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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


Hamish Grieve, as his surname might suggest, had been a gillie for the Laird of Earn for forty-four years. Before that he’d been apprenticed as a joiner, receiving his signed indentures and freedom on the attainment of his twenty-first birthday; at which point he’d given up working with woods to work in them. And from then until he was sixty-five and pensionable, like many a good Scot before him, he’d cannily managed his affairs and silted away a percentage of his middling but not entirely insubstantial wages.


Biding his time, he’d kept his contempt for the Laird well hidden, until the evening of his sixty-fifty birthday (the 2nd May, 1984), when, leaving the stables and crossing the paddock for the last time, he’d walked up to the great granite house at the heart of its many acres of woods and entered his master’s rooms. There Hamish had checked the contents of his wages envelope, laid down in a neat bundle his shotgun, notebook, dog whistle and certain lesser appointments of his profession, and resigned. It was his right, for he was sixty-five and there’d never been a written contract.


“But … what’ll I do?” The old laird had been flabbergasted. “And more’s to the point, what’ll you do, Hamish?” Hamish was head gillie; the others in the Laird’s employ, for all their years of service, weren’t nearly so experienced and much less trustworthy.


“Ah shid imagine,” Hamish had grunted, “that ye’ll do as ye’ve done for the last forty-four years—verra little! As for maself: there’s a wee property come available in Lawers overlooking the water. Ah shall buy it and spen’ ma time fishing and reading—what time’s left to me.” And he did just that.


For the next ten years he would get up each day, breakfast, open his windows over Loch Tay and do. his deep-breathing exercises. At nine o’clock he’d get his bicycle from the lean-to and, weather permitting, peddle a fairly leisurely seven miles down to Killin at the eastern end of the loch, there to visit an old sickbed friend who’d been dying for fifteen years and never got any closer to the actual box. Hamish’s mongrel dog, Barney, would trot alongside; which in the main was how the two of them got their exercise.


But on this Sunday morning in mid-June of 1994, a few weeks after Hamish had clocked up seventy-five years, things were to work out just a little different.


The morning was bright if somewhat chilly for the time of year, and Hamish found the bike ride invigorating and even exhilarating—to a point. That point being reached when, in a moment, his emotions switched from exhilaration to astonishment. He saw it as he cycled round a gentle right-hand bend in the road: that which could not possibly be there to see. And his gnarled hands at once gripped the handlebars that much tighter, causing his front wheel to wobble. Barney, trotting alongside, yelped and narrowly avoided a trapped paw, by which time Hamish had brought his machine to a halt.


He sat there astride his bike, one foot on the ground, jaws agape and eyes staring their utter disbelief. The object of his amazement, what he could see of it, was a house, or even a mansion by its size; indeed, more a castle, with its turrets and battlements. It stood midway between twin spurs coming down from the lordly Ben Lawers, its base hidden by the ridge of a scree saddle and its back to a steep incline where granite outcrops came thrusting through the thin turf. A castle, yes, and not unlike many another of much the same size, period and general construction; in itself, hardly a matter for astonishment. Castles abound in Scotland, and to a native dour as Hamish Grieve one castle seemed much like any other; unless you were talking about the really grand jobs, like the one on the Mount of Edinburgh, for instance.


No, the building itself (in any other circumstance) would hardly take Hamish by surprise. But the fact that he’d found it here, now, would and did—for as recently as yesterday morning it had not been here! Neither then nor any other morning for the last ten years, and for all the long years of time gone before that!


Hamish shook his head, rubbed at his eyes, frankly couldn’t accept the evidence that his senses were offering him. But the longer he stared, the more undeniably solid the castle looked to him. Could it be, he wondered, that the thing really had been there all of this time, and he simply hadn’t looked that way before, hadn’t noticed it? But that was to ignore the facts, indeed to ignore his own especially lucid memory. Last summer, on these very slopes, he’d seen French and English botanists examining Ben Lawers’ rare alpine plants. Six months ago there’d been skiers up there, coming over the crest of that very scree-filled depression. Hamish had always hated these periodic incursions of tourists and foreign riffraff, but now he thanked the Lord for these memories of them. Without such memories his sanity itself must be suspect.


Or perhaps it wasn’t so much his – sanity but his sight. He’d heard of people damaging their eyes like that, but never thought it could happen to him. “Barney,” he said, still gazing at the castle rising there over the scree less than three-quarters of a mile away, “have ah been hitting it too hard? Is a couple or three wee drams of a nicht too much, d’ye think? Could it be that an accumulation o’ malt’s addled ma brains, eh?” But Barney only wagged his stump of a tail and whined, as he always did when he was worried.


“Well, ma laddie,” said Hamish, more to himself now than to the dog, “it seems we’ll just have tae look into this, you an’ me.”


There was a track climbing from the road to a spot maybe halfway between Hamish and the object of his curiosity, climbing in fact along the sharp, narrow ridge of the eastern spur. Hamish left the road, cycled a little way up the track until the going got too heavy, then leaned his bicycle against a boulder and continued on foot. Barney stayed right to heel, uncomplaining, perhaps wondering at this rare break in the tradition of so many years.


Finally, climbing above the scree ridge, Hamish paused for a breather and studied more closely the mysterious castle. And despite the fact that there was a great deal wrong with that enigmatic structure, at least Hamish was no longer in doubt of his eyesight.


The place most definitely was there; its squat foundations going down into scree, its frontage like half a hexagon, forming a flat face with flanking walls angling sharply back; and the frowning granite walls themselves, going up maybe fifty feet to the turrets and crenellated battlements. And all grandly set against Ben Lawers, rising majestically to its cloud-piercing four-thousand-foot crest; all very impressive, solid and powerful seeming. And very, very wrong.


For there was no road to the place, not even a track, and no windows in it that Hamish could see. And perhaps most peculiar of all, no doors …


Up here, with a breeze tugging at his light coat and the sun warming his neck, space seemed to open up for Hamish Grieve and time to stand still. Long moments passed while his breathing settled down and his heartbeat slowed. Barney sat at his feet, stump of a tail wagging a very little, small whines sounding now and then from deep in his chest.


Finally Hamish shivered. His neck might be warm but the rest of him felt unaccountably cold. Or perhaps not unaccountably. It wasn’t every day that something like this happened.


Before he could begin shivering again he started forward, skirted the castle, began to climb the ridge of the spur towards its rear. Down there, sheep clambered in the rocks at the castle’s base and chewed on the coarse grasses. Hamish paused and stared at them. If sheep weren’t afraid of the place, whatever it was and however it came to be here, he didn’t see why he should be.


Scrambling down from the spur onto the level, overgrown scree, he moved right up to the base of the inexplicable edifice. Hexagonal, yes; he followed the planes of its walls to the rear. And it was here, close up, that he first noticed the shimmer.


The walls shimmered—very faintly, almost unnoticeably—as though viewed through thin blue wood smoke, or the heat reflected from a tarmac road. It wasn’t hot enough for that, to be sure, and there were no fires that Hamish could see, but still the castle shimmered. Like … a mirage?


The base of each section of wall was perhaps thirty-five feet long; pacing to the rear, Hamish gazed along the entire length of the back wall where the stony hillside rose up and away from it. There were sheep back there, who lifted their heads to look at him curiously, before returning to their munching. But one of them stood half-in, half-out of the shimmer.


Hamish’s jaw fell open. The sheep, a fat ewe, was browsing on the coarse grass at the foot of the wall, but its rear quarters disappeared into the granite! Which could only mean—


“It really is a mirage!” Hamish gasped. “Unsolid, unreal!”


He approached the castle’s wall more closely yet, with Barney right behind him, whining ever more loudly and persistently. The shimmer was faint but quite definitely there; the wall, for all that it was opaque and seemed thoroughly dense, must be entirely matterless, a trick of the light and freakish Nature; that sheep there, not ten paces away, was surely all the evidence one required.


Hamish put out a slightly trembling hand until his four fingertips touched the shimmer. He felt something like the very mildest of mild electric shocks—but in the next moment the shimmer disappeared and the wall was suddenly real. Hamish knew it as surely as he knew that he stood here. What had been or might have been a mirage had suddenly stiffened into reality, becoming solid. In a single split second—occurring simultaneously with a shrill, terrified, and agonized bleat—the tingling in his fingertips had been replaced … by pain!


He snatched back his hand, clutched it, gazed bug-eyed at his fingertips. They looked like he’d rested them for a moment on the surface of a rapidly revolving drum of sandpaper. Blood welled up from four flat discs of flesh at the tips of his fingers.


“What?” said Hamish to himself, scarcely able to accept what he couldn’t hope to understand. “What?”


Along the now entirely solid wall something had happened. Something lay crumpled there, still twitching. Clutching his hand, Hamish stumbled to see what it was, went to confirm an awful suspicion. Barney went with him, sniffed at the freshly dead ewe and backed away from it stiff-legged. For the animal was only half a sheep now, the front half, lying there where its body had been sliced through like a worm by a straight-edged razor. Collapsing, its severed trunk had left a swath of blood like fresh red paint on the hard granite wall.


Hamish Grieve held his breath, took all of this in, felt his heart beginning to hammer in his chest. The “mirage” wasn’t a mirage, and the castle wasn’t a castle, and nothing here was even nearly right.


He backed away from the blank, looming wall and began to climb the side of the stony spur to its narrow ridge. But because he went backwards his progress was slow, and not for a single moment did he shift his gaze from the castle that wasn’t a castle.


Barney was right there with him, yipping and snapping a little to hasten him on. Then Hamish’s heel came down on a loose stone and it threw him; flat on his back he tobogganed to the bottom again, numbing himself where hard projections banged his spine. Barney, very nearly frantic, came scrambling after, tugging at his master’s sleeve to get him mobile.


Hamish sat up. In front of him—but directly in front of him—the wall’s surface was shimmering again. And its base now came right up against the foot of the spur!


Breathing raggedly and feeling he was going to faint—for the very first time in a long and, until now, entirely mundane life knowing he was going to faint, but not daring to—Hamish began to climb again. He climbed like a youth, soaring up the side of the spur, and without pausing glanced fearfully back over his shoulder. The castle was expanding, its wall flowing forward to engulf boulders where they held back the sliding scree not six feet behind and below him.


At the top, burned out, Hamish heaved himself up over the rim and lay face down, sucking at the air and gulping harshly in a throat dry as a granary. Sheep, likewise fleeing, stampeded past him and away, up and down the spur. A breeze blew on him and gradually cooled the heat of his exertions.


Down below, the castle was as he’d first seen it; solid seeming and ordinary enough at first glance, but now, to Hamish, totally alien.


Barney was nowhere to be seen.…




CHAPTER TWO


New Year’s Eve, 1995, 11:45 P.M.


Jon Bannerman, who had been known to describe himself as a tourist, stood at the top of the Royal Mile where its cobbles met the tarmac of Edinburgh Castle’s esplanade, and gazed with dark and mildly foreign eyes down the long, steep, narrow way at the laughing, thronging, frenetically weaving crowds where they sang and danced, celebrating the death of the old and the imminent birth of a brand-new year. He leaned against a wall which bore a plaque commemorating the burning of the last of the Scottish witches on this very spot. It hadn’t been so very long ago, not in Bannerman’s eyes.


Bannerman had recorded the plaque’s legend; now, with the recorder still working in his pocket, he concentrated his attention on the crowds. Their celebration was a rite, very nearly barbaric, not too far removed from a state of orgy. Men and women, for the most part total strangers, embraced and kissed quite openly; in darker doorways lovers who didn’t even know each other’s name panted and groped fumblingly; the bitter cold air reeked of the alcoholic exhalations pluming from laughing mouths no less than from the small-paned windows of a nearby pub, where inner lights told of a private party still in progress.


Young men and women with bright eyes and gleaming teeth roamed to and fro, shouting and joking, seeking partners, while bottle-hugging drunks teetered this way and that, jostled from one gyrating group to the next.


To Bannerman the whole seemed a very decadent scene, and he dutifully recorded it. Then a girl came bursting from nowhere and bumped into him, jerking him erect from where he leaned against the wall. “Whoa!” she said, her brandy breath whooshing in Bannerman’s face. She clutched at him for support, tried to focus on the dark face frowning at her. “Head’s spinnin’,” she said. “Canna seem tae stan’ on ma aen feet!”


Bannerman steadied her, held her upright, hugged her close. It was the easiest way to keep her from falling while she found her balance.


“You’ve had a few,” he told her, without accusation.


“Eh? A few? Ah’ve had a lot, laddie!” Her eyes swam and she was dizzy again. Then she screwed up her pretty face. “God—the noise! Ah’ll be sick.” She buried her face in Bannerman’s overcoat.


“Not on me, I hope!” he said.


This time when she lifted her face she was steadier; her eyes focused more readily; she cocked her head on one side and managed a smile. “You’re no frae here—frae Edinburgh, I mean?”


“I’m … a tourist.” He shrugged.


“In Edinburgh, in the winter?” She seemed astonished. Then, still hugging close to him, she burst into easy laughter. “The Bahamas,” she said as her giggles subsided. “You should have gone there. Lord, what ah wouldnae gi’ for a spot o’ sunshine!”


He pulled gently away from her, steadied her elbow with only one hand. “Are you okay now?”


She swayed a little, got a grip of herself, looked towards the crowds of milling people. Most of them were heading in a crush now down the Royal Mile. “Ten to midnight!” someone shouted, and the crush moved that much faster.


“They’re all off to the Auld Cross!” The girl was breathless, excited. She smiled at Bannerman. “Shall we no join them?”


“The Auld Cross?” he repeated. “Is it something special?”


“What, the Mercat Cross? You’re no much of a tourist, eh?”


Again he shrugged. “Are you on your own?” he asked. Strange if she was, for by local standards she’d be very attractive.


The smile left her face in a moment. “Ah say I am,” she muttered, “but the two who filled me wi’ drink would probably dispute it. Aye, and ah know what they were after, too.”


She glanced again at the receding crowd, peered into the crush of faces and figures—and gasped. She drew Bannerman into the shadows. “They’re there,” she whispered. “Lookin’ for me!”


He peered out from cover. The “two” she was afraid of stood out clearly in the crowd. Where all else was drunken or half-drunken or at the very least tipsy merriment, these two were sober, furtive, sneaky, intent. All eyes were bright but theirs were even brighter. Their smiles were frozen on their faces until they were little more than grimaces painted there. They’d lost something, someone, and were intent upon finding her again.


In the local parlance they’d be “hard men,” Bannerman reckoned, and eager. They’d sniffed the spoor, come close to snaring the game, and now the chase was on for real. And he, Bannerman, might easily get caught up in it. Of course, he could simply walk away. But on the other hand …


Across the narrow road, stone steps went steeply down into the darkness of a maze of streets. With everyone heading for the Mercat Cross, the levels down there would be deserted. Bannerman looked back into the shadows, took the girl’s hand. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”


She shrank back, whispered, “I don’t want they two tae see me!”


“They’ve gone,” he lied. For in fact the two men were standing in the doorway eyeing the stragglers, their eyes flitting this way and that.


“Gone?” she repeated. “No, they’ll be waitin’ doon the Mile. At the Cross. It’s only five minutes now.”


“Then we’ll cross the road and go down those steps there.”


“We? Are ye comin’ wi’ me, then?”


Again Bannerman’s shrug. “If you wish.”


“No verra eager for it, are ye?” Again she’d cocked her head on one side. She had dark hair, gleaming green eyes, a lush mouth. “No like they two. But ah know them. They like a’ sorts of weird games, them. Well, are ye keen or no?”


Not very, Bannerman thought—but out loud he said, “Come on.”


They left the shadows, crossed the road. Even the stragglers were thinning out now. The girl’s pursuers were moving off, their faces angry, following the crowd. Then one of them glanced back, saw Bannerman and the girl starting down the steps and out of sight.


Bannerman thought, Maybe now that she’s with someone, they won’t bother her.


Down the steps they went, the girl much recovered now, almost dragging Bannerman after her. “This way, this way!” she hissed back to him, leading him through the dark alleys between high stone walls. She knew the maze of streets intimately, and the urge was on her to know Bannerman that way, too.


In his pocket the recorder worked on, noting every smallest detail of what was occurring here. Then—


“Here,” said the girl. “Here!” The alley was narrow, dark, cold and dry. In the shadows on one side stood an arched-over alcove. There’d been a door here once, now obliterated with mortar and smooth stone. She drew Bannerman in, shivered, swiftly unfastened the buttons of his coat, and crept in with him. Her clothes were flimsy and he could feel her body pressed to him. “There,” she said, opening her blouse for him. “See?”


Bannerman saw, even in the dark. Her breasts were perfectly shaped, brown-tipped—utterly repulsive. He forced himself to weigh the left one in his hand. Incredibly massive; heavy; full of blood; but the temperature so low it seemed impossible that life—


“Hot!” she gasped, breaking his chain of thought. For the first time she’d felt his body heat. “Why, you’re like a furnace! Have ye got the hots for me, then?”


Her long-fingered hand shifted from his chest, slipped down the front of Bannerman to the zip of his trousers, lowered it in a smooth, practised movement. A moment later she said, “No underpants! Were ye perhaps expectin’ something?” She chuckled coarsely—and froze. He felt the fingers of her cold, searching hand stiffen. For down there in the crotch of his legs she’d found nothing! Just hot, smooth, featureless flesh, like the inner contours of a sharply bent elbow.


“Jesus!” she cried, leaping from the recess in the wall, her breasts swinging free. “Oh, sweet Je—”


Her pursuers were in the alley, creeping there. One of them grabbed her from behind, one hand over her mouth and the other fumbling roughly at her breasts. “Heard us coming for ye, did ye?” he whispered, his voice a threat in itself.


While she kicked and snorted through her nose, the second man lit a cigarette and held his lighter close to the alcove. Its flaring light caught Bannerman there, coat unbuttoned and fly open. “Laddie,” said this one. “We’re not much round here for strangers feelin’ free with our women. Now you’d best hold your breath, son, for ye’re about to lose your ba’s!”


He snapped his lighter shut and lashed out with his left foot, driving it straight to Bannerman’s groin. In the next moment, clenching his heavy lighter tightly in a balled fist to stiffen it and give it weight, the thug swung for Bannerman’s face. The blows were delivered as swiftly as that—one, two—exactly where they were aimed.


Thrown back by the force and suddenness of the attack, Bannerman snatched what looked like a fountain pen from his top pocket.


The girl had meanwhile broken free. The man who had held her tried to strike her in the face but missed his aim. Her fingernails had opened up the side of his face in straight red lines. At first she gasped for breath, but then she started to shout. But not for help. She shouted at the men:


“Leave him! For God’s sake leave him be—or he’ll have ye!” Animals they might be—but they were human animals. Then she turned and fled into the night.


“Oh, a big-yin, is it?” said the one with the threatening whisper and the bleeding face. “Well then, let’s be seeing the bastard!” He reached into the alcove, caught hold of Bannerman’s lapels and bunched the material in a huge scarred fist.


His friend, however, had drawn back a little. When he’d-kicked the stranger and struck him, Bannerman hadn’t gasped or cried out. He hadn’t even grunted. He should be on his knees, crippled, but he wasn’t.


“Out ye come,” said the one holding Bannerman’s coat. “Out here where we can stomp on ye a bit and—” He jerked his arm out of the alcove, but Bannerman didn’t come with it. Neither did the thug’s hand. Severed at the wrist, his stump sprayed his companion’s face with hot blood.


Then Bannerman came out. He breathed and his breath whooshed like a great bellows. His eyes glowed internally, swinging like searchlight beams to scan the men and the alley. Something gleamed in his hand and made a soft whirring sound. He swung that something in an arc and opened up the one who had struck him in a curving line across the chest.


Bannerman’s weapon sliced through clothing and the man wearing it down to a depth of five inches. It slid through skin, flesh, cartilage, ribs, heart, lungs, with as little effort as an egg slicer. His victim didn’t draw another breath; he was dead before he sagged to the cobbles; his companion was still gaping in disbelief at his own crimson-spurting stump.


Bannerman waved his weapon again, almost dismissively, and decapitated him where he stood. The cut was so clean and effortless that the man’s head remained upright on his neck until a moment after he began to topple sideways.…




CHAPTER THREE


The pubs in Killin—the old pubs and the three new ones alike—were doing a roaring trade, as they had been since the arrival of the “Killin Castle” some twenty months ago. In the main bar of one of the new ones, called simply The Castle, Jack Turnbull and Spencer Gill got better acquainted. Turnbull was a minder looking after his boss from the MOD (Ministry of Defence), and in that capacity he’d earlier attended a briefing given by Gill to the two dozen or more VIPs currently here to make this or that decision in respect of that weighty phenomenon guarding and now guarded on the lower slopes of Ben Lawers.


“Lackluster?” Gill repeated Turnbull’s terse but not deliberately unfriendly critique of his talk. Turnbull was outspoken, that was all. Gill shrugged. “I suppose it was. Hell, it always is! If you tell the same story twice weekly with occasional matinees for the best part of a year, it’s bound to get boring, isn’t it? I mean, it isn’t The Mousetrap. And it’s not like a joke where you can spice up or tone down the story to suit your audience. I can’t embellish the facts: they are what they are. And the Castle is what it is: a machine. That’s what I was telling them, and I did it as best I could.”


“It wasn’t a criticism,” Turnbull told him. “Or at least I didn’t mean it that way. But I just sat there listening to you, and I thought: This bloke’s knackered, and it’s showing. He’s saying something exciting and it comes out dull as ditchwater.”


Gill smiled wryly. “Actually,” he said. “I don’t have much to be excited about. Not a hell of a lot, anyway. Maybe that’s why it comes out so dry. You see, you don’t know all the facts.”


“Actually,” Turnbull mimicked him, but unsmilingly, “I do know the facts. Most of them. I know more about you than you’d believe. Want to hear?”


Gill raised an eyebrow, nodded. “Why not?” he said. “I’m flattered that my confidential reports are that interesting! Go right ahead.”


Turnbull looked at him almost speculatively. A curious look. It wasn’t appraisal; perhaps it was an attempt at understanding what must be going on in there; or maybe he was simply remembering what he’d researched or been told. Gill thought: There can’t be all that much of the intellectual in him, not in his line of work. But Turnbull looked at Gill anyway, and took a mental photograph of him, his way of remembering. Now, if he saw Gill again ten years from now, he’d know him on the instant. Except, of course, Gill didn’t have ten years. He’d be lucky if he had two.


Gill was maybe five-eleven, a little underweight at around eleven stone, thirty-three years old but already looking more like forty. And he was dying. Fifteen years ago as a teenager he’d caused something of a stir; they’d recognized him as a new phenomenon, a quantum leap of Nature to keep pace with Science. Gill had “understood” machines. His great-grandfather had been an engineer, which seemed to be Gill’s only qualification for the trick his genes or whatever had played on him. But nothing his great-grandfather had done could possibly have anything in common with Spencer Gill’s ability.


“In the Age of Computers,” some sensationalist journalist had written, “there will have to be minds which are like computers! This young man has that sort of mind.…” Of course, he’d had it wrong: Gill’s mind wasn’t like a computer at all. It was simply that he understood them, them and all other machines: by touch, taste, smell, sight; by listening to them and feeling for them. He was a mechanical empath; or rather, he had empathy with mechanical things. And people had first taken note of him when, at the age of eighteen, he’d described Heath Robinson’s mobiles and mechanisms as “soulless Frankenstein monsters.” He hadn’t understood them, because they hadn’t understood themselves. “If they were men,” he’d said, “they’d be idiots.”


“Well?” Gill prompted now, when Turnbull’s stare began to irritate him. “Are you going to tell me the story of my life, or aren’t you?”


Turnbull’s eyes seemed suddenly to focus and he said, “You’re the Machine Man.”


Gill grinned sourly and nodded his head. “You’ve a good memory,” he said. “No one has called me that in ten years!” He brushed back unruly grey-flecked sandy hair from his forehead, picked up his drink and sipped at it. It was brandy: his doctors had told him not to but he’d reached the stage where he believed that if you enjoyed it you should have it. Not drinking brandy wasn’t going to save him, so what the hell?


“And is that it?” he asked Turnbull. “Is that the lot? Hardly a dossier.”


Turnbull continued to study him. Gill was a little thin in the face, had a high forehead, unfathomable eyes which were green one moment and grey the next. His teeth were even behind thin, slightly crooked lips; his skin overall, while generally unblemished, wore that certain pallor which spoke of severe physical disorders. Problems which were surfacing and wouldn’t stop until Gill himself was submerged.


“You have a rare blood cancer,” Turnbull finally said, and looked for Gill’s flinch but failed to detect it. “That’s the other reason you’re up here: the air is good for you.”


“Scotland,” said Gill. “Somebody called it the last bastion of air-breathing man. I’m here for that, yes, but you’re not one hundred percent right. It’s not leukemia I have but something else. My system’s all to cock. When I breathe in poisons, my lungs pass them right on into my blood. They’re not blocked or filtered, and I have trouble voiding them. Also, I’ve no great tolerance for them. Just breathing is killing me. In the cities it’s a fast train to the next world, but up here it’s a bike ride—the object being not to pedal too fast, of course.”


“And yet you take a drink now and then,” said Turnbull. “You come into places like this where people are smoking, where even the fumes off the alcohol have to be bad for you.”


Gill shook off the gloom he could feel settling on him like a heavy cloak. He’d had all of these arguments (with himself) many times over. He didn’t need reminding. “The cities are one thing,” he said with a shrug. “I can do without them—never liked them anyway. But I won’t give up the things I do like. Is it worth it for an extra week or two? I don’t think so. I just thank my lucky stars I never got hooked on smoking! Anyway, can we change the subject?”


“Sure,” said Turnbull. “We can talk about everyone’s favourite subject, if you like.”


“The Castle?” Gill was at once uneasy again. “What’s to talk about? It is. It’s there. It’s a machine. That’s it.”


“No.” Turnbull shook his head. “That’s not it. Not all of it. There’s something you know that you’re not saying.”


Now it was Gill’s turn to study Turnbull. He did so thoughtfully, narrow-eyed, and for the first time with something other than friendly curiosity. Today had been his first meeting with the man, when he’d been introduced to him by Turnbull’s MOD minister. Security was so thick on the ground up here that the Minister had given his minder the weekend off. Knowing that Gill had rooms in Killin, and that lodgings were otherwise almost impossible to come by, it had been suggested that Turnbull put up at his place. Gill hadn’t minded; company was something he’d been going short on. Lecturing VIPs wasn’t his idea of company. And anyway the big man interested him. Perhaps even more so, now. An intellectual he wasn’t, but shrewd he most certainly was.


Turnbull was just over six feet tall, shaped like a slender wedge, with a bullet head supported by very little neck to speak of. His hair was black, fairly long, and swept back into something of a mane; he kept it stuck down with something that gave it a shine without making it greasy. But that wasn’t out of vanity, it was just to keep it out of his eyes. Those eyes were heavy-lidded, blue when they flashed a smile or when he opened them in surprise. But his smiles were rare and the creases in his forehead many and deep. He seemed to be always on his guard: his training, Gill supposed. And his hands were huge, blunt, extremely strong and yet very fast and flexible. All of him looked fast and flexible. And efficient.


Gill looked at Turnbull’s face. One eyebrow sat fractionally higher than the other, giving him a quizzical look even when he wasn’t quizzing. His angular chin was scarred a little, with small white pocks showing through the brown. Brown, healthy skin, yes—from many a trip to the sun with his boss, no doubt. That’s where Gill would be if he weren’t required here: somewhere in the sun. The Greek islands, maybe.


He controlled his train of thought. He was here, and Turnbull had seen through him. Or seen through something of him, anyway. Finally he met the other’s blue unblinking eyes behind their heavy lids, said, “What am I to make of a remark like that? Have you been tasked to me or something? Am I under suspicion, even surveillance?” He was only half joking; the security services of the entire world were interested in the Castle, from the CIA to the KGB, stopping at all stations along the way. But when Turnbull’s eyes flashed blue in genuine surprise, Gill relaxed a little.


“Hell, no!” said Turnbull. “It’s just that I can see you’re worried about something—over and above your big worry, I mean. Part of my training was in interrogation. If I got hold of someone who looked like you, the first thing I’d think was that he was holding something back. I thought it during your talk. What you said boiled down to the Castle being a machine. You said a lot, but basically you could have said it in three words: it’s a machine. That’s what you said, but you were thinking something else.”


Gill thought: I’ve underestimated you! And out loud, “So what was I thinking?”


Turnbull picked up his drink, shrugged. “Maybe I’m wrong. Christ knows you must have plenty of other things to think about. Plenty of things on your mind.”


“Like dying? So we’re back to that again. You know, I’ve just realized why I dislike company. I’d forgotten for a little while, but you’ve reminded me. People always want to know what it feels like.”


Turnbull ordered more drinks. The bar was filling up. There were people here from all over the world, so that Turnbull must raise his voice to make himself heard over the hubbub. But when he turned back to Gill, he was quieter. “Well, I don’t. Okay, that subject is … finished. Let’s try something else. Like, how did you get started?”


Gill raised his eyebrows.


“This machine thing. This trick of yours.”


“It’s no trick.”


“I didn’t mean it that way.”


“I know you didn’t.” Gill tossed back his fresh drink in one, gulped, and made a face. “Can we get out of here? This atmosphere really is killing me!” He elbowed his way a little unsteadily from the bar; Turnbull drank half of his malt whisky and followed him.


They walked through the bitter late February night, through streets an inch deep in ice-crusted snow, back to Gill’s rooms on the out skirts of the village. As they went Gill said, “Look at this place, will you! Killin? You’d think it was Gstaad midseason! Two years ago this was a sleepy little village. But check out these car registrations They’re here from all over Europe—and some from a lot farther than that.”


“Like Mars?” Turnbull said.


Now it was Gill’s turn to say, “That isn’t what I meant.”


“But you do think the Castle’s alien, right?” Turnbull pressed.


“I didn’t say so.” Gill was evasive.


“Not in your lecture, no,” said Turnbull. “But then you were talking to a whole lot of heavies: Russians, French, Germans, Americans, even a couple of Chinese! You’ve been told not to be as open with outsiders as you’ve been with the home team. But my Old Man talks to me now and then when he’s not busy, you know? He practices his speeches on me, or just says things to get my reaction. And just occasionally he lets things slip. It may not have been on BBC One—may not be for common consumption—but the word is that you’ve opted for an alien origin.”


Gill snorted, almost laughed out loud. “The whole world has opted for an alien origin, for God’s sake! What else would they opt for? It’s either that or the biggest damned hoax in the history of the planet.”


They had reached Gill’s rooms. As he unlocked the door and let them in, Turnbull said, “But it isn’t a hoax, right?”


Gill put on the lights. Shrugging out of his overcoat, he looked Turnbull straight in the eye. “No,” he said, “it’s no hoax.”


Turnbull clutched his arm and Gill could feel the big man’s excitement. “So where’s it from? And why is it here? I mean, you’re the Machine Man—the man who talks to machines—so if anyone knows it has to be you.”


Gill shook his head (sadly, Turnbull thought) and turned up the heating. Collapsing into a chair he said, “I don’t talk to the damn things. I have … a feel for them, that’s all. I understand them like Einstein understood numbers, or like a paleontologist understands old bones. Just like Einstein could find a missing equation, or a fossil hunter put together a dinosaur, I can rebuild a machine. No, even that’s not strictly true, for I haven’t the skill. But I can tell someone who has the skill how to do it. I sense things about machines. Show me a car engine and I’ll tell you what year it was made. I can listen to a Jumbo and tell you if one of the turbo blades is cracked. But as for talking to them …”


Turnbull looked disappointed. “So you don’t know where it’s from.”


“I know where it’s not from: it’s not from Mars. Nor from any other planet we have a name for.”


“It’s not from our Solar System?”


Gill was patient. “Ours is the only Solar System. The sun is Sol—hence Solar System. No, it isn’t from one of our, nine planets or their moons. And that’s not me saying so but every cosmologist in the business. We are the only intelligent life-forms in this neck of the woods. The Castle is from … somewhere else.”


Turnbull was excited again. “You know, I’ve been daft on science fiction ever since I was a kid. But this isn’t SF, it’s real! You said you can tell the age of an engine on sight, so—”


“Not always on sight,” Gill cut him short. “But let me touch it, let me sit with it for a while, and … I’m not usually far wrong.”


“Well fine. So you’ve been up here sitting on this machine of yours for a year! So here comes the obvious question—”


“How old is it?”


“Obviously.”


Gill’s pale face was suddenly even more gaunt. His eyes were grey now and empty as space. “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve nothing to measure it against. I mean, I wasn’t here when it was made—when what’s inside it was made. We weren’t here. How old? How old is the earth?”


Turnbull sighed. And after a long time, he said, “So what’s it doing here? All right, I know you don’t know. So guess.”


“I do know,” said Gill, “I think. It’s watching, and it’s listening, and it’s waiting. But I don’t know what for.…”




CHAPTER FOUR


“You asked me how it started,” said Gill. “I honestly don’t know. It’s as much a mystery to me as to anyone else. It’s something that grew in me, that’s all. But I’m not unique. It’s as if, in some people, nature makes up for a deficiency by introducing a supplementary talent. People who are blind from birth or soon after can often ‘see’ as well as you and I. Musicians as deaf as posts compose masterpieces—without ever being able to hear them! Do you know what I mean?”


Turnbull frowned. “I think so. And you think nature knew she’d played a dirty trick on you, so gave you this thing of yours to balance the scales. But what good is it to you? It strikes me the scales remain pretty much out of kilter. I mean what the hell good is this talent of yours—this rapport with mechanical things—if it doesn’t solve your problems?”


“It’s been a lot of use to other people.” Gill defended his “talent.” “I check out faulty jet engines. I have a knack of programming computers to crack security codes—Eastern Bloc codes, that is. I can look at a piece of Russian equipment and say how it was made and, if it’s any good, the easiest way to duplicate it. I’ve just helped Elecorps reduce their microchip to micromicro, and working with Solinc we developed a solar energy panel thirty-five percent more efficient than the next best. No, it hasn’t helped me much, not personally—not if you discount the money. I’m not short of money, believe me! But even without the financial side, I’m still a sight better off than that kid in Cyprus.”


“Cyprus? Your father was in the army, wasn’t he? He served there?”


Gill nodded. “I was just a kid,” he said. “I schooled in Dhekelia, a British sovereign base. I was lousy at sums. One day out shopping in Larnaca, my father showed me a local kid standing on a street corner. ‘Son,’ my father said, ‘stop worrying about your sums. Some people have it and some don’t. You see that Greek Cypriot kid? He has it. But he’s also a cripple, with one leg four inches shorter than the other, and he stammers like a machine gun.’


“I asked what it was that the kid had and my father showed me. He wrote down a three-figure number and multiplied it by itself twice. Like two times two times two equals eight, but using three figures instead of just one. We went to the Greek kid and my father told him the first number and asked him to cube it—but in his head. Mental arithmetic! The kid said the number twice to himself, scratched his head, then took my father’s pencil and wrote down the answer. The one-hundred-percent-correct answer. Now tell me: what good was his talent to him, eh? On a street corner in a fishing village?”


Turnbull had to agree. “Not much.”


“Then there were the so-called ‘Rubik Twins’ just nine or ten years ago. A Manchester father bought his twin sons a cube. No matter how complicated he’d mix up the squares, his sons would solve it in seconds flat. Let him totally sod up the combinations, still they’d unscramble the thing. Each son was as good as the other. So the father complained to the makers that he’d been ripped off; their cube was too easy. They came to see these prodigies for themselves, concluded that the twins were naturals at it—as simple as that. Word got out and other kids turned up who were almost as good. But the beauty of the twins was this: they invariably solved the thing in the least possible number of moves!


“The media explanation: ‘their minds work in three dimensions!’ My personal response to that: crap! That’s as bad as saying I talk to machines. All of our minds work in three dimensions! We live in three dimensions! But the fact is that multidimensional or otherwise, their minds did work differently. And so does mine.”


“What about computers?” Turnbull was insatiable. “That’s where you really shine, isn’t it? You can hear them thinking.”


The look he got then told him he was wrong. “No.” Gill sighed again and shook his head. “I can’t because they don’t. They solve problems but they don’t think. They can only give out what’s first put in. Oh, they can extrapolate, if they’re asked to—and they do it all a lot faster than any human mind—but they can’t think. Not yet anyway. Look: if you want to make a three-minute egg timer, put some fine sand in your funny bottle and let it run out. And time it. When you have exactly three minutes worth of sand in there, seal the bottle. After that, every time you want a three minute egg, the timer will give you exactly that. Does that make it intelligent? A better example: if you want to know the time you check your watch, right? Day or night it gives you the right answer at a glance. But has your watch got a mind? It’s programming, that’s all.”


“My watch is programmed?”


“Certainly, to tick away one second every second.”


“See,” said Turnbull, grinning, “that’s why I was so good at interrogation.”


“Eh?”


“Methinks you protest too much. Have you tried listening to the Castle think?”


Gill found himself smiling a real smile for the first time in too long. “You know, Jack,” he said. “I liked you the first time I saw you. Something about you—a bloke I could get on with. But I didn’t tag you as brilliant. You are, though, in your way. Or if not brilliant, very clever.”


“You have heard it thinking?” Turnbull sat up straighter.


“I’ve heard it doing … something.” The smile slid from Gill’s face.


“Listening, watching, waiting?”


Gill nodded. “Yes.”


“But you didn’t tell that to the VIPs.” It wasn’t an accusation, just a statement of fact.


“Most of them already know,” said Gill. “Those who are worth their salt.”


“Come again?” Turnbull’s heavy eyelids came awake and propped themselves wide open. “I don’t recall hearing anything about that.”


“Scare mongering,” said Gill. “That’s what I’d be accused of if it was public knowledge. That’s what the government would be accused of. What? This pile of alien masonry up here on a Scottish mountainside, sitting watching us, waiting for something? Perhaps making its mind up about something? They’d yell, ‘What’s the government thinking of? Why aren’t they protecting us?’ And then they’d have to be told that the government is protecting them—or that they’re prepared to, anyway. And when they knew just how prepared …”


“So-called ‘tactical’ nuclear weapons,” said Turnbull, low-voiced. “CND would have a field day!”


“Hey! You’re not supposed to know about that!” Gill was alarmed.


“Damn right I am,” said Turnbull, matter-of-factly. “How am I supposed to play the game if I don’t know the stakes? We both have talents, Spencer, and mine’s minding. I look after the Man Responsible, remember?”


“Anyway, enough’s enough,” said Gill. “I’m tired and I’m turning in. I may read for a little while. Will the light bother you?”


“Not me.” Turnbull shook his head. “I won’t sleep for a while anyway. Too much to think about.”


Gill had the bed and Turnbull a long, wide settee. He’d slept in worse places. When Gill switched the light off, Turnbull said, “Just one more thing.”


“Shoot.” Gill’s voice was weary in the darkness of the room.


“You said the Castle was perhaps making its mind up about something. Now what did you mean by that? Machines don’t have minds, you said, and they don’t think. A bit contradictory, isn’t it?”


“Yes,” said Gill, after a little while. And: “It was a figure of speech, that’s all.”


Unconvinced, Turnbull nodded thoughtfully to himself. “Computers can’t think, you said—not yet. But you were talking about our computers, made here, on Earth. This thing, this alien thing, has to be way ahead of anything we’ve got. It would have to be just to have come from—wherever.” He waited for a response, and when none was forthcoming: “Gill?”


“Yes,” said Gill, very quietly. “It would have to be.…”


Turnbull left it at that. And now he had even more to think about before sleeping.


The time scheduled for selection was close now. The time of the choosing, when the House of Doors would take and commence its analysis of a handful of specimens. Nothing must be allowed to interfere with that; there was no margin for error; and so the Thone Controller must now seek out and deal with the watcher: the one who was aware. To some Thone Controllers that awareness in itself would have signalled an end to any further intrusion, but Sith of the Thone was not one of them. This world was a good one, eminently suitable, and Sith very much desired to please the Grand Thone. He must, for he himself was one of the contenders for that all-powerful office.


Which was why, tonight, in the cold and the dark, he was out in the shining, frosted streets of Killin. The hour was late and few people were about, but it wouldn’t much concern Sith if they were. In his human construct guise, and armed, he was close to invincible. Human flesh and blood just couldn’t stand up to him. Outside of his manufactured shell, of course, the bitter cold of this planet would kill him off in a matter of seconds. And even a human child would find little difficulty in pulling him to pieces.


What he contemplated—the murder of an innocent—was entirely against every Thone law, but this was no-man’s-land and as far as he was concerned the law didn’t apply. The man called Spencer Gill was or might prove to be a serious threat, and every threat must be taken into consideration. Since Gill was the only threat, the simple solution was to eradicate him. He couldn’t be allowed to stand in the way at the time of the taking.


Sith had graphed Gill on the last occasion his interference had registered inside the Castle, and now he let his locator guide him unerringly to Gill’s lodgings. Sith had calculated that since Gill was a mind alone—possibly one of a sort—it was likely that he’d also be a man alone. But even if there were a woman or a friend, it would make no difference. Surprise was on his side; that and his near indestructibility—the fact that face-to-face with an unarmed man he would be quite simply invincible—gave him supreme confidence, so that he failed to even consider the possibility of resistance or retaliation.


Gill was asleep when his doorbell sounded, ringing insistently and with short, regular breaks. Someone was either very impatient or extremely methodical. He woke up thinking just that, and putting on the light saw Turnbull shrugging into a dressing gown. “It’s okay,” said the big man. “It’s bound to be for me. I’ll give you odds something’s come up and we’re wanted in London on the double. Me and the boss, I mean.”


“What?” said Gill, only half-awake.


Turnbull went through a bead curtain and headed down a short, dark corridor to the door. The curtain jangled behind him, falling back into place. “Eh?” Gill mumbled, swinging his legs out of bed. The doorbell was still ringing. Gill heard it stop abruptly as Turnbull unlocked the door. Then—


Out in the night street a tall, blocky figure stood with something in his hand that shone and whirred. Turnbull didn’t even have time to focus his eyes. An arm and hand shot out, caught him under the left armpit and yanked him out into the street. His bare feet skidded on ice, shot out from under him. As he went down, so the hand holding the whirring thing sliced the air where his face had been. Turnbull scrambled frantically away, his hands and feet shooting off in all directions as they tried to find purchase.


Sith scarcely gave him another glance. His locator said that Gill was still inside. This man wasn’t Sith’s target. He stepped inside, into the corridor. At the other end, Gill’s shambling figure was coming through the bead curtains. “Who is it?” he said, blinking owlishly.


Sith stepped towards him.


“Hold it!” Turnbull yelled.


Sith paused and looked back, and Turnbull saw the fires behind his eyes. Turnbull’s dressing gown hung open and he was wearing a shoulder holster over a crumpled shirt. He was holding a gun in both hands, levelling it on Sith. But Gill was already halfway down the corridor.


“Spencer, go back!” Turnbull yelled. Sith put up his free hand before his face, lumbered back out into the street with his shining weapon swinging this way and that.


Turnbull backed off, triggered off a round. In the crisp night air of the dreaming village, the sound was a deafening roar. Turnbull saw the hand holding the whirring thing fly apart into so many red sausages, and the shining weapon went spinning into a pile of snow at the side of the road. It was lost in chunks of glittering ice crystal.


Sith charged Turnbull, who got off another round before the blocky figure was on him. Then he went down like a truck had hit him, hammered to the icy cobbles, and the intruder fled on across his prone form and away into darkness.


Turnbull lay where he had fallen, senses spinning, and tried to work out what was happening. Then Gill was there beside him, helping him, to sit up. “Are you all right?”


Turnbull gingerly fingered his ribs. “Something in here’s a bit—uh!—banged about. But … yes, I think I’m all right. Bruised ribs, that’s all. I was lucky. Jesus, he was strong as a horse!”


“Who … who was he?” Gill’s face was white, shocked, a pale blur of astonishment.


Turnbull got up. Lights were coming on behind curtained windows up and down the street. “Inside,” said Turnbull. “Quick! We don’t want to become a focus of attention.” But before joining Gill in the corridor, he limped over to the snow pile and fished about for a moment. Then he followed on; Gill closed the door and locked it; they went to the flat’s tiny kitchen. Almost automatically, Gill made coffee.


Pouring hot water onto brown, swirling granules, he said again, “Well, who was—”


Turnbull cut him short. “I was rather hoping you could tell me,” he said. He glanced at Gill curiously, then began examining huge bruises across his chest and down his left side. Already they were starting to darken.


“Eh?” said Gill. “How would I know? I met you for the first time this morning, and now this. You’re the Dangerman around here. It’s pretty plain to me that he was after you.” He was plausible but didn’t sound too certain. Indeed, Turnbull thought his voice sounded just a fraction more shaky than it should be, even in these circumstances.


“He could have killed me when I opened the door to him,” Turnbull said. “He almost did! But then he left me and started after you. It was you he was after and I just happened to get in his way.”


They took their coffees into the bed-sitting-room, where Turnbull put something down on a small occasional table. “What do you make of that?”


Gill picked it up. It was six inches long, blunt-tipped at one end, like a silver pocket torch or thickish fountain pen, otherwise featureless apart from a very small scar and dent halfway along its cylindrical length. Gill fingered the dent.


“A freak shot,” Turnbull told him. “I hit it in his hand. There’ll be a fistful of fingers out there in the snow. These bullets I’m using are stoppers!”


“My God!” said Gill.


“It’s a hard world, son,” Turnbull grated. But then he saw that Gill’s remark hadn’t been directed at him. Gill was staring at the thing in his hand. As he stared so it began to whir, but gratingly, like something was broken. Its blunt tip shimmered with an almost invisible vibration. Gill quickly held it away from himself, towards the table. For a moment its vibrating tip touched the dark oak of the tabletop—then sliced through like it was cheese!


Gill gave a small cry and let go of the thing. Inert, it fell to the carpet.…




CHAPTER FIVE


Gill and Turnbull came to a mutual understanding, put away the alien weapon and called the police. This action coincided with the wailing of a siren from fairly close at hand. Before the car could actually get to them, Gill went back out (covered by Turnbull from the shadows of the corridor) and gingerly retrieved a bloody finger. He had time to hide that, too, before the police began ringing the doorbell.


The two men gave identical statements:


Turnbull had been attacked by an intruder who had then threatened Gill with a gun. Re-covering from the initial attack, Turnbull had drawn the intruder back out into the street, shooting at him before he himself could be shot at. He believed he’d hit him in the hand. That was all there was to it.


A quick telephone call to Turnbull’s Minister (he was at the home of an MP in Edinburgh, returning to Killin tomorrow) had authenticated Turnbull’s identity and explained his possession of a weapon. Fingers had then been gathered up from the snow outside, substantiating the story; by then, too, it was snowing again, huge soft flakes an inch across. There was no blood to mention, and no tracks anyone could hope to follow.


By 2:45 A.M. the police were satisfied they’d covered everything and went off to make their report. They’d considered putting a guard on the house but higher authority had dissuaded them: pointless to put a minder on a minder. Gill should be safe as long as Turnbull was here. Instead they would insist on covert police protection for Turnbull’s Minister, at least until Turnbull had been recalled to the job. It could well be that the Minister had been the real target. Turnbull had pretended agreement: maybe he had been at that. But neither he nor Gill believed it.


When Turnbull and Gill were alone again and as the latter made more coffee, Turnbull growled: “Okay, Spencer, let’s talk.”


“Talk?” Gill repeated him.


“Do you know this American word, ‘meaningful’? Well, it’s time you and I had a meaningful conversation. Before, when we talked, we were finding our way, fooling around, feeling each other out. You were, anyway. I was just being me. But I was right about you: that is, I know you’re not telling everything you know about the Castle. And tonight’s little visit proves it.”


Gill was jumpy, surly. He didn’t like being squeezed into a corner. “What does it prove?”


“For one, it proves that there’s a lot more going on here than meets the eye. Was that guy tonight an alien or what? I know his weapon is!”


“I didn’t see him well enough,” said Gill. “Didn’t get close enough—thank God! And anyway I don’t know what an alien looks like. You’re right about the weapon, though. That certainly is alien. It was made where the Castle was made—where it was designed, anyway.”


“You know that for a fact?”


“No, but it’s too much of a coincidence.”


“I agree. As for our intruder”—Turnbull shrugged—”it was all too quick. He came, got spiteful, didn’t like what he’d bitten into, went. And I’m not much clued up on aliens either. But I’ll tell you one thing: he was strong!”


“We have the weapon, anyway,” said Gill, with some satisfaction. “That goes to the people upstairs.”


“Like hell!” said Turnbull. “Who the hell are the people upstairs, anyway? My boss gets it. If we’re going up against aliens, we can use the know-how.”


Gill scowled at him, yet not in antagonism. “One minute I think you’re smart,” he said, “and the next you’re a dimwit!”


“Eh?”


“What do you think your Minister will do with it if you give it to him?”


Turnbull frowned, gradually eased off. “Eventually it’ll come right back to you, right?”


“Not eventually, immediately. See, my people are your people! I had assumed you knew that. It’s how your boss and I come to know each other. Ministry of Defence. We’re not only on the same side but also the same team. Or maybe you thought I was up here solely for my health?”


Turnbull slowly nodded. “Maybe I should have guessed,” he said, “but you’re not on any list. Which makes you Cosmic. In this capacity, anyway. Top secret. Top top secret, in fact. See, I had you tied up with one or another of the intelligence services.”


“In the right place, at the right time, you’d be right,” said Gill. “We’re all hand in hand anyway. But here there’s not a lot of intelligence to gather. The Castle’s here and that’s about the only clear fact. So I’m MOD. Also, our intelligence agencies are geared for spying against other human beings—not against aliens.”


Turnbull brought out the weapon from its hiding place down the back of the settee. He sniffed suspiciously at the thing, kept it at arm’s length. “What do you make of it?”


“Busted,” said Gill, taking it from him and holding it as before. “It’s power source—its converter, anyway—is damaged. Your bullet.”


“Converter? Power source? Like a battery, you mean?”


Gill shook his head. “Have you ever used a battery-powered shaver? I shouldn’t think you have, not with your chin. Bristles like that would be too much for it. Or can you imagine a battery-powered circular saw? Running on a couple of pencil-slim flashlight batteries? Of course not! No, this thing takes its energy from somewhere else, converts it, releases it destructively here at the tip. It’s like a portable power drill—except it doesn’t need a cable. Its energy is beamed to it. It’s constantly available—like a TV picture or a radio signal. They’re there, just waiting for you to switch on the set. I think so, anyway.”


“Beamed to it,” said Turnbull, scratching his chin. “From the Castle?”


“We can only suppose so, yes.”


“For twenty months they’ve sat up there on that hillside, doing nothing, just checking us out,” said Turnbull thoughtfully. “As far as we know, anyway. So why should they suddenly decide to come on strong now? The media have got used to the idea that they’re friendly observers—if they’re there at all. Was that it, do you think? Lull us into a state of false security? Familiarity breeds contempt?”


“Like a mousetrap?”


“Eh?”


“A mousetrap sits there in the night doing nothing. The mouse has his run, which he knows intimately. All of a sudden there’s this object right in his way, something new, which he never saw before. And it appears to be harmless. It doesn’t do anything. So he approaches it from all angles, cautiously at first—and still it does nothing. Then he spots the food, the trigger. Except he doesn’t know it’s a trigger. He takes the bait, trips the spring, and …”


“Have we tripped some kind of spring?” Turnbull lifted his angular eyebrow a shade higher.


“We’ve brought tactical atomic weapons up here,” said Gill. “I think we can assume they know that. If the Castle contains aliens, that is. I mean, we don’t know that for sure. For an alien, tonight’s visitor looked pretty human to me. And his finger is … a finger!” The digit he spoke of was now in a jar in his fridge.


“That’s the other thing I’d meant to ask you,” said Turnbull. “Why?”


“The finger? Why did I want a piece of him? To give to forensic, naturally. Our forensic. Oh, the police will take prints from their bits, no doubt—but myself, I’d like a rather more in depth study.”


“You mean, just because he looked human, it doesn’t mean he was human.”


“Something like that.” Gill managed a fragile grin. “Hell, you look human!” And before Turnbull could answer: “My guess is that if that finger is from another world … well, there will have to be differences. Small, maybe, but obvious—to someone who knows what he’s looking for.”


Turnbull nodded, said, “And then of course, there’s you.”


“Me?”


“A spring-tripper,” said Turnbull, his eyes glooming on the other.
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