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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 din of the storm was so overwhelming the two men could hardly hear each other’s shouts as they worked with determined energy atop the three-hundred-foot high electric pylon. They were engaged on a service job—purely routine as far as they were concerned—but it demanded far more than just a sense of duty to grapple with the pylon in their efforts to repair the insulator which threatened to break and so drop the 100,000-volt feeder line.


“Higher up, Jim! Higher up!” Sidney Cassell bawled the words fiercely to the man above him—and Jim Prescott struggled further upwards, oilskins gleaming in the brief whiplash of lightning which seared the raging dark.


Sidney Cassell was the chief maintenance engineer of the line—tough, hard-working, never been known to shirk the most dangerous assignment, and this one was quite the deadliest yet. A slip or miscalculation and contact with the power line would be the prospect. After that, a short-circuit down the pylon to earth, and that would be that.


It did seem to Jim Prescott, who could do naught else but obey orders, that Sid Cassell was miscalculating somewhere. Going higher up would not help things: it would simply make it more difficult to get down again. Just the same, Prescott continued to climb, glancing below now and again at the oil-skinned men watching the proceedings in searchlight beams from the ground.


“Okay!” Sid Cassell bawled at length, and Prescott held on tightly to the pylon crossbars, not a foot away from where the damaged insulator was creaking and rattling in the hurricane.


“What do I do?” he yelled. “Do I fix it, or are you going to do it?”


“I’ll do it,” Sid Cassell’s voice floated up as he too began the ascent. Within a few seconds he had drawn himself level with Prescott.


A sense of uneasiness went through Jim Prescott. There was a curious expression on Sid’s face as the lightning transiently revealed it. What could be seen of it between high-buttoned oilskin collar and sou’-wester was hard and merciless.


“You may not believe me,” Sid said bitterly, drawing himself up so that his face was close enough to Jim Prescott’s for him to hear the words, “but I’ve been waiting for a chance like this for months! We’re up here alone, Jim—undisturbed! An accident would be considered the most natural thing in the world!”


Jim Prescott felt instinctively for the wrench in his belt.


“What the hell are you talking about, man?”


“I’m talking about Mary.”


A clap of thunder made the world vibrate for a moment and the faulty insulator rattled.


“Mary?” Prescott repeated. “What the devil has she got to do with it? We’re here to fix this insulator, not discuss our private lives—”


“We’ll discuss as I see fit!” Sid’s voice was hard and flat. “That we both happen to be in love with her is hard luck for one of us. You’re not content to let her make her own choice. You’ve pushed yourself in every possible way—taken advantage of my every absence. But it’s not going to go on that way, Jim! I’m going to settle the issue for myself, here and now!”


“Oh, stop talking like an idiot—!”


Jim Prescott pulled frantically at the wrench in his belt, but he was not quick enough. Sid’s heavy boot came up, the point of the steel-shod toe catching Prescott under the chin. It jolted him clean away from his grip on the cross-piece. He made one frantic lurch to save himself and then went reeling outwards into the dark. From below came shouts as the body hurtled into the midst of the assembled men.


Sid smiled crookedly to himself, and then shouted in apparent alarm, “What happened? He lost his grip! How much hurt is he?”


“Looks like he’s done for, Sid!” a cry floated back.


“Broken neck!”


Sid turned to the faulty insulator, braced himself, then tugged out his wrench. With the methodical movements born of experience he set to work to make the repair, tightening up the massive bolts, engaging the clamps—then a sudden hurricane blast of the gale dislodged his grasp. It happened at the precise moment he was reaching towards the slack power wire.


He saw its long, dependent length come swinging straight at him, blown by the wind. Desperately he tried to dodge but it struck him full on and the universe seemed to explode into a fiery wilderness of pain and sparks.


After an interval of darkness, which could have been seconds or years, Sid Cassell became aware of visions. There seemed to be white-garbed figures, long vistas of darkness, mystic clinking sounds. Sometimes he glimpsed the familiar faces of Mary Carter and Fred Ashworth, the burly boss of the maintenance department.


Then, one day, all the strange little pieces in the jigsaw fitted into place and Sid realised that he was lying in bed in a hospital ward with Fred Ashworth regarding him. Further away stood Mary Carter. Hovering, watching with professional interest, was a doctor.


“Hello—boss,” Sid whispered.


“Take it easy, Sid,” Ashworth murmured, leaning forward. “You’re all right now. Nothing to get excited about. In case you don’t know it—as of course you don’t!—you’re the world’s miracle man! Everybody’s talking about you.”


“About me?” Sid’s voice was low from both exhaustion and surprise. “Why, what did I do?”


“You absorbed a hundred thousand volts and lived to tell the tale! And nothing but a few trivial burns and two days’ unconsciousness to show for it.”


Sid thought it out drowsily and then he frowned. “Did you say a hundred thousand volts? Couldn’t be! You’ve got your wires crossed somewhere, boss.”


“No, I haven’t.” Ashworth shook his bullet head. “I’ve had time to get all the facts. For some reason—and electricity is pretty funny stuff anyhow—you survived even after taking up the load when the power-feeder hit you. Ordinarily you ought to have become a crisp. That was just what the boys expected to find when they climbed up the pylon to get you. Instead you were just stunned and hanging by your safety belt. The doc says you’ll make good recovery—and you repaired that insulator. Good work, Sid! The Company won’t forget you for it, believe me.”


“And Jim Prescott?” Sid asked, without opening his eyes.


The boss hesitated. “Afraid it was just one of those things. He broke his neck when he fell from the pylon. Missed his hold, I gather?”


“’Fraid so. I tried to grab him.”


Silence. Then at length Fred Ashworth stirred.


“Well, I’ll be on my way. Just take it easy and report back for work when you get your discharge. ’Bye for now—and goodbye to you, Miss Carter,” Ashworth added pleasantly.


Sid opened his eyes again to find the girl looking at him. She looked just as pretty as ever—auburn hair peeping from under her saucy hat, a serious smile on her rose-tinted lips.


“Sid, dear….” Her hand took his gently and her blue eyes searched his face. “Please don’t take it too hard about Jim. I know he was your best friend and— Well, the doctors said he must have died instantly. He didn’t feel any pain or anything.”


“He didn’t? That’s fine.” Long pause. “Just how do you feel about the accident?”


“I’ve accepted it by now. He was buried yesterday following the inquest. They recorded ‘Death from Misadventure’. The shock is beginning to abate.”


“You liked him a lot, Mary—”


“We were good friends,” she admitted, sighing. “But I like you a lot, too. I want to help you to get well again quickly.”


“Thanks, Mary. With you at the back of me I’m sure it won’t take long.”


Nor did it. In three weeks Sid Cassell was back at work feeling none the worse for his experience—though at times he did wonder how he had absorbed 100,000 high-tension volts and escaped instant death. So much did the problem worry him he finally searched the reference library for some parallel case to his own, and ultimately landed on an instance which made him realise he was not entirely unique. There was, for instance, the case of Elizabeth Drew, who in 1932 was struck by a flash of lightning estimated at eight million volts. She survived with nothing worse than a momentary dizziness and a two-day loss of memory. So perhaps his own experience had not been so fantastic after all.


Being an electrician, though, it did seem to him that that huge voltage must have gone somewhere. He had been told that when the power wire had struck him lights had dipped over a wide area, so there had certainly been some kind of short circuit.


As week succeeded week and no plausible solution occurred to him, he gradually forgot all about the incident, continuing his work as chief maintenance engineer and spending his spare time with Mary. They were both agreed that they should become engaged in the late spring and marry in the summer.


“There’s a chance I may get promotion,” Sid told her, as they sat together in the park late one warm spring evening. “The boss has already hinted at it. If it does come of we’ll be on velvet.”


The girl nodded, gazing absently into the twilight. The air was as warm as early summer—deceptively so. Winter might yet return in all its fury and Sid might once again find himself wrestling with death atop some swaying pylon.


“I’ve been thinking,” Mary said presently, turning. “If we get engaged in—”


Then she stopped. Abruptly, completely, like a radio switched off. Sid glanced at her in wonder.


“If we get engaged?” he repeated. “No doubt about it, is there?”


“Sid, look at yourself!” the girl ordered, fascinated.


“Huh?” In surprise he glanced down, and then gave a start. Though the twilight had now deepened to near-night he could see his hands! Not actually as hands, but as dim red outlines, glowing as a slightly heated poker glows in a dark room.


“What the devil—!” he ejaculated, jumping up and staring at his fingers. “What’s happened to them?”


“Your face is the same!” Mary cried, horrified. “It’s—it’s awful!”


Quickly she fumbled in her handbag and brought out a mirror, handing it over. Incredulously Sid gazed at himself. It looked for all the world as though his face were in the glow of a crimson spotlight!


“I never saw anything like it,” he said at length, and his voice was shaken as he strove to master an over-riding fear. “It looks as if I’m on fire, or something! Yet I feel all right. Not hot or anything.”


“You’d better go and see a doctor right away,” Mary said uneasily, taking the mirror back. “I’ll go with you as far as the end of the road and then—”


“Far as the end of the road!” Sid glared at her in the gloom. “What you mean is you don’t want to be seen with me like this!”


“Can you blame me? Be reasonable, Sid! It’s frightening!”


“You go,” he said brusquely. “I’ll look after myself.”


Without hesitation Mary took him at his word. She was mortally scared, even though she had not openly admitted it. Sid watched her go into the dark, then he took another look at his redly glowing hands and finally pushed them into his jacket pockets. He could not understand what had gone wrong, but he did know that no doctor was likely to have the necessary knowledge to make a diagnosis. This was not a medical problem: it seemed electrical, and the one man likely to have a solution was Frank Billings, chief engineer at the power-house.


His mind made up, Sid went down all the quiet back streets and arrived in the droning power-house some twenty minutes later. Frank Billings, the chief, and an expert electrician if ever there was one, was contemplating the central meter-board when Sid arrived. Frank Billings glanced towards him and waved a hand in greeting.


“Hello there, Sid! Love your work so much you come to it in your spare time?”


Sid hesitated. The perfectly natural greeting made him realise that there could not be anything unusual about his appearance. Stealthily he drew his hands out of his pockets and looked at them. Here in the bright overhead lights they had quite a normal aspect.


“It’s not that,” he said, advancing until he was facing the engineer. “There’s something worrying me—an electrical problem, and I think you’re the man to help me. Mind if we go into your office for a moment?”


“Surely.” Billings motioned to an engineer to take over and then led the way down the centre aisle. Sid followed him into the office and closed the door.


“Take a look at this,” he said quietly, and switched off the light.


In the darkness he immediately became visible, glowing with sombre red fire about the face and hands. The effect only ceased where his clothes intervened. A long, low whistle of amazement escaped the chief engineer.


“Sweet balls of fire, Sid, what’s happened to you?”


The lights came up again and Sid smiled morosely. “That’s what I want to find out. Any suggestions?”


Billings pondered through a long interval and then shook his head.


“Afraid I haven’t. I never saw anything like it before. Only thing I can suggest is that it’s some sort of hangover from that electric shock you got recently. Maybe it’s worked in something like the same way that radium-poisoning works. Your skin has become phosphorescent.”


Sid frowned and shook his head. “It’s something more than that, I’m sure, only I’m not scientist enough to be able to figure it out. I thought that you perhaps, understanding electricity so well, might have some solution.”


“Sorry. All I can suggest is that you wait and see how it goes on, and if any ideas occur to me I’ll let you know.”


Sid nodded moodily, reflected for a moment, then with a sigh he left the office. Billings ambled to the office door and watched the tall, lean figure disappear through the power-house’s main entrance.


“Of all the impossible things,” Billings whispered, a fascinated look in his eyes. “And the poor mug doesn’t see for himself what’s happened.”


He wasted no further time. He gave one swift check-over to the whining electrical dynamos, left instructions with the second-engineer, and then departed in his car to the residence of Denham Roberts, the President of the International Power and Light Combine.


The big man was at home, but by no means pleased at being disturbed. Had it been anybody else but the chief engineer there would have been no admittance.


“Sorry for the intrusion, sir,” Billings apologised, as he came into the library, where Roberts was in an easy chair, reading. “I have discovered something which I think will do us a lot of good if we act quickly—and carefully.”


Roberts—short, thick-set, his velvet jacket drawn taut over his bulging stomach, got to his feet.


“Meaning what?” he asked briefly.


“I believe, sir, that I can lay my hands on the formula for something which scientists have sought for generations. In other words—cold light.”


Denham Roberts was not a scientist as such, but even he knew that the one bugbear of all lighting systems is the amount of heat, and consequent wear and tear, produced. His eyes sharpened immediately.


“Cold light, eh? Whose discovery is it?”


“Hardly a discovery, sir. An accident. I’ve seen a living demonstration of cold light tonight, in its incipient stages, anyhow.”


“You are quite sure it is cold light?”


Billings shrugged. “I don’t pretend to be a great scientist, Mr. Roberts, but even I know that when visible light fails to give off any heat it’s something vastly important, particularly in our line of business. At present this light is only at the red end of the scale and for that reason it should radiate quite a deal of heat—but it doesn’t.”


“Have a drink,” Roberts invited abruptly, and went over to the cocktail cabinet. When he had poured the drinks and brought them back he asked briefly, “What the devil are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about Sidney Cassell, our chief maintenance engineer. He belongs, as I do, to United Power Lines, of which you are the President, along with other companies. Not very long ago he got a hundred-thousand volt boost and now it seems to have developed into a ‘disease,’ if you can call it that. I’ll stake all my electrical knowledge on the fact that if you can get him to submit to a scientific examination, preferably without him knowing it, you’ll find he’s taken unto himself the secret of cold light. That secret, transferred to lamps, could net a fortune.”


“Yes,” Roberts agreed, his drink forgotten in his hand. “Yes, it definitely could.”


“In the past,” Frank Billings finished, “I’ve given you many worthwhile tips, for a consideration. This is another one—also for a consideration.”
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