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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.


      




Introduction


Having no interest in science and very little curiosity about the future I have never supposed there could be much joy in science fiction. Worse, I always assumed that intelligent people like Mr Kingsley Amis who expressed an interest in it were being either perverse or affected, like those of gentle breeding and humane education who affect an enthusiasm for football, or Coronation Street or other proletarian entertainments. As a result of this stupidity I had never read Mr Harry Harrison’s work, or even heard of him, until happy chance decreed that A Transatlantic Tunnel Hurrah! should be the only novel sent for review the week after Christmas. It is very seldom indeed in a novel reviewer’s experience that he has the feeling of Keats on first looking into Chapman’s Homer. Mr Amis is rewarded for his perception by making a brief appearance as Lord Amis, Foreign Secretary of an England which might have been existing in 1973 if only historical events had transpired differently. Lucky, lucky Amis to have achieved immortality at last.


The great ‘if’ of history which Mr Harrison posits as a precondition for the idyllic world he describes is that the Christian armies should have lost the battle of Navas de Tolosa in 1212, with the results that the Iberian peninsular became and remained a Muslim country, part of the Great Caliphate; Christopher Columbus never discovered America, which had to wait for Cabot; the Americans lost the war of independence and America remained a British colony. Other consequences are less easily explained, but Mr Harrison sets them down blithely enough, and it would be boring to demand the full explanation in every case: Germany is still divided into warring principalities; the throne of France survives, so does the aristocratic ascendancy in England; our currency is still undecimalised; aeroplanes are huge, slow objects driven by coal – while trains are nuclear-powered; George Washington bred children and, perhaps most puzzling of all, Lord Keynes is still alive in his nineties and just beginning to exert his pernicious influence on an England which is still beautiful and free.


At one moment, a spiritualist’s medium is invited to contemplate the sort of world which would exist if the Christians had indeed won the Battle of Navas de Tolosa in 1212. Her vision is described thus:




Urhhh … urrhhh … penicillin, petrochemicals, purchase tax … income tax, sales tax, anthrax … Woolworth’s, Marks and Sparks … I see strange things I see armies, warfare, killing, tons, tons, tons of bombs from the air on cities and people below hate him, kill him, poison gas, germ warfare, napalm bomb, atom bombs, hydrogen bombs. … it is, it is … ARRRRGH!





The medium has a seizure, and everybody present decides that such things are the stuff of scientific romance rather than reality.


The headmaster of my preparatory school often used to make gloomy prophecies about what would have happened if Leonidas had failed to delay the Persians at Thermopylae of if the Greeks had lost the battle of Salamis – I forget which. His imagination could encompass no greater horror than that we should all of us – the Classical Sixth form of All Hallows, Cranmore, Shepton Mallet, Somerset, that is – be lolling around on cushions smoking hashish through a hookah. Knowing the predilections of my contemporaries, I should not be in the least surprised to find this is exactly what many of them are doing flow. Mr Harrison’s schema is altogether more imaginatively contrived, and one finds oneself Sighing time and again for the beautiful world which might have been.


The novel’s plot is complicated and immensely satisfying. In a world which has not discovered vulgarity or the base appetite for violent entertainment, our hero expresses deep remorse after he has been forced to kill an attacker in his own defence. When the villain is finally unmasked, our hero demands: ‘What could lead you, a respectable member of the community, to such reprehensible actions?’ – before allowing him the grace to shoot himself and save a proud family’s name.


It all begins with a scheme to construct a railway tunnel under the Atlantic, for trains running at great speed and supported only by the force of magnetic repulsion in a vacuum. The sadness is that Mr Harrison did not revive Brunei’s own original scheme for a vacuum-powered railway as its method of propulsion, but one can’t Expect everything and the vacuum is only provided as a means of obviating wind resistance in the tunnel. The American engineer put in charge of the whole venture is Captain Augustine Washington, a descendant, needless to say, of the traitor George Washington, shot by the British after losing the Battle of Lexington. Washington nurtures hopes of persuading Her Majesty to grant America independence, or at any rate dominion status. He also nurtures a courteous and chivalrous passion for Iris, the beautiful daughter of Sir Isambard Brassey-Brunel, England’s greatest engineer and father of the whole tunnel scheme. However Sir Isambard is jealous of the Captain and refuses him permission to woo his daughter, much to the chagrin of both. Iris, being a good girl as well as beautiful, can never leave her father because she is all he has.


There are many adventures and close shaves as the result of sabotage attempts by the wicked French, but I shall not attempt to describe them for fear of spoiling the book. Probably it was something to do with the way Mr Harrison skilfully inserts all the certainties and basic decencies of the Victorian novel into a revised contemporary setting, but I am not frightened to admit, at the risk of making a first appearance in Pseuds Corner, that I cried like a baby at the wedding between the beautiful, good Iris and brave Captain Washington. It is a book which I can recommend with all my heart.


Auberon Waugh, Combe Florey House. Taken from a review which appeared in The Spectator for December 1972.




Book the First


THE LINK BETWEEN THE LANDS BEGUN




I. A Hurried Message and a Dangerous Moment


Leaving Paddington Station, the Flying Cornishman seemed little different from any other train. Admittedly the appointments were cleaner and newer, and there was a certain opulence to the gold tassels that fringed the seat cushions in the first-class carriage, but these were just a matter of superficial decoration. The differences that made this train unique in England, which was the same as saying unique in the entire world, were not yet apparent as the great golden engine nosed its way over the maze of tracks and switches of the station yards, then out through the tunnels and cuttings. Here the roadbed was ordinary and used by all trains alike. Only when the hulking locomotive and its trailing cylinder of closely joined coaches had dived deep under the Thames and emerged in Surrey did the real difference show. For now even the roadbed became unusual, a single track of continuously welded rails on specially cushioned sleepers that was straighter and smoother than any track had ever been before, sparkling in deep cuttings that slashed a direct channel through the chalk of the downs, shooting arrow-straight across the streams on stumpy iron bridges, a no-nonsense rail line that changed direction only in the longest and shallowest of curves. The reason for this became quickly apparent as the acceleration of the train steadily increased until the nearby fields and trees flashed by, visible as just the most instantaneous of green blurs; only in the distance could details be picked out, but they too slipped backwards and vanished almost as soon as they had appeared.


Albert Drigg had the entire compartment to himself, and he was very glad of that. Although he knew that this train had made the return trip from Penzance every day for almost a year now and had suffered no mishap, he was aware of this only in theory, so that now experiencing it in practice was a totally different matter. From London to Penzance was a total of 282 miles and that entire incredible distance would be covered in exactly two hours and five minutes – an average speed including stops of well in excess of 150 miles per hour. Was man meant to go that fast? Albert Drigg had a strong visceral sensation that he was not. Not even in this year of Our Lord 1973, modern and up to date though the empire was. Sitting so bolt upright in his black suit and black waistcoat that they showed no wrinkles, his stiff white collar shining, his gleaming leather portfolio on his knees, he generated no sign of his internal emotions. On the rack above, his tightly rolled umbrella and black bowler indicated he was a city man and men of the city of London are just not given to expressing their innermost feelings in public. Nevertheless he could not suppress a slight start when the compartment door whisked open on silent runners and a cheerful cockney voice addressed him.


‘Tea, sir, tea?’


One hundred and fifty miles an hour – or more! – and the cup remained in place on the ledge beneath the window while the tea poured into it in a steady stream.


‘That will be thrupence, sir.’


Drigg took a sixpence from his pocket and passed it over to murmured thanks, then instantly regretted his largesse as the door closed again. He must be unnerved if he tipped in so magnanimous a manner, but he was solaced by the fact that he could put it on the expense account since he was traveling on company business. And the tea was good, freshly brewed and hot, and did very much to soothe his nerves. A whisky would do a lot more he realized, and he almost touched the electric button for the waiter when he remembered the Saloon Car, often seen in the pages of The Tatler and Pall Mall Gazette, but visited only by the very few. He finished the tea and rose, tucking the extra length of chain back into his sleeve. It bothered him that the portfolio was irremovably shackled to the cuff around his wrist and indicated that he was something less than a complete gentleman, but by careful maneuvering he could keep the chain from the public view. The Saloon Car, that was the very thing!


The carpeting in the corridor was a deep gold in color, making a subtle contrast with the ruddy, oiled gloss of the mahogany paneling. Drigg had to pass through another coach to reach the Saloon Car, but there was no need to struggle with recalcitrant doors as on an ordinary train, for as he approached, some concealed device detected his proximity and the doors opened swiftly before him to the accompaniment of the hum of hidden electric motors. Naturally he did not look through the compartment windows he passed, but out of the corners of his eyes he had quick glimpses of finely dressed men and elegantly attired women, some children sitting sedately, reading – then a suden loud barking that inadvertently drew his eye. Two country gentlemen sat with their feet up, emptying a bottle of port between them while a half dozen hounds of various breeds and Sizes milled around and sought after their attention. And then Drigg was at the Saloon Car.


No automatic devices here but the best of personal services. A grand carved door with massive brass handles and a pillbox-capped boy, his double row of uniform buttons glinting and catching the eye, who saluted and tugged at the handles.


‘Welcome, sir,’ he piped, ‘to the Grand Saloon Car of the London and Land’s End Railway.’


Now that he saw it in its full splendor Drigg realized that the newspaper photographs did not do the establishment justice. There was no feeling at all of being in a railway carriage, for the atmosphere was rather that of an exceedingly exclusive club. One side contained immense crystal windows, from floor to ceiling, framed by ruddy velvet curtains, while arrayed before them were the tables where the clientele could sit at their leisure and watch the rural countryside speeding by. The long bar was opposite, massed with ranked botles that reflected in the fine cut-glass mirror behind it. There were windows to the right and left of the bar, delicately constructed stained-glass windows through which the sun poured to throw shifting colored patterns upon the carpet. No saints here, unless they be the saints of railroading, like Stephenson or Brunei, sturdy, far-seeing men with compasses and charts in hand. They were flanked by the engines of history with Captain Dick’s Puffer and the tiny Rocket on the left, then progressing through history and time to the far right where the mighty atomic-powered Dreadnought appeared, the juggernaut of the rails that pulled this very train. Drigg sat near the window, his portfolio concealed beneath the table, and ordered his whisky, sipping at it slowly while he enjoyed the gay music-hall tune that a smiling musician was playing on the organ at the far end of the car.


This was indeed luxury, and he relished every moment of it, already seeing the dropping jaws and mute stares of respect when he told the lads about it back at The King’s Head in Hampstead. Before he had as much as finished his first drink the train was easing to a stop in Salisbury, where he looked on approvingly as a policeman appeared to chase from the platform a goggling lot of boys in school jackets who stood peering into the car. His duty done, the officer raised his hand in salute to the occupants, then rolled majestically and flat-footedly on about his official affairs. Once more the Flying Cornishman hurled itself down the track, and with his second whisky Drigg ordered a plate of sandwiches, still eating them at the only other stop, in Exeter, while they were scarcely done before the train slowed for Penzance and he had to hurry back for his hat and umbrella.


The guards were lined up beside the locomotive when he passed, burly, no-nonsense-looking soldiers of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, elegant in their dark kilts and white gaiters, impressive in the steadiness of the Lee-Enfield rifles with fixed bayonets. Behind them was the massive golden hulk of the Dreadnought, the most singular and by far the most powerful engine in the world. Despite the urgency of his mission Drigg slowed, as did all the other passengers, unable calmly to pass the gleaming length of her. Black driving wheels as tall as his head, drive rods thicker than his legs that emerged from swollen cylinders leaking white plumes of steam from their exhausts. She was a little travel-stained about her lower works, but all her outer skin shone with the seamless, imprisoned-sunlight glow of gold, fourteen-karat gold plating, a king’s ransom on a machine this size. But it wasn’t the gold the soldiers were here to guard, though that was almost reason enough, but the propulsive mechanism hidden within that smooth, unbroken, smokestackless shell. An atomic reactor, the government said, and little else, and kept its counsel And guarded its engine. Any of the states of Germany would give a year’s income for this secret while spies had already been captured who, it was rumored, were in the employ of the King, of France. The soldiers sternly eyed the passersby, and Drigg hurried on.


The works offices were upstairs in the station building, and a lift carried him swiftly to the fourth floor. He was reaching for the door to the executive suite when it opened and a man emerged, a navvy from the look of him, for who else but a railway navvy would wear such knee-high hobnailed boots along with green corduroy trousers? His shirt was heavy canvas and over it he wore a grimy but still rainbow waistcoat, while around his pillarlike neck was wrapped an even gaudier handkerchief. He held the door but barred Drigg’s way, looking at him closely with his pale-blue eyes which were startlingly clear in the tanned nutbrown of his face.


‘You’re Mr Drigg, aren’t you, sir?’ he asked before the other could protest. ‘I’ve seen you here when they cut t’tape and at other official functions of t’line.’


‘If you please.’


The thick-thewed arm still prevented his entrance, and there seemed little he could do to move it.


‘You wouldn’t know me, but I’m Fighting Jack, Captain Washington’s head ganger, and if it’s the captain you want t’see, he’s not here.’


‘I do want to see him and it is a matter of some urgency.’


‘That’ll be tonight then, after shift. Captain’s up t’the face. No visitors. If you’ve messages in that bag, I’ll bring ’em up for you.’


‘Impossible – I must deliver this in person.’ Drigg took a key from his waistcoat pocket and turned it in the lock of the portfolio, then reached inside. There was a single linen envelope there and he withdrew it just enough for the other to see the golden crest on the flap. Fighting Jack dropped his arm.


‘The marquis?’


‘None other.’ Drigg could not keep a certain smug satisfaction from his voice.


‘Well, come along then. You’ll have to wear overalls; it’s mucky up t’face.’


‘The message must be delivered.’


There was a work train waiting for the head ganger, a stubby electric engine drawing a single open car with boxes of supplies. It pulled out as soon as they were aboard, and they rode the footplate behind the engineer. The track passed the town, cut through the fields, then dived into a black tunnel where the only light was a weak glow from the illuminated dials so that Drigg had to clutch for support, fearful that he would be tossed out into the jolting darkness. Then they were in the sunshine again and slowing down as they moved toward a second tunnel mouth. It was far grander than the other with a facing of hewn granite blocks and marble pillars that supported a great lintel that had been done in the Doric style. This was deeply carved with the words that still brought a certain catch to Drigg’s throat, even after all his years with the company.


TRANSATLANTIC TUNNEL they read.


Transatlantic tunnel – what an ambition! Less emotional men than he had been caught by the magic of those words, and even though there was scarcely more than a mile of tunnel behind this imposing facade the thrill was still there. Imagination led one on, plunging into the earth, diving beneath the sea, rushing under those deep oceans of dark water for thousands of miles to emerge into the sunlight again in the New World.


Lights moved by, slower and slower, until the work train stopped before a concrete wall that sealed the tunnel like an immense plug.


‘Last stop, follow me,’ Fighting Jack called out and swung down to the floor in a movement remarkably easy for a man his size. ‘Have you ever been down t’tunnel before?’


‘Never.’ Drigg was ready enough to admit ignorance of this alien environment. Men moved about and called to one another with strange instructions; fallen metal clanged and echoed from the arched tunnel above them where unshielded lights hung to illuminate a Dante-ish scene of strange machines, tracks and cars, nameless equipment. ‘Never!’


‘Nothing to worry you, Mr Drigg, safe as houses if you do the right things at the right time. I been working on the railways and the tunnels all m’life, and outside of a few split ribs, cracked skull, a broken leg, and a scar or two, I’m fit as a fiddle. Now follow me.’


Supposedly reassured by these dubious references, Drigg followed the ganger through a steel door set into the concrete bulkhead that was instantly and noisily slammed shut behind them. They were in a small room with benches down the middle and lockers on one wall. There was a sudden hissing and the distant hammering of pumps, and Drigg felt a strange pressure on his ears. His look of sudden dismay was noticed by Fighting Jack.


‘Air, just compresed air, nothing more. And a miserable little twenty pounds it is, too, I can tell you, as one who has worked under sixty and more. You’ll never notice it once you’re inside. Here you go.’ He pulled a boiler suit from a locker and shook it out. ‘This is big enough to go over your clothes, I’ll hold that wallet for you.’


‘It is not removable.’ Drigg shook out the length of chain for inspection.


‘No key?’


‘I do not possess it.’


‘Easily solved.’


The ganger produced an immense clasp knife, with a swiftness and economy of motion that showed he had had sudden use for it before, and touched it so that a long gleaming blade shot out. He stepped forward and Drigg backed away.


‘Now there, sir, did you think I was going to amputate? Just going to make a few sartorial alterations on this here garment.’


A single slash opened the sleeve from wrist to armpit, and another twitch of the blade vented the garment’s side. Then the knife folded and vanished into its usual resting place while Drigg drew on the mutilated apparel, the portfolio easily passing through the rent cloth. When Drigg had it on, Fighting Jack cut up another boiler suit – he had a cavalier regard for company property apparently – and bound it around the cut sleeve to hold it shut. By the time this operation was completed the pumps had stopped and another door at the far end of the airlock room opened and the operator looked inside, touching his forehead when he saw Drigg’s bowler.


A train of small hopper wagons was just emerging from a larger steel door in the bulkhead, and Fighting Jack pursed his lips to emit an ear-hurting whistle. The driver of the squat electric locomotive turned at the sound and cut his power.


‘That’s One-Eyed Conro,’ Fighting Jack confided to Drigg. ‘Terrible man in a dustup, thumbs ready all t’time. Trying to even the score, you see, for the one he had gouged out.’


Conro glared out of his single reddened eye until they had climbed up beside him, then ground the train of wagons forward.


‘And how’s the face?’ Fighting Jack asked.


‘Sand.’ One-Eyed Conro spat a globe of tobacco juice into the darkness. ‘Still sand, wet sand. Loose at the top so Mr Washington has dropped the pressure so she won’t blow, so now there’s plenty of water at the bottom and all the pumps is working.’


‘’Tis the air pressure, you see,’ Fighting Jack explained to Drigg as though the messenger were interested, which he was not. ‘We’re out under t’ocean here with ten, twenty fathoms of water over our heads and that water trying to push down through the sand and get t’us all the time, you see. So we raise the air pressure to keep it out. But seeing as how this tunnel is thirty feet high, there is a difference in the pressure from top to bottom and that’s a problem. When we raise the pressure to keep things all nice at t’top, why then the water seeps in at t’bottom where the pressure is lower and we’re like t’swim. But, mind you, if we was to raise the pressure so the water is kept out at t’bottom why then there is too much pressure at t’top and there is a possibility of blowing a hole right through to the ocean bottom and letting all the waters of the world down upon our heads. But don’t you worry about it.’


Drigg could do nothing else. He found that for some inexplicable reason his hands were shaking so that he had to grip the chain around his wrist tightly so it did not rattle. All too soon the train began to slow and the end of the tunnel appeared clearly ahead. A hulking metal shield that sealed off the workers from the virgin earth outside and enabled them to attack it through doorlike openings that pierced the steel. Drills were at work above, whinning and grumbling, while mechanical shovels below dug at the displaced muck and loaded it into the waiting wagons. The scene appeared disorganized and frenzied, but even to Drigg’s untutored eye it was quickly apparent that work was going forward in an orderly and efficient manner. Fighting Jack climbed down and Drigg followed him, over to the shield and up a flight of metal stairs to one of the openings.


‘Stay here,’ the ganger ordered. ‘I’ll bring him out.’


Drigg had not the slightest desire to go a step farther and wondered at his loyalty to the Company that had brought him this far. Close feet away from him was the bare face of the soil through which the tunnel was being driven.


Gray sand and hard clay. The shovels ripped into it and dropped it down to the waiting machines below. There was something sinister and frightening about the entire operation, and Drigg tore his gaze away to follow Fighting Jack who was talking to a tall man in khaki wearing high-laced engineer’s boots. Only when he turned and Drigg saw that classical nose in profile did he recognize Captain Augustine Washington. He had seen him before only in the offices and at board meetings and had not associated that well-dressed gentleman with this burly engineer. But of course, no toppers here. …


It was something between a shout and a scream, and everyone looked in the same direction at the same instant. One of the navvies was pointing at the face of dark sand before him that was puckering away from the shield.


Blowout! someone shouted and Drigg had no idea what it meant except he knew something terrible was happening. The scene was rapid, confused, with men doing things and all the time the sand was moving away until suddenly a hole a good two feet wide appeared with a great sound like an immense whistle. A wind pulled at Drigg and his ears hurt, and to his horror he felt himself being drawn toward that gaping mouth. He clung to the metal in petrified terror as he watched strong boards being lifted from the shield by that wind and being sucked forward, to splinter and break and vanish into oblivion.


A navvy stumbled forward, leaning back against the suction, holding a bale of straw up high in his strong arms. It was Fighting Jack, struggling against the thing that had suddenly appeared to destroy them all, and he raised the bale which was sucked from his grasp even as he lifted it. It hit the opening, was pressed flat, and hung there for an instant – then disappeared.


Fighting Jack was staggering, reaching for support to pull himself back to safety, his hand out to a steel bulkhead. His fingers were almost touching it, tantalizingly close, but he could not reach it. With a bellow, more of annoyance than fear, he rocked backwards, was lifted to his feet and dragged headfirst into the opening,


For one, long, terrifying moment he stuck there, like a cork in a bottle, just his kicking legs projecting into the tunnel.


Then he was gone and the air whistled and howled freely again.




II. A Momentous Decision


All of the navvies, not to mention Albert Drigg, stood paralyzed by horror at the swiftness of the tragedy. Even these strong men, used as they were to a life of physical effort and hardship, accidents and sudden maiming, were appalled by the swiftness of the event. Only one man there had the presence of mind to move, to act, to break the spell that bound all of the others.


‘To me,’ Captain Washington shouted, jumping to a bulwark of timbers that had been prepared for just this sort of emergency. Lengths of thick boards that were bolted to stout timbers to make a doorlike shield that stood as high as a man. It looked too heavy for one person to budge, yet Washington seized the edge and with a concerted contraction of all his muscles dragged it forward a good two feet.


His action jolted the others into motion, rallying to him to seize the construction and lift it and push it forward. The pressure of the air tore it from their hands and slammed it against the face of the cutting, covering the blowout opening at last There was still the strong hiss of air pushing through the cracks in the boards, but the rushing torrent had now abated. Under Washington’s instructions they hurried to contain and seal off the disaster. While above them, through the largest opening in the tunneling shield, a strange machine appeared, pushed forward by smoothly powerful hydraulic cylinders. It was not unlike a battleship gun turret, only in place of the cannon there were four long tubes that ended in cutting heads. These were placed against the sand above the blowout and instantly began revolving under the operator’s control. Drilling swiftly, they sank into the soft sand until the turret itself was flush against the face of the cutting. As soon as this was done the drilling stopped and valves were opened – and an instant frosting of ice appeared upon the turret.


While this was happening, a brawny navvy with an ax had chopped a hole in the center of the wooden shield just over the opening of the blowout. The pressure was so strong that, when he holed through, the ax was torn from his hands and vanished. He stumbled back, laughing at the incident and holding up his hands so his butties could see the raw stripes on his palms where the handle of the ax had been drawn from his tight grip. No sooner had he stepped aside than the mouth of a thick hose was placed over this new opening, and a pump started to throb.


Within seconds the high-pitched whistle of the escaping air began to die away. Ice now coated the formerly wet sand through which the blowout had occurred, and a chilling wave of cold air passed over them all. When the rushing wind had vanished completely, Washington ordered the pumping stopped, and their ears sang in the sudden silence. The sound of a bell drew their attention as Captain Washington spun the handle on the field telephone.


‘Put me through on the radio link to the boat at once.’


They all listened with a fierce intentness as contact was established and Washington snapped the single word, ‘Report.’ He listened and nodded, then called out to his intent audience.


‘He is safe. Alive and well.’


They cheered and threw their caps into the air and only desisted when he raised his hands for silence.


‘They saw the blowout on the surface, blowing muck and spray forty feet into the air when it first holed through. They went as close as they dared to the rising bubbles then and were right on the spot when Fighting Jack came by. Rose right up into the air, they said, and they had him almost as soon as he fell back. Unconscious and undamaged and when he came to he was cursing even before he opened his eyes. Now back to the job, men; we have twelve feet more to go today.’


As soon as the rhythm of the work had resumed, Captain Washington turned to Drigg and put out his hand in a firm and muscular handshake.


‘It is Mr Drigg, isn’t it? The marquis’ private secretary?’


‘Yes, sir, and secretary of the board as well.’


‘You have caught us at a busy moment, Mr Drigg, and I hope you were not alarmed. There are certain inherent difficulties in tunneling, but as you have seen, they are not insurmountable if the correct precautions are taken. There is a trough in the ocean bottom above us at this spot; I doubt if more than five feet of sand separate us from the water. A blowout is always a possibility. But prompt plugging and the use of the Gowan stabilizer quickly sealed the opening.’


‘I’m afraid it is all beyond me,’ said Drigg.


‘Not at all. Simple mechanics.’ There was a glint of true enthusiasm in Captain Washington’s eye as he explained. ‘Since the sand is watersoaked above us, the compressed air we use to hold back the weight of the water blew an opening right through to the sea bottom. The wooden barricade sealed the opening temporarily while the Gowan stabilizer could be brought up. Those drills are hollow, and as soon as they were driven home, liquid nitrogen was pumped through them. This fluid has a temperature of 345.5 degrees below zero, and it instantly freezes everything around it. The pipe you see there pumped in a slurry of mud and water which froze solid and plugged the opening. We shall keep it frozen while we tunnel past this dangerous area and seal it off with the cast-iron sections of tunnel wall. All’s well that ends well – and so it has.’


‘It has indeed, and for your head ganger as well. How fortunate the boat was nearby.’


Washington looked at the other keenly before answering. ‘Not chance at all, as I am sure you know. I do believe the last letter from the directors drawing my attention to the wasteful expense of maintaining the boat at this station was ‘ over your signature?’


‘It was, sir, but it appeared there only as the drafter of the letter. I have no responsibility in these matters, being just the vehicle of the directors’ wishes. But with your permission I shall give a complete report of what I have seen today and will stress how a man’s life was saved because of your foresight.’


‘Just good engineering, Mr Drigg.’


‘Foresight, sir, I insist. Where you put a man’s life ahead of money. I shall say just that, and the matter will be laid to rest; once and for all.’


Washington seemed slightly embarrassed at the warmth in Drigg’s voice, and he quickly sought to change the subject.


‘I have kept you waiting too long. It must have been a matter of some importance that has brought you personally all this distance.’


‘A communication, if you please.’


Drigg unlocked the portfolio and took out the single envelope it contained. Washington raised his eyebrows slightly at the sight of the golden crest, then swiftly broke the seal and read the letter.


‘Are you aware of the contents of this letter?’ said Washington, drawing the folded sheet of paper back and forth between his fingers.


‘Only that the marquis wrote it himself and instructed me to facilitate in every way your return to London on a matter of some importance. We will be leaving at once.’


‘Must we? The first through connection on an up train is at nine, and it won’t arrive until the small hours.’


‘On the contrary,’ Drigg said, smiling. ‘A special run of the Flying Cornishman has been arranged for your convenience and should be now waiting.’


‘It is that urgent then?’


‘The utmost – His Lordship impressed that upon me most strongly.’
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