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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.







 


Once there had been four tracks, but three had been ripped up. The remaining one was rust-red.


Tufts of grass pushed blindly up in the one-time trim tarmac of the platforms, and somewhere a door banged irregularly in the fitful summer breeze. The erstwhile modern angularity of the station buildings was marred by a large leaning sign, blotched and peeling:


ALIGHT HERE FOR GATWICK AIRPORT


The footbridge, known to thousands of apprehensive yet eager holidaymakers, bore a more recent sign, daubed crudely in red. Dribbles of paint had run down from some of the letters:


DANGEROUS—DO NOT USE


Beyond the bridge, the terminal buildings, larger than life in their echoing emptiness, accepted the slow encroachment of nature. Brambles extended long green feelers through broken windows. And all around the air was heavy with the sound of sheep.


August 1995. There had been no fighting, no bombs, no suicidal clash of nuclear might. The air was clean, fresh, untainted with radioactivity or unnatural microbes; there had been no invasion of unspeakable monsters from outer space or the hidden depths of the sea.


But Gatwick Airport was as dead as Nineveh.




Part One
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As a research establishment it had no great reputation or tradition. It had, in fact, been created in an expansive moment by the People’s Government, largely as a status symbol. By the 1950’s even minor Soviet satellites felt the need to assert themselves, and this one, unable to afford an atomic reactor or a cyclotron, plumped for a chemical research center.


It was housed in an old palace—of which there were any number—and sketchily furnished with cast-off and obsolescent equipment obtained from Russia and Poland. But there is no substitute for creative ability, and the Karl Marx Institute had one outstanding man. To work there at all, he had to be. The Institute was ill-lit, damp, draughty and about as sterile as a pigsty. The Institute was also understaffed.


In what had been the ballroom, as the squeaking parquet floor still proclaimed, this man was standing beside one of four long benches which ran the length of the room, showing one particular cage to the Director.


“This group, Director.” He stood back, a tall, very thin figure, his bony hands plunged into the pockets of his long white coat, his gaze shifting between the Director and the cage.


The Director, a short, bulky man, peered into the cage. A dozen white mice, pink-eyed, noses twitching, stared beadily back. There was silence in the long room, the bench shook gently as a tram rumbled by in the street below.


“They certainly look very healthy.”


“They are, they are!”


“Yet it is six months since treatment?”


“To be precise, one hundred and ninety-two days.”


“Incredible!” said the Director, and meant it. He stood lost in thought, already planning how this might be presented to the Minister with the maximum kudos—for the Director. He smiled, “My dear fellow! It’s quite amazing—it’ll create quite a stir, even if it is of limited practical value. It breaks new ground …”


The white-coated man smiled gently, matching the gentle unbelief in his voice.


“You don’t mean that, Director.” He waved one hand as if dismissing a rather feeble joke.


Instantly the Director was stiff, defensive, “I don’t see—”


“Of course.” The reply was smooth, understanding. “I failed to realize that while this work is everything to me, you have so much else.”


Both knew the Director’s M.D. had been obtained shortly after the war when medical training had been, to put it kindly, primitive. They also knew that the Director had moved, at the earliest possible moment, from the practical to the administrative side and, as a thoroughgoing and sincere Party member, had done very well.


“Very well, how wide is its application—tell me!”


“In its present form, in four or five years we should be saving about one percent of the state budget.”


The Director blinked as he did mental arithmetic. “But that’s colossal! You can’t seriously mean that?”


“Oh yes, I had an economist check.”


“Who?” cut in the Director sharply. “You know no outside agency can be approached without my authority!”


“It was all quite unofficial. I posed what appeared a hypothetical question to —— (he mentioned a very powerful man in the Ministry of Economics) in the course of conversation.”


The Director looked at his subordinate in a new light. “I didn’t know you knew him.”


“Yes. Quite well, really. We play chess together twice a week—he finds my game interesting.”


“I see. Well, I rely on your discretion. The Minister would not like the news to leak out prematurely.”


The tall man inclined his gleaming bald head. “Of course. But, if I may say so, I do not think you noted what I said.”


The Director had not got to his position by sheer luck. He glowered. “Very well, Comrade, you may say so. I didn’t note what you said—tell me again!”


“Your pardon, Director. I said ‘in its present form.’ This preparation—I call it Test Fourteen—is only effective with rodents.” He ran a thin finger lightly along the wire of the cage in a highly theatrical gesture which annoyed the Director still further. “In its present form.”


The Director felt his way carefully. “You mean the same effect could be achieved with other—higher—forms of life?”


The sad eyes snapped shut with startling suddenness, the long fleshless head tilted back, and the eyes opened slowly, staring deep into the Director’s.


“Yes, Director. The very highest.”




2


Doctor John Bart, M.D., CH.M., looked with irritated apprehension at the intercom unit on his oversize desk. Even after ten days, he was still uneasy with the device, never entirely sure when it was switched off. And in the Ministry of Health in August 1972 it was highly desirable to know.


He glanced coldly at his new secretary, wishing she would stop playing with her pencil. She in turn regarded her new boss, the Minister, with some caution. Ten years as a top secretary in the Civil Service had given her a wide experience of politicians and others. This one was different—but then everything was different now.


“That will be all, Miss Parkins. Type that last one first, leave it on my desk. Switch all urgent calls for me to Downing Street before you leave—and call my wife, please. Tell her I’ll be late.”


Miss Parkins raised one well-trained eyebrow imperceptibly. This had happened every evening, and already it was getting harder to find just the right tone to tell his wife.


Bart uncoiled himself and stood up. He did not so much sit in a chair, as nest in it. Tall, dark and rangy, in the States he would have inevitably been taken for a Texan. His rather stern expression did not flatter him, and he looked his age, thirty-six. But thus far, life had been kind to him. Nearly twenty years of hard, absorbing work had produced their reward, a very lucrative practice in Wimpole Street. He was literally a Master of his profession and a brilliant surgical career had been confidently predicted, but Bart was dedicated to medicine, and much as he disliked the idea, felt that the parlous state of the medical profession made it his duty to stand for Parliament.


His by-election had surprised a good many, not least the other candidates. Devoted to his profession, shy, of austere expression and nature, he had little that was readily attractive to the electorate, but Bart got in. Politically innocent, his transparent honesty won votes. In his campaign he made no concessions, no smooth answers, no glib promises. Like Sir Alan Herbert before him, he went into Parliament with one intention, and did not try to conceal it.


In April 1972, shortly after his election, he had married a young—she was only twenty—and attractive wife, and installed her in a modern house, small but expensive, in Stanhope Mews, s.w.7. Its red brick with Portland stone trim was distinctly neo-Georgian, and delighted them both—which was just as well, for there was no time for a honeymoon.


In and out of the House, Bart worked with single-minded tenacity for a major reconstruction of the Health Service, but he had been aware of the ominous groundswell, harbinger of the coming storm, even before he was elected. Although he ignored it, it is possible that it was a very real help to him in his campaign.


When he had time to think about it, it seemed to Bart that his marriage had been the signal for the storm to break. There were rumors, charges, countercharges, scarcely veiled hints in the press that “the nation must be told” which reminded older readers with good memories, of the abdication of King Edward VIII. The vast majority of the population was really in the dark, and many were inclined to regard the whole thing as yet another political stunt. But gradually, the man in the street began to realize that there were some pretty odd stories circulating.


Perhaps poultry-keepers were the first to see the beginning of the trouble. There were isolated occurrences of hen fertility failing disastrously; one chick-breeding firm slumped to bankruptcy. There was much talk of a new virus infection, or genetic damage due to excessive inbreeding, but no one appears to have considered the water supply. However, few—apart from housewives, who complained bitterly about the sharp rise in egg prices—took much notice.


And then the stories moved closer to the public consciousness, stories with a local background, the local nursing home, the hospital. Slowly, very slowly, people began to tie local events to the mysterious, elusive hints in the press—ITV said little, and the BBC nothing—and the crisis was on.


Questions proliferated in the Commons. The Government vacillated, denied, hinted and contradicted earlier statements. Platitudes poured forth. Then came the break; a Government plan to import women was revealed in the press. Thoroughly alarmed, members of all parties demanded a full explanation, refusing to be fobbed off any longer by the plea that it was “in the interests of the nation” that the matter was kept secret. The Premier elected to speak to the nation on TV.


He made an appalling mess of it, enlightening few, and alarming practically everybody. Watched by thirty-five millions, his painful gyrations and evasions united the nation in an unprecedented way. The surging tide of public opinion was overwhelming; the Government—and the Opposition—had to go. Both had lost the confidence of the country. Alarmed, desperate even, the electorate wanted leadership, and the truth.


The New Britain Party grew almost overnight, and support came from all quarters. Many M.P.’s quickly transferred their allegiance, some because they were astute enough to see where the future lay, others, like Bart, because they were convinced the old system could not handle the situation.


Quite without precedent, elections were held a bare fortnight after the Government’s fall. Significantly, no one suggested that there was not enough time to prepare. An old order died when the Premier made his TV appearance.


All parties went down before the onslaught of the NBP and sheer chaos reigned for a few days; then a new Government emerged—and Bart was its youngest Minister. He had Cabinet rank, a key position, and much of the future of the nation lay in his hands.


His scanty political background was no great disadvantage, for the new administration was backed by nearly six hundred members; only fifteen members were in theoretical opposition. Party warfare had ceased to exist.


As Bart walked swiftly to Downing Street, he thought of the new Premier. Like Bart, he had been a backbencher and something of a lone wolf. A blunt, Cromwellian man, George Farmer was well named. Bart, who had only known him slightly, hoped they might see eye to eye.


He nodded to the saluting policeman, ignoring the press. The famous door swung open almost magically. Inside, there was an atmosphere of well-oiled tradition which Bart found ended sharply at the Premier’s door.


There was an air of urgency, almost revolution, about Farmer’s study. The Prime Minister sat hunched over his desk in his shirtsleeves, deep in a sea of paper, a whiskey bottle at his elbow. He spoke without looking up. Bart stared at a mass of wiry gray hair.


“Sit down, John. Pour yourself a drink.”


Bart took in the briefcase propped against the chair leg, the discarded jacket carelessly dropped on the floor. Here too was a man neither impressed nor overawed by his surroundings.


The Premier grunted triumphantly, scribbled furiously, his free hand groping for a button on his desk. With a flourish he initialed the document and held it out for his secretary before the man had entered the room. Farmer refilled his glass and looked inquiringly at his visitor.


“No, thank you, Prime Minister.”


“For God’s sake, cut that out—we’re not in the House! Now; tomorrow’s Cabinet meeting. I want the last Government’s investigation committee reformed. Perranwell’s a good man. As far as he got he did a good job. I want him to continue as Chairman—any objections?”


“No,” said Bart, slightly surprised, “why—should I?”


“I want things straight from the start. You might feel you should be in the chair.”


“I’ve no time—”


“Good. He’ll need your support. I want a daily report from him—I’m making him a Minister without Portfolio which will help—on all aspects of PROLIX. All Ministries are making studies of how they reckon they are affected. Perranwell’s committee will consider and coordinate. This doesn’t mean you can’t talk direct to me, but I want you to keep them in the picture. OK?”


“I understand.” Bart wondered if he had been called over just for this.


“Now the other thing. You’re a good man, Bart. Wouldn’t have picked you otherwise, but I’m not sure we quite understand each other yet. This is important. Before all this,” he waved an arm at the world in general, “the Minister of Health was small beer. It’s different now. There’s me, the Chancellor, the Foreign Secretary—and you. We’re the ones that count. We must work as a team—take this PROLIX Committee. Job’s to find out what happened, how it happened, who did it. Correct?”


“Certainly. There’s no chance of repairing the damage until we know.”


“Good. We see eye to eye so far. Where we split is what we do once we know exactly what has happened—correct?”


Bart was not going to be cut short again. “Frankly, I don’t think we should concern ourselves with anything other than the rebuilding of the nation. I’m afraid you will dissipate some of our badly needed effort in punitive action—if there’s someone to take action against.”


“And that’s where we differ. The country’s in a damn’ funny mood, John. No one, least of all the great British public, knows the extent of the damage. But they do know they’ve been badly hurt, and they want action. By God, they want action.” There was a world of feeling in his voice. “Our election proves that.”


“But there’s no proof we were attacked,” protested Bart. “We’ve got to be extremely careful whom we accuse, never mind threaten or attack.”


“It was an attack all right,” replied the Premier with grim certainty. “The PROLIX Committee is still working—I fixed that—and this morning old Perranwell had news. A week ago someone in the Ministry of Science dug out a paper published in some obscure Scandinavian scientific journal, thought it looked interesting. It was. Called ‘Some Observations on the Possible Use of Chlorinated Hydrocarbons as Selective Sterilants.’ Written by some damned Slav, Pavel something-or-the-other. Science had the wit to pass this to DGI—”


“DGI?”


“Director General, Intelligence. He set his hounds on this Pavel fellow’s trail—now code-named GAYBIRD. Soon tracked him, too.”


“It doesn’t seem likely he would be anything to do with it,” objected Bart, “he’d hardly publish his results.”


“I thought that. DGI says that it looks as if GAYBIRD didn’t realize exactly what he was on to at the time. Remember that was back in 1966. We’ve done a big check, and it’s certain he’s published nothing since. No, I’ve a shrewd suspicion he’s our man.”


“But why?”


“He’s the chief research worker at a certain Karl Marx Institute, his country’s sole contribution to science, and their chief prestige object—they can’t afford an airline. Now; this is the point. We’ve quite a file on that little lot’s Premier-cum-Party-Chairman. The story goes that he is the illegitimate son of a British diplomat who left his mother in the lurch. Sounds too good to be true, but true or not, he is a dedicated Anglophobe. That at least is certain.”


“But surely, Prime Minister—George—you’re not suggesting that a senior statesman is going to let personal animosity—no! It’s all far too tenuous!”


“It gets less tenuous as we go on.” The Premier produced a pipe and pouch from his jacket, and dropped the coat once more on the floor. “All the evidence points to the attack being made in late autumn of 1971—it was around April ’72 we first began to smell a rat—and in January ‘72 GAYBIRD was made a Hero of Socialist Labor, Third Class. These people are a damned sight more class-conscious than we are, very careful about the rules. It’s not surprising he got a gong, but we’re convinced it was more than was reasonable. Should have been Fourth Class. He jumped a grade. Why?”


Bart had no answer to that. “What does this institute do?”


“I was coming to that. They’ve been solely concerned with agriculture. National showpiece—and God knows they need all the science they can get in their farming. Anyone fool enough to go there on a ‘cultural’ visit is always dragged round the place. Always been wide open, but about six months ago burglar alarms were put in, bars fitted to ground-floor windows, and the two side entrances have been sealed up. They’ve also installed a plainclothes guard in the only entrance. Agriculture!”


Bart was silent.


“Right, it’s not proof, but there’s not a vestige of evidence against anyone else. As far as I’m concerned, it’s enough to be going on with. I’ve ordered DGI to take a closer look at friend GAYBIRD!”
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On the fourth floor of that garagelike building—inside and out—the Ministry of Defense, DGI was making a very private phone call, dialing the number himself.


“I want HADRIAN.” This being the correct codeword for the day, he was connected without comment.


“HADRIAN? This is COMPASS THREE.” DGI waited while HADRIAN checked the daily changing list to see who was calling him. It might be the Prime Minister, the Minister of Defense, one or two others. He was invited to continue.


“PROLIX-GAYBIRD. Could look at this situation in some detail please? As soon as convenient.”


HADRIAN said yes in a stolid sort of way, and that was that. For a moment DGI mused upon the identity of HADRIAN. They had never met—so far as he knew. On appointment each DGI received a black book and certain verbal instructions. And that gave him more contact than most with the Secret Service.


HADRIAN did not waste much time. Within half an hour a message was on its way:




GROUP WEST FROM CENTRAL


IMMEDIATE TOPSEC


GAYBIRD INVESTIGATE URGENTLY





For forty-eight hours Group West worked very hard on GAYBIRD and his background. He was photographed, his height, probable weight, color of eyes, hair noted. His professional record worked over, his hobbies discovered and his sex life checked.


Time being short, some unprofessional risks were taken. The comrade charlady who did for their subject in his bachelor flat was charmed by the young building inspector—even made him coffee. She would have been less charmed to know that while she was thus engaged he was taking an impression of her key to the flat, carelessly left by her on the hall table, and had time to plant micro-bugs in the lounge and bedroom. Further, on the pretext of examining a windowsill, he fixed a slow-running sound-actuated tape recorder to the underside of the sill. His only worry was if the suction cups on the recorder would stick to the stonework, and they did. The friendly help was not to know that next day, when she left after her morning stint, he would let himself into the flat, remove his gear, search and photograph the apartment and be on his way before she reached her more humble abode a mile or so away.


At the end of the forty-eight hours Group West had quite a file on their subject. Much of it was quite useless, but




CENTRAL FROM GROUP WEST TOPSEC GAYBIRD PROMOTED TOP EXPERIMENTAL POSITION BIG PAY RISE NEW FLAT JAN 1971 LAST KNOWN WORK IN 1969 ON INSECTICIDES ALL LATER WORK SECRET HAS CONGRATULATORY LETTER FROM PARTY CHAIRMAN APRIL 71 REASON FOR CONGRATULATIONS NOT STATED IN LETTER





That was enough for the Premier. Three hours after receipt of the message another order was on the way:




GROUP WEST FROM CENTRAL


FLASH TOPSEC


GAYBIRD INTERROGATE TO FINALITY





Even in the secrecy of his world, that was one message HADRIAN had to code himself. Death warrants are always special.


Outside the Karl Marx Institute agent EMIL cursed softly. GAYBIRD was working unusually late, and it was raining. The traffic, never heavy by Western standards, was getting less and less, the clanking trams fewer, and EMIL was beginning to feel conspicuous. There were too many chances being taken on this job for his liking—why all this interest in a lousy insect-chaser? For the twentieth time he pressed the transmit switch in the sodden pocket of his cheap raincoat and breathed into the lapel microphone. He had to steer the snatch car onto GAYBIRD. There had been little time to study the habits of their quarry, and he might easily go left or right on leaving the Institute. A tram came clanging to the nearby stop. Automatically EMIL watched the few passengers get off. His cover was that he was waiting for a girl. He glanced ostentatiously at his watch, hoping he was not overacting. He had a nasty suspicion one shoe was leaking. …


The Institute door opened. Silhouetted against the light was GAYBIRD’S tall spare figure. EMIL whistled softly into his microphone. One long note meant the quarry was alone.


GAYBIRD hesitated in the face of the rain, then walked down the steps and turned right. EMIL whistled the series of shorts that indicated direction to the car two blocks away. His job was finished.


A car power-drifted round the corner, its cloud of spray brilliant in the light of a tram. The headlights flicked on, picking out the figure of the hurrying scientist, crouched against the rain, in blazing yellow light. GAYBIRD half turned as the car mounted the pavement … the body arched into the air, the arms spread out grotesquely as it crashed down on the bonnet, to be swept off as the car swerved away, bumping violently off the pavement.


EMIL screamed silently between clenched teeth. “The fools! The raving bleeding fools!” Self-preservation intervened, he turned, now glad of the rain, and began to walk not too quickly away. He was aware of another car accelerating …


“Bloody nuisance!” said the Prime Minister. “Hit-and-run. Any chance it was an accident?”


“No.” DGI shook his head. “Someone guessed, and put him out of the way. Hit-and-runs happen all the time, but I don’t recall two cars hitting the same man. They really made a job of him.”


“Well, whatever they may have concealed, I’m convinced we know the guilty parties now. I want every,” the Premier stressed the last word, “every effort made to find out what they have used. Stop at nothing, even if we compromise our whole intelligence net in the area—and diplomatic relations.” He looked squarely at the DGI. “You have my full authority.”


Next morning a sad-faced man set out from Gatwick for what must surely have been one of the most extraordinary operations in the history of espionage. That same day another man left the calm of his Midland University for the same destination. A third began packing an overnight bag in Vienna.
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Like all good plans, it was simple. The Institute, for all the recent precautions, was not, by modern standards, a high security zone. But the Director and the local Security Chief, whose main work hitherto had been tracking slogan painters, were satisfied. Communist or capitalist, it was a natural backwater, unused to the icy blasts of the cold war.


The sad-faced visitor, codename WARREN, was well aware of this, and was banking on it. Neither he nor the two men he was to meet had any local record—two of them had never even visited the country before. Their hosts, the British intelligence organization, were solely responsible for providing a rendezvous for them and a general briefing. Apart from that the local men were busy building cast-iron alibis for the next few days—or quietly leaving the country.


The three met, and for twenty-four hours studied their problem with great care. WARREN was, in essence, a specialist in single-mindedness. GRIGOR from Vienna was a safe and motor-car expert. MAXI’S contribution was languages. All three had the basic qualifications of their Service: good training, a fair amount of courage, quick brains and no qualms.


The operation began as the first members of the Institute left in the evening. The short southern twilight was just perceptible as WARREN slowly strolled up, carefully counting the staff as they left. At the same time the hardest part of the whole operation was being completed by GRIGOR. He had to steal a car and leave it at a predetermined point. It was not as difficult as he had expected. As he walked briskly along to join WARREN, MAXI dressed in dungarees and carrying a window-cleaner’s ladder—also stolen—approached from the other end of the broad street. The timing was perfect. As WARREN walked slowly up the steps to the front door, MAXI boldly placed the ladder against the front wall and without any attempt at concealment, cut the telephone wires. By the time the door was open he was down the ladder and carrying it toward the entrance.


WARREN flashed an official-looking pass at the guard, who did not recognize it, but the visitor had an air … WARREN tripped on the threshold, pushing the guard back as he regained his balance. It was neatly executed. To an onlooker there was nothing sinister in it, more like an episode from the Keystone Cops. WARREN stumbling, GRIGOR pushed from behind by MAXI’S ladder, and all of them propelled into the hall. The guard shouted at MAXI, who shouted back. In the general confusion two fortunate members of the staff crossed the hall and left, smiling at the odd tableau. The second duty guard moved across to deal with the “window cleaner”—who had pushed the door shut behind the last two to leave with the base of his ladder. The guard had not taken more than two steps when WARREN shot him through the heart with a silenced automatic. The man spun round with the force of the bullet and collapsed twitching on the marble floor.


MAXI spoke to the first guard. “You will die too if you disobey. We want the Director—now!”


There was a faint smell of cordite; the shot man’s boots scraped feebly on the floor and were still.


The shaken guard stared for a moment at his dead comrade. His gaze traveled to WARREN who had pocketed his gun, but the very stillness of his arm gave added menace to his steady, passionless stare.


WARREN and MAXI followed the dazed guard. GRIGOR dragged the body into a corner, its progress across the white marble recorded by a thin smear of blood. GRIGOR carefully selected a chair, produced a large and silenced Luger from a shoulder holster and sat with it in his lap, under his hat.


The Director’s face was a riot of emotion. Anger at their unceremonious entry gave way to amazement, blended with fear.


MAXI’S tone was cold yet conversational. “We’ve just shot one guard, we’re prepared to shoot you. Obey, and you will live. We want all the papers you have on this drug of Pavel’s.”


Both the intruders noted the Director’s involuntary glance toward an ancient monster safe.


“Yes, you can open that, for a start!”


“I don’t know what you mean!”


Without appearing to move, WARREN shot the second guard in the knee. The explosion was scarcely louder than a cork popping. The unlucky man crashed to the floor, moaning. Soon he would be screaming. With unhurried ease WARREN produced a pad from his pocket and rammed it over the man’s face. The strong sweet smell of chloroform filled the room.


“Now perhaps you understand. Your help will only save time, for we will get what we want, whether you are alive or dead.”


“You cannot do this—”


“You’ve five seconds,” said MAXI calmly, “then I nod to my friend.”


MAXI’S cool dispassionate manner did as much to convince the Director as the sight of WARREN. The Director fumbled in his desk, his hand shook uncontrollably. He produced a key ring and lumbered unsteadily to the safe. As the ponderous door sighed open, WARREN acted. His right arm encircled the Director’s neck, his left hand pressed the chloroform pad hard on the man’s face.


In another thirty seconds WARREN was sweeping the contents of the safe into a nylon shopping bag. MAXI did the same to the desk. WARREN added the Director’s wallet to his collection, then handed his incongruous bag to MAXI and nodded at the door. As MAXI left, WARREN produced a ready-filled hypodermic, the needle protected with a cork. With no hesitation he stabbed the needle into the Director’s arm, giving him an intramuscular 2 cc. shot of deep sleep. The guard was served in the same way.


In the hall WARREN found GRIGOR standing casual guard over two very frightened lab assistants. The chloroform/hypodermic routine soon settled their immediate problems. GRIGOR thoughtfully made them reasonably comfortable, out of sight of the door. WARREN glanced round, paused, then nodded. They shut the front door very quietly.


Walking unhurriedly to the car, WARREN glanced at his watch. From start to finish the operation had taken five and a half minutes. There was, he reflected, time to catch the night flight to Vienna. He was looking forward to using his U.S. diplomatic passport. It was such a beautiful forgery.


The fact that there had been a raid at all was not discovered until the relief guards arrived three hours later. Even then little could be gleaned, since none of the drugged men recovered for another four hours. By which time, literally, the raiders had flown the country.


In London the documents were quickly translated, duplicated and distributed to the centers already working on the drug. Curiously,

GAYBIRD’S final formula was not among the data captured, but there was enough in his lab journal to enable two laboratories independently to synthesize the drug at practically the same moment. The item in the journal that really staggered the chemists was the minute dosage regarded as effective. There was no doubt that the merest trace added to water supplies—the journal suggested this vector—would be sufficient. Routine purity tests would never show it. All the PROLIX Committee, who had worked into the early hours of the morning, were convinced that they had completed their task. At eight

A.M. Perranwell informed the Prime Minister of their findings. At once he called a full Cabinet meeting for ten.


“Gentlemen, we know who did it and what did it. I’ve already ordered this morning that all suitable medical research facilities are to concentrate on the search for a cure or antidote.” He looked inquiringly at Bart, who nodded. There had been some very hard talking done in his Ministry that morning. The Premier went on.


“It’s too early to say much, but the PROLIX Committee’s report is not very hopeful. Certainly the stuff works, that’s self-evident, but I’m told that, like aspirin, they have no idea how it works. Until this is solved, there is little prospect of a cure. Anyway, I know Bart will see that nothing stands in the way of this vital project. That is all we can do. I want to turn now to another aspect of this crisis: retaliation.”


The Minister of Science, a devout Christian and a staunch pacifist, stirred uneasily in his seat and looked across at Bart. The Premier noted the unspoken protest.


“No, Devoran. Your beliefs, I’m sure, do you credit, but you are in a minority. I can assure you I’m not merely seeking revenge. I’m fully aware that this is a profitless—and dangerous—emotion. But retaliate we must, partly to satisfy the nation—and there are other reasons which I prefer not to discuss at this time. The people know we have been maimed, crippled to a degree that we do not even now fully comprehend. No one in his right mind can suggest we let the crazy maniacal action of a few men go—”


“I quite agree,” said Devoran, “but surely we ought to arraign them before world opinion, raise the matter in the United—”


“No! By Christ! No!” The Minister of Defense slammed his hand hard on the table. “We weren’t elected to fumble around like the last lot! The nation wants positive action, not paper resolutions. Good God! Have we sunk so low we have to get the approval of Monaco, Costa Rica and similar superpowers before we defend ourselves?”


There was a general murmur of agreement. Bart caught the eye of the Premier, who nodded.


“We mustn’t let ourselves be carried away,” said Bart quietly. “I’m not denying the call for action. I sympathize, but can we afford it? As I see it, this drug induces sterility, for how long we do not know. Incredibly—there’s no other word for it—our water supply was doctored. Why, is, I think, relatively unimportant. What we must do is to concentrate all our energy—”


“Hold on, John,” cut in the Prime Minister. “Why is not so unimportant as you think. You’re too parochial in your view. We of the Defense Committee find nothing incredible in this attack. In the world today, size is the thing that counts. A China of ten million would worry no one. It’s the other six hundred and ninety million that has us scared. We consider this attack was—is—designed to destroy NATO and the very real prospect of a United States of Europe. Once it is known that the UK, now sixty million strong, will be down to twenty million or less in the next thirty years …” There was no need to go on. The Premier began filling his pipe. “I must add we are convinced this attack has been made without any backing or the knowledge of the USSR. It’s the action of a fanatical Anglophobe and a few men.”


The Chancellor broke in as clouds of blue smoke rolled slowly from the Premier. “Why are you so sure about Russia?”


“Several reasons. We know they’re by no means unfriendly to the idea of a united Europe. Quite rightly they think this would lay the German bogey once and for all. They also think a USE would be on their side in any showdown with China. Anyway, if they’d done this, it would not have been just the UK—and they wouldn’t have been so ham-fisted at covering their tracks. Finally, such an attack could provoke the USA, the last thing they want.”


“But if we retaliate, might not we provoke the Russians?”


“No,” replied the Premier decisively. “I can’t overemphasize how preoccupied the USSR is with China. If we attacked Poland or East Germany, that might be a different story, but this rotten little crowd are quite unimportant to the Soviets. They know, I’m sure, what has been done to us. Our strike back will serve their book. Teach other satellites not to meddle in foreign affairs without Big Brother.”


Bart spoke. “But can we spare the effort, can we risk even a small war?”


“The effort is negligible. We already know how much PROLIX we need to drench the damned country. On my orders Porton is already making soluble tablets and in a week we’ll have more than enough. War risk? Has anyone even thought of fighting them? How? Our bombers overflying the best part of Europe? Out of the question. And remember once more, the nation expects action, and the demand will grow. The last official figure the late Government gave of probable sterility was ‘perhaps forty percent’—correct?”


Bart knew his hand was being forced. He nodded, but Farmer was not to be put off. “And what do you think now, John?”


“You know one cannot say, I’d rather wait until I submit my report in a few days time …”


“Have a guess,” said the Premier with steely amiability.


“Well, it could be around eighty percent, but I don’t like to quote figures out of context. This is a very involved matter …”


The Premier nodded and looked sardonically round the table. “Anyone care to predict the national reaction to that one? No. We cannot wait even for the final figures. We must strike back at once.”


Bart tried again. “Can’t we wait a week? I don’t want to go off half-cock. As yet our estimates are very rough, based on antenatal clinic and maternity hospital reports. We have to evolve a totally new sterility test. Good progress is being made. In a day or two we may be able to start batch testing, and really know the true position, which, quite frankly, I fear may be even worse. If it is, the measures I will have to put forward will be quite revolutionary and very hard for the nation to accept.”


“All the more reason for action now,” interposed the Premier. “If the country knows we’ve done all that can be done, it will at least reduce some of the uproar. I’m not merely thinking of our position as individuals, but I put it to you all; if this Government falls, what then?”


There was silence. The Premier continued in a calm, level voice. “I intend,” he stressed the word, “to direct personally a small retaliatory force. I accept full responsibility.” He glanced at the secretary recording the meeting. “Delete all reference to this matter from the minutes. If the situation goes bad, let me have all the blame.” There was nothing mock-heroic in his manner, no attempt to strike a pose. There was silence while the Ministers grappled with what the Premier had said—and Bart’s latest estimate. There was so much to do, so much to try and do in a reeling world, that most of them were quite prepared to let the Premier act as he saw fit.


George Farmer had some insight into their minds. He smiled in a faint humorless way. “Right gentlemen, back to work!”


By the time Bart had finished in his office it was 8 P.M., and he had a lot of reading to do when he got home. Fifteen minutes later he was dropped at his door and felt that new, yet familiar lightening of the heart as he let himself in. Apart from his work, his sole interest in life was his wife. Instinct told him that this warm sense of gladness at being with her was not merely the euphoric state of a newly married man. Before they met in a draughty hospital corridor his life had been almost entirely dedicated to his work. There had been excursions into the jungle of sex, usually of short duration. His clinical mind was keenly aware of his sense of relief, of liberation from tiresome entanglement, yet tinged with sadness at his failure to make contact with another human. To him, women were—however well they might disguise it—egocentric, calculating and full of a bright-eyed sensuality that revulsed him. Never had he found the real companionship he sought. At best his encounters had been stimulating skirmishes; at worst, demonstrations of the deep divisions that lie between individuals. He returned each time with renewed energy to his work, the only real anodyne for loneliness.


From the start Julia had been different, not that she lacked sensuality. With her he discovered how wide the spectrum of lovemaking really was, ranging from the joy of pure animal ferocity to shades of infinite tenderness. But above all, and of far greater importance, she gave him a sense of companionship. For the first time in his remembered life he no longer felt alone.


As he entered the small hall, which doubled as a dining room, his pleasure was modified on hearing voices in the living room. He recognized the visitor as his wife’s twin sister, Mary. She also had recently married a doctor, which was not all that coincidental since the sisters had both been nurses.


Neither woman moved as he entered. Julia was curled up, catlike and compact on one sofa. Mary occupied an identical position on another sofa. Fractionally, Bart compared the women. Medically, he knew that as identical twins there was virtually no difference between them. They had similar mannerisms, thought very much alike, and read each other’s mind with disconcerting ease. Yet one was the best part of life itself to him. Even as he smiled at them, he wondered what queer biochemical quirk made the difference, and if the difference lay in them, or in him …


“Hello, Mary.” He did not speak to his wife, but the changed quality of his smile was enough. Bart was incapable of demonstrating his affection before others. “Darling” was a word he seldom used, and he never kissed his wife in public. Friends went for the easy answer, said he was “fantastically shy.”


“Darling,” said Julia, who did not have the same inhibitions, “have you eaten?” She knew full well he was tired, strained and worried—and would not thank her for saying so.


“Yes. My secretary brought me a tray,” said Bart, untruthfully.


“Well, I know I’m absolutely dying to eat,” said Mary with great feeling. “Roger promised to pick me up half an hour ago. Medical men!” She rattled on.


Bart continued to smile faintly, trying to look attentive. He hoped her husband would not be long.


Roger did, in fact, arrive a few minutes later, full of profuse and polished apologies. He was a very polished man; a good surgeon who was even better for the urbane confidence that radiated from him. His hard, angled face was a great loss to the stage; the slightly full, cruel lips inspired even more confidence in his female patients. Bart and he had met now and then in a professional way and Bart quite liked him, although his even tan made Bart think of sunlamps and his expensive and very masculine aftershave lotion was not quite Bart’s style. All the same, Roger Flavell was no quack.
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