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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


OPERATION MINUTLE


DARKNESS stretched through the length of the white walled laboratory like a solid thing. No sound broke the stillness of the night outside, so that for long minutes on end this place might well have been as isolated in its solitude and secrecy as if it was built on the barren face of the Moon. The fact that it was not on the Moon, but in the grounds of a quiet, secluded country house not many miles from the turmoil of London’s evening traffic made no difference to the illusion.


Then the song of a nightingale came clearly from the trees outside, penetrating into the silence of the long dark room with its benches and burners and varied equipment.


As if the lilting notes of the night bird were a signal for the lifelessness to be shaken off, a single light, closely shaded over one of the benches at the far end of the room, was switched on. A door closed slowly with a sigh from its pneumatic damper. Coming from the darkness, the dim shape of a man moved into the narrow circle of light cast by the shaded lamp. Not until he took a seat at the bench where the localised glow was concentrated were his features visible. And when he bent forward the shadows on his face accentuated its thinness, the tightness of the lips, the hawk-like set of the long thin nose. The light gleamed on his forehead, a bare, unwrinkled expanse of taut skin below thinning hair rapidly receding backwards from the bulge of the brow. His shoulders were stooped almost to a point of deformity, so rounded were they. But it was his eyes that would have riveted the attention of any watcher from the shadows a few feet away. They were the eyes of a man who sees into the future—or thinks he does. The eyes of one who is bent on attaining some object at no matter what cost to himself or his fellow men. They were slate coloured eyes, ugly in their coldness, a little frightening in their faraway expression that somehow isolated the man from other people as if he constantly dreamed of things not of this world. But the dreams, a watcher would guess, were not pretty ones, and if the eyes are indeed the window of a human being’s soul then this man’s was not pretty either.


Because of the peculiarity of the lighting, of the still quietness, of the late hour and the air of secrecy about the entire setting, the man himself appeared detached from the everyday world, suspended, as it were, in that solitary aura of soft radiance.


His white overall coat, draped untidily over his stooped shoulders, only increased the effect, heightening it by the white glare of the creased material.


For several minutes he did absolutely nothing but sit quite still, his hands, short, thick, capable hands, resting quietly on the glazed surface of the bench before him. Then his lips moved soundlessly and he raised his head, his gaze coming to rest on the complex piece of equipment that occupied the centre of the bench before him.


“I must be right!” he said suddenly, his voice harsh and loud against the background of silence. “The cellular mutations must come out as I meant them to!”


His hands went out to the instrument, drawing it towards him with a certain eagerness tempered by caution. It was almost as if he wanted to use it but was frightened by what it would reveal. For several seconds he stared at the instrument longingly, clenching and unclenching his hands in a fever of uncertainty.


At last he built up the courage he needed.


Leaving the complicated instrument in place, he rose to his feet and moved quickly across the floor to a steel cabinet against the wall. He did not bother to turn on any more lights, knowing every inch of the way. But when he opened the cabinet door a low power bulb came to life inside, its glow illuminating a curious looking piece of apparatus rather like a small safe planted squarely in the middle of a shelf waist high to the man as he stood there peering at it.


The glow of the interior light brought glistening stars from perspiration beading his forehead. Twitches of nervousness worked his mouth and he had to grip the sides of the cabinet to steady himself before the next move.


With hands that were still not quite steady he gripped a handle in the centre of the safe door, his eyes noting the temperature and humidity indicators set beside it. All was in order; if nothing unforeseen had happened within the safe-like incubator—for that was what it was—the fine gauge slides should by now be protecting organisms such as the modern world of science had never before seen.


Excitement rose by leaps and bounds in the mind of the man. He was the pioneer, the master mind, the conqueror of fresh fields of research! This was to be the greatest operation, the most staggering discovery since the harnessing of radium! No wonder he was subject to excitement at this special moment.


A glance at the chronometer alongside the incubator told him the exact second had arrived. With a swift twist of the handle he drew the door open. He was breathing rapidly, fighting to control himself. And then when the interior of the incubator was visible a new sense of cool and calculating calm swept over him. His nerves ceased their tense jangling; his mind became crystal clear in an instantaneous change from its previous excitement. Now he was the scientist, the dispassionate, almost inhuman delver after natural and unnatural secrets. No longer was he a man subject to human emotions likely to upset his mental balance or confuse the cold powers of reasoning so vital at such a time.


There was little enough to see inside the safe-like incubator. Nothing more, in fact, than a shelf crosswise in the middle. Below it were various heating elements, humidifiers, dials and twitching meters. The tiny tick of a clockwork mechanism sounded loud in the momentary stillness before the man himself moved again. Then he reached in a hand and lifted something small and barely noticeable from the shelf, holding it with the utmost care between finger and thumb.


Seen in the glow of light that flooded the main cabinet, the small thing was plain, a fragile plate of glass two or three inches long, an inch wide, incredibly thin. But on closer examination a watcher would have seen that it consisted of two sheets of the finest glass clamped together by clips. Protruding from either side were two tiny silver coloured terminals, alongside which were two further projections, each of which had a tiny squared keyway in their outer ends.


Still holding it as if it was the most precious thing in the world—which to him it certainly was—the man turned slowly and moved back across the big room towards the lighted bench with its central piece of equipment gleaming black and brass in the glare.


Bending over the instrument, he fitted the double glass slide below the microscope, standing erect again, rubbing his hands together with a hint of nervousness. Now that the slide was secured and ready for examination, the tension was mounting within him again. He had to steady himself before operating the delicate adjustments needed.


“Now!” he breathed a few moments later. “Now, it must have worked out according to plan! I can’t have failed this time!”


Again he was calm and cold and detached, a man in whose hands perhaps lay one of the great secrets of scientific advancement, perhaps even the greatest secret of all—the changing of life-form through the medium of cell manipulation and pre-development resection.


Even now, when everything was ready and a normal man could not have borne to wait a moment longer before checking success or failure, the man in the creased white overall coat still hesitated before peering down through the column of the microscope.


When at length he did his body might have been carved from stone, so still and rigid was it as he bent over the eyepiece.


Suddenly he straightened up, eyes gleaming, a wild look on his face. Standing with hands clenched he stared into space, past the central light over the bench, past the walls of the laboratory, out past the gentle summer night beyond the walls, unseeing. His heart pounded with a mixture of disbelief and fear that was partly triumphant, partly anxious. He had without doubt achieved an end, but it was not the one at which his efforts had been aimed.


“A new life-form!” he whispered to himself. Then he bent quickly and once more studied the microscopic organisms enclosed in the slide and now enlarged enormously to his vision.


Those tiny forms were certainly fantastic in appearance. Brought to development in the incubator—a specially made piece of equipment for this very purpose and no other—they were entire and separate beings, stunted to microscopic proportions by the scientist’s earlier operations on the undeveloped cells before incubation. Such pre-development manipulation was only possible with the aid of the microscope he was using. Minute probes connected to control knobs made it possible to use tiny surgical instruments working inside the double glass slide within which organisms were held secure. It was by means of this amazing development that the new life-form became reality, though in this case the result was far from what the operator had expected.


For long minutes on end he stared through the eyepiece of the instrument, still finding it hard to realise that what he saw was but a parody of his original aims. He had fully intended to produce a life-form slightly different and infinitely smaller than the human form, but this was something else. Here were tiny beings perfect in every detail as they moved about in the shallow space that trapped them in the slide, but they were barely recognisable as miniature human beings, being ugly and grotesque and wholly fantastic.


Taking his courage in both hands, the man manipulated the controls of the instrument. The tiny probes moved in response to the micro gearing connected to the controls. They groped forward towards one of the minute entities, jerking a little as the operator fumbled the controls in his eager haste. Then the two probes converged on the little humanoid being with its grotesquely-shaped head and body.


Holding his breath, the man closed them up till they actually touched the subject of experiment. Only then did he get any reaction from the subject. Beneath his eye, it squirmed and struggled against the delicate grip of the probes. A fraction of a turn more on the controls would destroy it, but the operator was too skilled to let that happen. This thing he touched by remote control, and on which, if he chose, he could carry out simple surgical operations, was too precious to endanger. He must know more about it before ever harm came to it through further experiment.


Very gently and with the finest degree of delicacy, he worked the probes so that the little figure was gripped and turned over, face downwards.


Its reaction was curious and unexpected. With what amounted to a vicious twist it broke free of the probes and turned over again, squirming violently. Then, to the amazement and discomfort of the observer, it raised one arm and shook a tiny fist in obvious anger.


The man at the eyepiece stepped backwards a pace, his mouth dropping open, cheeks suddenly pale from the shock of what he had seen. When he looked again the little figure was on the rampage within the restricting limitations of the hollow space between the slides. Its fellow entities—these were three all told—huddled at the edge of their prison, looking on as the central figure grasped the ends of the probes and bent them with savage and unlooked for strength.


The operator seized the controls and hurriedly turned them, retracting the delicate probes before they could be damaged beyond repair. The entity’s face wore an ugly expression which turned to a sneer of triumph with the heightening of the operator’s dismay and anxiety. While the man stared the tiny figure gesticulated in a manner that was purely taunting, daring him, as it were, to do his worst.


Because he was momentarily baffled, the scientist fell back from the instrument, trying desperately to make up his mind as to what was the best thing to do. He had never expected his life-forms to be so forward, to show such plain symptoms of intelligence and malignant powers. It came as a shattering discovery and he began to wonder desperately if his own creations—he hesitated to call them deformities—might not gain the upper hand. Certainly he could control them if it came to life or death, but to destroy them was the last thing he wanted to do. They were priceless, entities such as the world had never before conceived. And they were his own handiwork, that was what made them so precious in his sight. But he was still frightened of them.


Staring at the microscope, he backed away to the edge of the lighted area, then turned and made for the door by which he had originally entered the laboratory.


In a small office-like annexe connecting the laboratory with the darkened house beyond, he sat down at a desk and buried his head in his hands for a moment or two.


“I can’t sacrifice them because I’m afraid!” he said aloud. “I can’t do that! They must be given a chance to advance our knowledge!” And all the time there was an image of the queer little entities dancing before his eyes. He toyed with the idea of destroying them, only to realise how weak a stroke it would be, an admission of failure in the face of unnatural fear. He couldn’t do it, yet it would have been simple—a charge of electric current into the slide would put paid to the life-forms it contained and preserved. He argued with himself again and again. They were not as he’d intended them to be; they were obviously malignant, evil little things. But they were still the fruits of his own unaided skill and manipulation, his own powers of creative force, life sprung from nothing. The fact that they differed materially from his own expectations was beside the point—or so he told himself.


“I’ve got to find out more about their abilities before making a decision,” he said out loud.


There was only one man who could help him, one man in his own field of research work who possessed the instruments necessary to measure the flow of cerebral current produced within the brains of the entities. A pity that man was his bitterest rival, but it couldn’t be helped; he needed human assistance in this business, much as he hated the idea of sharing his secret with another.


Reluctantly, therefore, but knowing that what he did was necessary, he reached out and lifted the telephone receiver from its cradle beside him. He dialled the exchange, gave a number, and waited as patiently as he could. It was not an easy task.


At length: “Hello …?” said a female voice. There was a trace of irritation in its tone.


The man grinned sourly. “I want to speak to Manser. Please tell him it’s a matter of urgency; he’ll understand.”


“Who is that calling?”


“Cawley. Please hurry.”


“I’ll see if Mr. Manser is available. It’s very late.”


“It may be too late if you don’t hurry up!”


“There’s no need to be rude, Mr. Cawley.”


“Professor Cawley.”


Silence. Cawley went on waiting, pleased with himself at having asserted his own importance. Later on, he thought, people would think considerably more of him if the results of his experiment in life-form creation through cellular manipulation proved his own theories to the hilt.


His self-praise was broken into by the voice of a man.


“Manser here. What do you want at this time of night, Cawley? I was busy in the lab.”


Cawley smiled. “I need your help rather urgently. A question of getting cerebral current discharge rates from the subject of an experiment I have on hand. Can you come over immediately? Or shall I come to you?”


There was a long pause before the answer. Then: “I’d be glad to help.”


Liar, thought Cawley maliciously.


Manser went on: “How big is the subject of experiment?”


“It’s in a micro-slide, and very much alive. I’d better bring it over.”


“In a slide, you say! Good heavens, I’m not sure my equipment can cope with anything as small as that. Cawley, what is it?”


But Cawley wasn’t talking. “You’ll see soon enough,” he grunted. “I’ll be with you in a couple of hours, not more.”


“Very well, we’ll keep open house.” A pause, then: “By the way, I’m rather surprised that you come to me for help in view of the acrimonious nature of our last meeting.”


“There are some aspects of scientific research that should be considered above the level of individual rivalry, Manser. Goodbye.”




Chapter Two


A CURIOUS AFFAIR


MANSER replaced the receiver and glanced across the table at the dark-haired girl who stood waiting, a notebook in her hand in case there were details to be jotted down. He frowned in some slight bewilderment, then broke into a grin as if shrugging off the whole business.


“You’re not happy about it, are you, Gervaise?” Her voice was edged with irritation, annoyance, perhaps, at the way in which Cawley had spoken to her on the phone.


“Happy …?” He frowned again and rubbed a hand over his face. He was a youngish man, certainly not over forty, good looking and well groomed, more like a successful doctor to look at than a research scientist. People in the know said that Gervaise Manser, brilliant as he was, was yet only on the fringe of his career. His rivalry with Cawley was also well known, a recognised feature of all the gatherings in which the two men moved. That Cawley was just as brilliant and gifted as Manser was not disputed, but there were many in scientific circles who decried the rivalry and did their best to persuade the two men into close co-operation, albeit unsuccessfully.


“Happy …?” mused Manser again. “Do you know, Cora, there’s something very queer about it. No, I’m not what you’d call happy about it, certainly I’m not. Cawley is not the kind of man to come begging favours unless he’s really up against it. If you ask me we shall find he’s got himself tied up in some very curious affair that’s got out of control.”


He frowned yet again and tugged at his lower lip, eyes still on the girl.


She snapped the notebook shut and tossed it on the table impatiently. Her expression was rebellious, irritable. She was beautiful in spite of that marring shadow of tired impatience, however, and Manser shook off misgivings to move round the table and put his hands on her shoulders.


“Don’t let it worry you,” he said. “I’ll tell you all about it in the morning when Cawley’s been dealt with and his troubles cleared up.”


She raised a smile. “You’re not getting rid of me as simply as that. I’m in on this whatever it is, and don’t imagine for a moment that you can pack me off to bed before the fun begins!” She tilted her head mischievously and drew away slightly, teasing him with her coquetry, knowing herself to be well loved and making the most of it.


He laughed and caught her in his arms for a moment, then sobered again.


“All right, darling, you shall stay, but don’t blame me because you’ve lost your beauty sleep!” He let her go and moved to the sideboard, pouring two drinks. “I do wonder what the old fox is up to.”


Her eyes were veiled. She was studying the sapphire ring on her finger and the platinum one above it, wondering, just as Manser wondered, what Cawley wanted. When she spoke her voice was quiet without any trace of the previous irritability she had earlier betrayed. Instead it held a certain concern, a hint of suspicion.


“I wouldn’t trust him an inch. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if he wasn’t trying to find out the secret of your chromosome separation process. We both know his recent work has been concentrated on cellular manipulation and the resection of cell nuclei for the purpose of pre-development mitosis. Hasn’t it struck you, Gervaise, that if he was free to separate the individual chromosomes on mitosis he could greatly influence the resulting cell formations when they multiplied on division?”


He glanced at her shrewdly. “You could be right. Anyhow, we’ll find out when he turns up—with his slide. Mark my words, Cora, he’s been playing around with that micro-manipulator of his. He’s hatched something up with its help, and now he wants our help to sort it out!”


She crossed to meet him, took her drink and looked into his eyes. “You’re not giving your secrets away to him or anyone else—yet. Remember that, Gerry. You aren’t ready to make the results public, and until you are they’re staying right here in our own home.”


He grinned. “I’ll not forget. You wouldn’t let me anyway. You know, there are times when I’d be lost without your common sense. You’re a bit cold-blooded, it’s true, but you’re a valuable assistant—and a very delightful wife as well!”


She laughed softly. “If I’m cold-blooded it’s only because I’m so proud of you and want to keep you right on top. As to the other … well, I don’t have to tell you what I feel about you as a man, do I?”


“You don’t have to, but it’s most encouraging to hear you say it!”
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