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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 Quarrel


A SUDDEN hush seemed to descend on the bar as Major Burke—known disrespectfully as The Ramrod—made an entrance. Burke had the kind of effusive but overbearing military personality which would not permit him to come into a room Burke made an entrance.


He looked around as though the man he sought at that moment might be there, and then, with an audible snort, the project security chief turned on his heel with military precision and stormed out. Just as Burke did not merely come into a room, neither did he merely go out of it. He made an exit with as much military theatricality as he would have made an entrance.


“Do you think he does it consciously?” asked Tubby Jordan.


Julian Rice blew froth from his beer and watched the bubbles sliding down the far side of his glass.


“Interesting example of surface tension,” he said.


“Huh?” enquired Tubby Jordan. “Don’t quite follow you, Julian.”


“I don’t mean Burke,” expounded Julian Rice, with a rather cold and superior air.


“Oh,” said Tubby. He always felt a little hurt with Julian. Try as he would to be friendly, thought Jordan, Rice just wouldn’t have any. He was the kind of man to whom you could say “Good morning” and be rounded on as though you had uttered some deadly insult to his family honour.


Lance Gascoigne ordered another pint of twos, collected it from the bar and sat down at a formicatopped table. Lance Gascoigne drank his beer with evident enjoyment. He held the half-empty tankard up towards the neon strip which illuminated the ultra modern bar.


Softly, but with a clear audibility that was an unmistakably poetic delivery, Gascoigne began to speak:


“O gentle, amber-coloured gift of heaven,


Soft, smooth and potent to the dry, parched throat.


Would that the seas and rivers were fomenting,


That lakes and streams were filled with foaming beer


“You were born about three centuries too late,” grinned Tubby Jordan. “You’d have been a great success in the 17th century.”


Julian Rice snorted. “Poetry! Prostitution of the Arts!”


“What’s the matter with you, then?” demanded Gascoigne with an air of sham indignation.


“A man with your capabilities puling out poetry!” retorted Rice. “Nonsense! Complete nonsense!”


“You mean because I’m a scientist I shouldn’t have any room for poetry?” said Gascoigne, and took another thoughtful pull at his beer.


“I don’t think any real scientist ever wrote poetry,” commented Rice, and gave a rather superior sniff. “I certainly haven’t!”


“What made you think you were a real scientist then?” demanded Lance Gascoigne.


What had been banter suddenly sounded rather more serious.


Rice put his empty glass down on the bar and began to look decidedly unpleasant. He had a cold, hard, face thought Jordan. Julian’s features might have been chiselled from flint or granite. He was more like a machine than a man. He was more like a piece of rock than a living creation of warm flesh and blood.


“Sometimes,” said Julian Rice with appreciable bitterness, “I get so damnably sick and tired of this place that I wonder why I stay here.”


“Some of us,” remarked Gascoigne, addressing his beer mug, “wonder the same thing.”


Rice walked briskly across to Lance’s table. The two men were about the same height when Gascoigne stood up, but Rice seemed to be a little more heavily built.


“I’ve had about enough of you and your damn stupid nonsense!” snapped Julian viciously.


Gascoigne stood swaying rather dangerously on the tips of his toes. He looked deceptively casual.


“Oh, come on chaps, don’t let’s make a big thing of this,” interposed Tubby Jordan.


“He damn well started it,” exploded Rice. “I’m going to finish it! Sometimes, Gascoigne, it becomes necessary to descend to a pretty primitive level to deal with your kind of insolence!”


“Insolence?” said Gascoigne.


“You’ve got a nasty, rebellious streak in you,” went on Rice. “You’ve got a vicious temper, Gascoigne. But you’ll find you’re not the only man with a temper, I assure you!”


“You’re projecting your own faults,” returned Lance with cool, calm, self-control. “You’re the man who’s getting hot under the collar, Jordan. Nobody else is.”


“I get sick and tired of this damn place,” said Rice, “confined here with these lesser minds.” He was speaking through clenched teeth. “That damned old fool Abercrombie, wandering about here like a—” He ended in a sort of inarticulate splutter, as though at a loss for words.


At that moment the door opened and Paul Abercrombie entered. His face was the face of a mature man in his early fifties. The forehead was lined and wrinkled; what remained of the hair was very thin. It lay close to the high intelligent forehead. Abercrombie’s moustache was bristling, and his eyes were glaring beneath their heavy brows. He looked, if anything, angrier than Julian Rice.


“Did I hear you just mention my name, Rice?” barked Abercrombie. He had a remote and austere manner as a rule, but now he was decidedly imminent. The cold eyes of Julian Rice blazed with anger that was now very close to the dangerous verge beyond which there was no control.


“Eavesdropping again, Abercrombie?” snapped Rice.


“Now, look, gentlemen,” said Tubby Jordan, “our work is exacting, it’s very exacting. You chaps do more than I do. At least you all seem to—” he grinned. “Even my nerves get a bit strained at times, so with you doing that much more there’s every excuse for all of you to feel a bit edgy. But please, don’t any of you do anything silly, don’t do anything you’ll regret.”


There was a temporary lull. Julian Rice turned and stalked back to the bar. Abercrombie stood glaring at him in silence for a moment. The door opened again and a girl entered. She was the kind of girl at whom men automatically look twice. She was the kind of girl who would have attracted admiring glances in a street full of pretty girls. But Jean Abercrombie was one of the very few women on the project.


She came into the room like a ray of sunshine filtering through the dull window of a grimy cellar.


“Hello, Father. I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Major Burke wants you.”


“Oh,” Abercrombie was as remote and austere as Jean was gay and talkative. Looking at her, Tubby Jordan wondered whether her gay, bright nature was only a kind of persona, whether it was a defence against this dour, withdrawn father of hers. As far as Tubby could judge there wasn’t very much here at Project headquarters that would appeal to a girl like Jean Abercrombie. But she never complained, never grumbled at the loss of the kind of social life which a girl of her age and apparent temperament had every right to expect. She took her father’s arm gently, and, his anger having fallen from him like an old glove, Paul Abercrombie allowed himself to be steered out of the bar in the project’s social wing and away in the direction of Major Burke’s office in the security block.


Jean’s intervention at that moment had prevented any really serious flare up from getting out of hand.


“She’s a lovely girl,” said Lance Gascoigne, turning to Tubby.


“She certainly is,” agreed Jordan. He winked at Gascoigne, “You’re a lucky man!”


“Oh, I’m not there yet, you know, there’s many a slip—as the old saying goes.”


Julian Rice laughed. A loud, contemptuous, sneering sort of laugh.


“Got a frog in your beer, have you?” asked Gascoigne.


“I’m laughing,” Rice informed him coldly.


“If you hadn’t told us we’d never have guessed,” returned Gascoigne, even more icily.


“This has just about got to the level of the Sixth Form,” said Tubby Jordan despairingly. “Can’t you chaps stow it!”


“Tubby,” said Lance, “You sound like the jolly fat boy out of one of these pre-war boarding school adventure stories. ‘I say, you chaps, can’t you chuck it!’” he mimicked Tubby’s voice. The plump scientist looked a bit crestfallen.


“Why don’t you do us all a favour and drop dead, Jordan,” said Rice.


Looking even more crestfallen, and without his usual smile, Tubby got to his feet and went and sat on the far side of the bar. His depression did not last more than a few seconds, however. In less than a minute he was chatting about the latest Test score to one of the technicians sitting on the far side of the bar, beside him. From time to time, however, he cast a concerned glance in the direction of the two men whose quarrelling voices could be heard plainly. Tubby had no responsibility for Lance or Julian. His was the concern of a friend. There was a very real sense in which Tubby’s broad mind regarded most of the human race as “friends”—or potential friends. He himself could get on with nearly anybody, and it cost him little or no effort. It always worried and puzzled him when two colleagues for whom he tried to have an equal, though different type of regard, failed to agree together. He was at a loss to explain such phenomena adequately, the very existence of it was a cause of perplexity and a chronic mild anxiety as far as Tubby was concerned.


In the security block Burke was sitting behind a square, crisp-cornered, metal desk. Abercrombie knocked, and opened the door with a practised and well-executed movement of the wrist. Burke looked at him a little uncertainly. Abercrombie was such an enigma, there was no knowing what went on behind the scientist’s mask-like face, thought Burke. All these damned scientists were the same, decided the security major. Each of them was wrapped up in one tightly specialised sphere of the work upon which the whole team were engaged. Their ideas about security, thought Burke angrily, were either childishly primitive or non-existent, and this work, here, was of the utmost importance. The security chief became aware that Paul Abercrombie was towering above the desk, glowering at him after the manner of an irate schoolmaster glaring at a recalcitrant pupil. It was the kind of glower that speaks of dire punishment to come. Burke was a competent enough psychologist to know that there are moments—he felt that this was such a moment—when the most positive response to a stimulus is to do absolutely nothing. Finally, when he had had about as much of the silence and the glare as he could take, he glanced up casually into those boiling eyes.


“I understand you’re looking for me, Burke.”


“My word,” replied the Major, “news travels, doesn’t it?” He didn’t like Abercrombie standing over him like that. It gave him a vague sense of inferiority. He pushed his chair back and got up.


“Yes. I have, in fact, been enquiring for you. There’re some rather pressing questions that I want to ask.”










CHAPTER TWO



Security Interview


“ASK AWAY,” rejoined Abercrombie, “there’s no guarantee that you’ll get an answer.”


“Don’t take that attitude with me,” snapped Burke. “I don’t care how good a scientist you are. All I’m concerned about is your loyalty.”


“My loyalty has never been in question!” retorted Abercrombie, “And you know it!”


“I don’t know it,” answered Burke, “that’s just the trouble. I’m trying to prove it.”


“You mean you’re trying to disprove it!” Abercrombie took a swift pace around the room.


“You’re feeling rattled,” commented Burke. “When men are rattled they talk. That’s good, that’s what I want. You go on talking, Abercrombie.”


“I shall say something that you’ve never heard in your entire military career, if you press me too far!” retorted the scientist. Then he lapsed into his normal aloof and remote personality.


“Let’s start again from the beginning,” said Burke. Abercrombie raised one eyebrow quizzically. He said nothing.


“The director is very worried, you know.” Abercrombie permitted himself the faintest ghost of a smile.


“Sir Walter really is worried,” stressed Burke.


“What am I supposed to do? Psychoanalyse him?” demanded Abercrombie.


“I wish you wouldn’t take this attitude!” Burke was doing his best to keep himself in check.


“It seems as if everyone’s nerves are rather frayed tonight,” replied Abercrombie, coolly.


“Oh!” said Burke. Frayed nerves constituted a further threat to the security arrangements. He imagined what he would have on his record if one of the top nuclear physicists in his care suddenly went berserk and brained one of the others with a lead container.


“Julian Rice is in his usual pleasant frame of mind,” said Abercrombie.


“When did you see Rice?” asked Burke.


“He was in the bar.”


“Oh, yes, I saw him there when I went in looking for you,” recalled the security officer.


“You can’t have missed me by many seconds,” said Abercrombie. He came as near then to sounding normal and human as he ever came.


“Cigarette?” asked Burke, suddenly changing the subject, gesturing towards the box on his desk.


“I don’t smoke; you know I don’t,” replied Abercrombie.


“No. I was forgetting,” said Burke. Abercrombie was looking at the security officer. The Ramrod shook his head.


“They’re there purely as a social grace,” he said. “I don’t touch the things either. Haven’t done for years.” Abercrombie nodded.


“Very wise,” he agreed, with a thin smile. The smile broadened a little, “I think it’s the only thing that you and I are going to agree on to-night, Major Burke.”


“Well that’s something,” rejoined Burke, with the ghost of a smile.


“But what is worrying Bascombe?” said Abercrombie “I mean, apart from the usual things.”


“Well, Bascombe is a Civil Servant, not a scientist. He doesn’t look at things in quite the same way that you chaps do, you know,” began Burke.


“Oh, tell me the old, old story!” said Abercrombie with a trace of biting sarcasm in his voice. “You are just a simple soldier and Bascombe is a musical comedy Civil Servant!”


“That’s not what I was saying at all,” rejoined Major Burke.


“I’m sorry. But that sounded like the old excuse to me again,” said Abercrombie.


“It’s not an excuse of any kind,” snorted Burke, who was beginning to grow angry and dominant again. Most men, he found, were overawed by his manner, by his voice, by his interrogation, by even being asked to come to the security building—but not Abercrombie. Abercrombie was in command of the situation. Yet, paradoxically, he seemed to be in command of the situation because it was in his nature to apparently withdraw.


This aloof austerity was an impregnable defence from behind which the real Abercrombie would dart suddenly and strike with unexpected power, to the disconcertion of his enemies.


“What Sir Walter really wants to know,” said Burke, “is simple enough, and he has a right to ask.”


“I would have thought,” said Abercrombie, “that anything on a project, with the exception of a man’s personal privacy and civil liberties, was within the field of the director’s operations, was within his sphere of authority. It was in his frame of reference, so to speak.”


“You’re getting very constitutional, all at once,” said Burke. Abercrombie said nothing. The security major continued talking. “Sir Walter asked me to see you directly, and get a detailed check on the nature of your private work. Apparently he’s tired of asking you, and he’s tired of asking your colleagues.”


“Well, he’ll get nothing out of Gascoigne, because Gascoigne isn’t the kind of man who would try and explain it to Sir Walter.”


“You mean you’ve expounded most of your work to Gascoigne?”


“I have indirectly told Gascoigne about three quarters of what he is capable of understanding.”


“What about Rice or Jordan? Have you said anything to them?”


“Rice wouldn’t have the brain to understand it. He’s not really intelligent. He only thinks he is!” said Abercrombie.


“I gather you don’t like Rice,” said Major Burke with a thin, tight-lipped, enigmatical smile.


“What about Jordan?” asked the Major. Abercrombie’s face softened just a little.


“Oh, Jordan’s all right: in some ways he’s quite as good as Gascoigne. But he’s quite a way behind in some other things, I think. He wouldn’t be capable of grasping more than a third of the necessary calculations, in my opinion.


“What exactly are these calculations?” Abercrombie drew himself up to his full height.


“Major Burke, you do not possess even an elementary degree in nuclear physics. When I said that Jordan and Rice were not capable of understanding, when I said that Gascoigne was not capable of understanding fully, I meant what I said. These men, each in his own way, have made very considerable contributions to the development of nuclear physics. They have all written a number of books, which have proved highly acceptable and have certainly been in advance of a great deal of material that’s gone before. They are not fresh from university. They are men with the highest possible academic background, who have also had years of research and industrial experience before coming to this work. Now, if I cannot explain my new formula to them, do you really think there is any hope at all that you would understand it?”


For Paul Abercrombie that was a long speech. For Major Burke it was a deflating one. He looked more like a reed shaken in the wind than a ramrod by the time the full import of Abercrombie’s words had penetrated his mind.









CHAPTER THREE


Project Eros


JEAN ABERCROMBIE was walking down the main corridor of the project headquarters when she encountered Lance Gascoigne. Gascoigne paused and half-turned on his heel as though to say something. He would have gone on, but Jean stopped, and looked at him hesitatingly.


Lance opened his mouth as though to speak and then appeared to change his mind again. It was Abercrombie’s daughter who spoke first.


“Lance?” her voice sounded a question. The thin, rather sensitive features of Lance Gascoigne broke into the semblance of a smile.


“Are you in a hurry?” asked Jean.


“No, not really,” he laughed.” At least, I’m never in too much of a hurry to stop and talk to you.”


“Don’t we sound delightfully old fashioned! Any minute now we shall be dancing a minuet,” said the girl.


“Perhaps there was something to be said for dancing minuets, you know. I may sound a bit square but I don’t know whether I’m altogether in favour of the modern trend.”


“It all depends what you mean by ‘the modern trend,’ Lance.” She moved closer and took hold of his hand. She held it up and looked at it.


“You’ve got such sensitive hands, Lance. I always think there is a lot more in the old science of palmistry than people like to admit.”


He followed her gaze down to his own slim, tapering fingers.


“You could only be a surgeon, a scientist, or perhaps a poet, with hands like that.”


“Ah,” murmured Gascoigne, “a poet! That is something I’d like to have been.”


“Would you really?” said Jean. “Would you rather have been a poet than a scientist?”


“A thousand times over! I would far rather be making things than destroying things. The meaning of the word ‘poet’ has changed such a lot. The Greeks had a real word for it.”


“They had words for lots of things!” laughed the girl.


“Yes. But their word ‘poet’ was derived from a word that meant ‘to make,’ or ‘to do.’ A poet was a creator.”


“Don’t you think a scientist is a creator as well?”


“Yes. But look at the damage a bad creation can produce, if you’re a scientist,” replied Gascoigne. He pointed along the corridor in the direction from which he had just come.


“You know what’s behind those insulated doors as well as I do, Jean. You know how dangerous that pile could be. You know how sinister those things could become if they got out of control.”


“Yes, I know.”


“It isn’t like a barrel of gunpowder; a man can run away from a barrel of gunpowder. It wouldn’t be very easy to run away from this, would it?”


“No—I suppose it wouldn’t.”


“Of course, this would give us a little more warning than a barrel of gunpowder that has a spark in it!”


“Oh, dear! You do sound melancholy,” sighed Jean.


“You sound very gay. It doesn’t seem right …”


“Don’t you like me to be gay?” her voice had changed suddenly.


“Of course I like you to be gay, Jean!” He paused. He looked along the cold, austere walls of the lime-washed corridor. “Jean, this is hardly what you’d call a romantic setting, but—”


She blushed suddenly.


“We could take a walk outside if you like.”


“I daresay the moonlight would be better than this lot.” He was still holding her hand as they walked through an open doorway into the moonlit grounds of the project H.Q. In the distance the barbed wire fence with its double slanting top, and the backs of the “Keep Out” notices could be seen all too clearly.


“Still not a romantic a setting as it might be,” smiled Gascoigne. The light, gentle pressure on his fingers increased.


“Tell me what you were going to say,” she whispered.


He looked at her, long and steadily. The moonlight reflected from her eyes, they shone with a light that was brighter than the reflected illumination of the cold, dead satellite above them.


“It’s not easy,” said Gascoigne, “it’s—”


“Well?”


“It’s not easy,” he persisted. He made a futile, empty gesture in the air. “Look, Jean there’re so many things that make it difficult.”


“You mean Father?”


“Your father among other things, and that cold, cynical fool Julian Rice.”


“What about Julian?”


“Everything about Julian!”


Jean withdrew a little, and Lance felt the air had grown suddenly cold.


“I didn’t mean to sound like that about him. I just can’t help it. I just can’t stand the chap. He’s after you; I know he is!”


“I suppose I should be flattered,” commented Jean.


“But he’s not interested in the same way that I am. He’s a real modern Casanova is Julian. He’s a complete cynic. But his cynicism isn’t the good old philosophical kind. It’s a sort of practical cynicism.”


“We didn’t come out here for a lecture on philosophy,” reminded Jean, with a certain pardonable impatience in her voice.


“No, and it’s not leap year, either,” returned Gascoigne.


She let go of his hand and walked a few paces ahead of him alone.


“Jean,” his voice was low, inviting. “I’m sorry. It’s just that—well, I don’t know—my nerves have been playing hell with me lately. I mean to say one thing and I come out with something entirely different. I get angry with my own nerves, I suppose, but a man can’t go on being angry with himself. He has to be angry with someone different. He has to project the anger in psychological terms, I suppose. It’s not fair for me to project the anger at you.” He felt breathless, excited, and somehow unsure of himself, all at the same time. Suddenly he stared in the opposite direction, and gritted his teeth like a man about to visit the dentist, “Jean, I love you, I love you … and I want you to marry me. There now, I’ve said it. To hell with it. You can only say ‘no’, can’t you?”


“Well, don’t say ‘no’ for me.” she answered softly. He looked down; her lips were moist, parted and inviting. Suddenly she was in his arms, and he was kissing her with a wild, romantic, poetic abandon. Lance Gascoigne was being himself. It was the first time he had felt really free for weeks.


They skipped back to the building rather than walked. It seemed odd, and strangely undignified, but it was all heart and no head. It was emotion rather than thought. Sentiment had won.


The poet in Lance Gascoigne had overwhelmed the scientist. The woman in Jean Abercrombie had overwhelmed that talkative, artificially gay persona behind which she hid herself from the world. The edge of the building seemed like a strange, forbidding boundary. Neither Lance nor Jean really wanted to go through the door. Yet the door lay before them as a kind of challenge, so it seemed to him.


Beyond the door lay the cold, biting, cynicism of Julian Rice. For her, the cold, aloof difficulty of her father. Paul Abercrombie in so many ways was unapproachable; he was remote; he was austere; he was more like a calculating machine than a human being.


Jean shuddered a little.


“Are you cold?” Lance put an arm protectively round her shoulders.


“No, it’s not that, Lance, it’s—” she turned and faced him; her eyes were sparkling as though they held the moonlight that they had captured in the garden.


“I though perhaps you might be,” replied Gascoigne. “It’s going to be difficult, isn’t it?”


“It’s just that he’s so utterly unapproachable,” said Jean. “I don’t know how to broach it to him. Oh, Lance, I don’t want to sound disloyal to him, but I do wish he was a bit more human!”


“So do I!” said Gascoigne, fervently. “And like you, I don’t intend to sound disloyal, Jean; it’s just that—well—he’s so far away in a psychic sense. You can’t reach the man; there’s no point of contact.”


The warning device suddenly screamed out a note of urgency that shattered the air. Just for a second Lance Gascoigne held Jean very tightly in his arms, then they began running through the door and along the corridor on the other side of it. Warning indicators were flashing.


“Something has gone wrong with the pile,” gasped Jean. Lance looked at the nearest warning indicator.


“Something very, very serious,” he agreed. Technicians and staff were streaming past them in all directions. Sir Walter Bascombe, the director, had scooped Trapper his spaniel up into his arms, and stood like the Captain of a sinking ship, calling orders in a clear, quietly precise voice. Even in an emergency Walter Bascombe’s diction was utterly flawless. Even when shouting to his project workers, he shouted in impeccable Civil Service English.


Lance Gascoigne and Jean moved towards Sir Walter.


“Better get outside, and get outside quickly,” said the Director, “there’ll be ample time; the evacuation technique seems to be operating quite smoothly. The procedure is efficient, I’m glad to say.” In the midst of all that panic, Walter Bascombe almost smiled. Lance Gascoigne got the impression, just for a minute, that it was more important to Bascombe that his escape procedure should be efficient, smooth and orderly, than that it should save lives. Bascombe seemed almost too much of a bureaucrat to be true, yet he was bureaucracy at its best rather than at its worst. There was a human side to Bascombe, the affection he showered on the little spaniel was one indication of it. Trapper was remaining perfectly still in his master’s arms. His eyes opened just a little wider than usual, and he was wagging his stumpy tail slowly, as he watched people scurrying past, obeying Sir Walter’s directions.
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