showed that the interference had been noticed as far north as Dundee.


At ten minutes past eight, the ‘motorboating’ ceased to interfere with radio reception. At the same time, the people of Cambridge were aware of a brief penetrating hiss, as an indistinguishable but blinding streak of light swept over the city. It was followed by a faintly acrid scent and, a minute or so later, by a miniature whirlwind.


In peaceful fields along the Norfolk border, forty head of placid cattle stampeded. They flattened the hedges and charged along the lanes, to finish up entirely exhausted; some with broken legs and ripped udders.


At quarter past eight, the county police, under the able direction of Inspector Manning, had thrown a patrolling cordon round the four square miles of forest that was Falcon Chase. The inspector, a seasoned hunter of men, hoped to recapture the maniac before midday. He was in a hurry to return to his Norwich burglary; and he was also annoyed that the army, which was using the Chase for an exercise, should have offered to help in the search.


Major Nore was enthusiastic. He gleefully informed the four platoons detailed for the operation that George William Grandiman, besides being a specialist in the destruction of children, was equally expert in the murder of adults. Major Nore also indicated that it was up to the army to recapture Grandiman before the police did. Major Nore also added that he wished the prisoner to be taken alive and uninjured.


The police and the soldiers had begun to close in, truncheons drawn, rifles at the ready but unloaded. The walkie-talkies kept up their monotonous, parrot-wise signals of progress. All this was ordinary procedure for this out-of-the-ordinary job.


But then extraordinary things began to happen.


Major Nore and Inspector Manning, who were busy being consciously polite to each other, were taken unawares by the same blinding flash of light and the loud hiss that had been noticed over Cambridge. The light was lower and brighter, the hiss louder. The consequent whirlwind was more powerful.


A radio operator, standing six or seven yards away from Inspector Manning, seemed to make, without any effort, the jump of a lifetime. He rose forty feet in the air and sailed majestically into the branches of a great oak. He stayed there, hanging in the fork of a thick branch, quite unconscious.


Inspector Manning’s respectable black police car was lifted by invisible fingers, turned neatly over and deposited in the middle of the by-road with a depressing crunch. Major Nore’s heavy olive-coloured sedan, in spite of its handbrake, was backed into a four foot ditch.


An army dispatch rider, travelling at fifty miles an hour along the Falconford road, had the frightening experience of being stopped suddenly by an unseen force. He was later found, unable to speak.


The inspector and the major were fortunate enough merely to suffer the indignity of being flattened. When the whirlwind had passed them they lifted their heads and gazed around at the hundreds of trees almost completely stripped of their leaves. At that moment there was a far sound of shattering timbers, and a great wall of flame seemed to hover for a moment, a quarter of a mile away, above the treetops of Falcon Chase.


The inspector and the major looked at each other. This was no time for theories. Major Nore ran to his car, wrenched open the door and hauled out a spare walkie-talkie.


In less than a minute, two platoons of men were moving at the double towards the part of the forest where the flames had been seen.


Thoughts of George William Grandiman and his imminent recapture were eclipsed in Inspector Manning’s mind as he raced after the major. With a twinge of self-contempt, he realised that the automatic pistol in his hand was a definite comfort. “What the devil is it?” he panted.


Major Nore stopped for a moment and tried to control his own heavy breathing: “R.A.F. up to some damn thing, I expect. Not surprised at anything nowadays, with all this jet stuff. Better push on, and see if there are any survivors!”


“Did you see anything like a plane?” asked the inspector.


“No,” snorted the major, “but I damn well felt it! Same noise, same smell—recognise it anywhere!”


“It made a mess of my car.”
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