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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


Just as in the first half of the twentieth century there existed many thousands of “ham” radio engineers who spent most of their spare time transmitting amateur radio programmes and discussing various radio topics with each other, sometimes at opposite ends of the world, so in the second half of the twentieth century there sprang up a new order of fanatics. In the main these young men and women were concerned with the transmission of monochrome and colour television, and indeed, towards the end of 1970 they were sending each other endless scenes in three dimensions which did not in any way interfere with the normal television bands.


Curtis Drew however, a brilliant television engineer, was not by any means satisfied with the simple exchange of the three-dimensional projections across intervening miles. He wanted a great deal more — preferably something that would finally turn him in a great deal of money. As yet he was only young — thirty — and he felt that with the undoubted skill he possessed something worthwhile should be made to arise from this constant spare-time devotion to an extremely absorbing hobby.


Curtis Drew was not alone in his belief. By his side there constantly worked his sister Christine, and his friend since schooldays, Dick Englefield. All three of them were more or less as “crazy” as each other, but all three had this one singleness of purpose — that they ought to be able to eventually rake in some kind of financial return for the expenditure of energy and cash which their absorbing hobby demanded.


It was Christine who finally developed a quite logical idea. Her normal occupation was on the clerical side of one of the city’s biggest hospitals. In this capacity she had been enabled to see many of the private reports submitted by surgeons and others of the medical fraternity for recording purposes, and she had not been slow to appreciate that even in these days of 1970 there were many barriers in the way of supreme surgical achievement. And it was from this that her idea had undoubtedly stemmed.


“Why,” she asked her brother, when the idea had fully matured, “do you not convert television processes to the more important field of surgery? By that I mean devise some process by which surgeons may be enabled to see clearly inside a human body. See exactly what is wrong with it, and therefore know what needs doing to repair it. I know there are X-rays and those kinds of devices, but nowadays even those are very antiquated. It seems to me there ought to be some process by which a surgeon should be able to see an interior organ, and have it reflected with perfect clarity on to some kind of screen, whereby he can assess in absolute detail just what is needed to put it right. In much the same fashion as an engineer is enabled to study the insides of metals and the strains and stresses that they will take, all by scientific equipment. By that means bridges and other engineering constructions are absolutely safe — but no such thing seems to exist to help the surgeon.”


There was no gainsaying the fact that the idea was an extremely good one and Curtis Drew was not slow either in seeing the financial possibilities that might accrue from such an invention, if only he could perfect it. Immediately he went to work to study all the processes of television, both on the transmission and the dimensional side, and from it there emerged in 1971 what he was pleased to call his Z-ray. Up to this point he had not explained either to his sister or Dick Englefield what he was trying to do. They had merely continued with their ordinary television transmissions and left Curtis to his own devices. But finally there came the day when, with proud triumph in his voice, Curtis announced that he had perfected his extraordinary invention.


“I don’t see why you couldn’t have told us something about it,” Christine objected, on the evening which he had set apart for his demonstration. “After all, we’re in this up to the neck as much as you are.”


“To a certain extent, Chris,” Curtis corrected. “This is entirely my own invention when you’ve said and done all—so I’m afraid I don’t see quite eye to eye with the ‘all of us’ angle.”


Christine gave Dick Englefield a glance. Dick was big, burly—good-humoured to a degree—and for that matter Christine too was a girl of extremely equable temperament, except when dealing with her brother. She knew better than anybody else his immense, over-riding ambition and she also knew that if he ever did get his hands on a source of extreme power there would be no stopping him. She and Curtis Drew were both dark and extremely intelligent, but whereas Christine had a definitely womanly sweetness about her, there was in Curtis a brusqueness of style and an acidity of tongue which made of him by no means an easy man to understand.


“The one-for-all and all-for-one technique applies only to the television department,” he said after a moment or two. “This stunt, if it works, is entirely mine. Now I’d better give you an outline of what I’ve been doing all these weeks. Later on, if I can, I’ll try and give you a demonstration.”


“Why do you say ‘if you can’?” Dick Englefield asked, in surprise. “Haven’t you worked on the thing long enough to know whether it operates or not?”


“I’m perfectly sure that it will operate, but so far I have been concerned mainly with the mechanics and haven’t yet experimented on a living creature to see if it functions in the way I believe it should do. To get back to the point, however—the basis of my Z-ray came into being when I was studying, quite by chance, a drawing of a lunar eclipse. You are both aware that during a lunar eclipse there are two shadows, the false shadow and the true—better known in technical language as the penumbra and umbra. The penumbra is the false shadow cast by the moon and the umbra is the real shadow of the eclipse itself. In other words the penumbra is the area of diffusion which exists outside the true shadow cone.”


“I quite fail to see,” Christine remarked, “how the penumbra-umbra lunar shadow could give you the basis of your idea. It isn’t even related to radiative transmission in any way.”


“As to that,” Curtis answered, “it depends what kind of a mind you’ve got and how far you can visualise the ultimate outcome of a scientific basis. Now for the sake of our little illustration, let us imagine that the umbra, or true shadow, is the Z-ray which my apparatus will send forth. Clear, so far?”


Christine and Dick Englefield both nodded together.


“Very well. This Z-ray beam is what one might call an exciter radiation. When it strikes an object, even if that object be within another object, it energises the light photons which it — the Z-ray — carries with it on its journey to the object in question. That is based on the principle of a luminous object, shining by reason of the fact that during the daylight hours it has absorbed a great quantity of light photons, which it re-radiates in the darkness. So this Z-ray strikes our object and immediately our object is lighted up. Your immediate reply to that will be that lighting up an object inside another object is of no use at all because it cannot be seen — and my reply would be, how right you are!


“I very soon appreciated this fact when I devised the Z-ray. It immediately became obvious that something more was needed. It was then that I hit upon the idea of an electronic reflecting beam. This beam acts on the principle of a mirror reflecting a light. For instance, if you reflect a light from a mirror it strikes the point required and is then reflected back again at exactly the same angle as it is transmitted. Forming, in other words, a V-shaped design.


“This electronic beam, then, operates at the same time as the Z-ray and travels to the same object. This electronic beam also has another property by which it limits the extent to which the Z-ray can travel, thereby making it capable of being focussed at any particular point, be it near or far. What happens is — the electronic beam decides what the objective is to be — or at least I decide it for it — and when it reaches that objective it forms an invisible barrier in the ether, which, of course, exists everywhere and is the transmitter of all radiations. That means that when the Z-ray strikes this barrier in the ether—which is also the pre-determined objective—it cannot go any further; it must illuminate that one particular point that the electronic beam has in focus.


“Now it is obviously logical that the reflection from the electronic beam must go somewhere. You cannot stop a thing dead or have it absorbed or re-dissipated. Just as in the case of a mirror you cannot reflect a light and not expect it to go anywhere. It is immediately re-distributed in various light waves from the original source. So it is with this electronic beam. When it strikes the objective it is immediately reflected back again at exactly the same angle at which it was projected, forming again a perfect V-shape in absolutely straight lines. So then our whole construction looks rather like an electronic beam being a ‘V’, that is transmission point, point of incidence, and point of reception — the transmission and reception points forming the two top points of the V, and the objective forming the base of the V, whilst the Z-ray goes straight down the centre and strikes the bottom point of the V …”


“I think,” Christine said, pondering, “that I begin to grasp what you mean. You transmit the electronic and Z-rays simultaneously and when the objective is reached it is energised into being illuminated, and the reflecting electronic beam directs the image up the ‘reflection’ path — or in other words the opposite arm of the V, back to the receiving point. Is that what you mean?”


“That’s it,” Curtis assented, nodding. With that he turned aside to the apparatus nearby and proceeded to indicate it. With interest Christine and Dick Englefield studied the equipment. They had of course seen it in the process of construction during the past weeks, but this was the first time that they had had the opportunity of seeing it in its finished state.


Altogether it comprised three separate sets of equipment. On the left stood the complicated receiving apparatus, and two feet away from it in the centre was the transmitter for the Z-ray, whilst two feet further away on the right was the transmitter for the electronic beam. The transmitter and receiver for the electronic beam were turned slightly inwards on their universal mountings, whilst the Z-ray transmitter faced exactly frontwards. All three were supported on heavily greased double rails which made them capable of being pushed closer together or spread wider apart, by which means it was assumed that Curtis would be able to maintain full control over them as he examined whatever objective he had in mind.


“Pretty cumbersome stuff,” was Dick Englefield’s comment after a while, and Curtis gave him a glance.


“No more cumbersome than the X-ray equipment used in modern laboratories and hospitals. The main factor in the basis of this apparatus is, that the nearer the objective, the sharper the inward convergence of the transmitter and receiver for the electronic beam. However, as near as I have been able to work it out in mathematics, it should be possible to get a correct convergence on an object three feet away, and if what I believe of this apparatus is true it should mean that an exact picture of anything internal will be reflected up the electronic beam to the screen which you see on the receiver there. Incidentally, as in television or radio, the image picked up is entirely electronic and the necessary transformers rebuild it back into its original material form, if I may call it such.”


“There’s one point I don’t quite get,” Christine remarked, as she went round the back of the equipment and pondered its infinite complication, “and that is how you control this Z-ray so that it can go through one solid and yet stop it short at another one. Surely for that kind of work it must have many of the properties of the X-ray?”


“Definitely it has,” Curtis assented. “As to why it can pass through one solid and yet be stopped by another. I thought I had made it clear when I said that the electronic beam is the means by which the Z-ray is limited in its distance. Electronic beams take no cognizance of solids whatever; they simply operate upon ether. Therefore, if our objective — for example’s sake — be a hundred feet away, I set the electronic beam for one hundred feet. At the same time I also put in operation the equipment which gives me the exact angle at which the transmitter must be turned to cover that one hundred feet and make certain that the Z-ray will also reach the objective at the exact point.


“Now, when that electronic beam has travelled the hundred feet it will set up a barrier in the ether through which the Z-ray cannot pass. At that hundred-foot distance the Z-ray excites the light photons of the object decided upon, and the electronic beam, reflecting itself up the other arm of the beam, carries the image which the Z-ray has illuminated, and the finished result appears on the screen there. It is all a matter of electronics and etheric reflections. A lot of it is used in television to-day and this is merely a modification of the basic principles.


“The Z-ray, if it were not blocked by this etheric barrier set up by the electronic beam, would go on travelling forever, or at least something approaching that. What I mean is, it goes straight through all solids and having got power enough it would finally leave the Earth altogether in a straight line and go right out into outer space. Nothing can stop its penetrating qualities except the ether barrier which the electronic beam instantly creates.”


“Well,” Dick Englefield said, scratching the back of his head, “I have to admit that it’s a darned good idea, even though I only half understand it. How about a demonstration?”


Curtis nodded promptly. “That is exactly the reason why I asked you and Sis to be here early to-night. To get the best results we obviously need to look inside a living object, and I cannot use myself as the subject—though I would willingly do so—because I have to operate the mechanism. So it is up to either you or Sis to be a volunteer. If Sis were my brother instead of my sister I’d tell her to get on with the job, or else! But since she’s a woman,” Curtis grinned, “she may not be quite so willing to have this beam start putting a floodlight inside her.”


Christine shrugged. “I haven’t the least objection.”


“I’ll do it,” Dick Englefield volunteered, “mainly for the simple reason that you might be able to tell me why I keep getting pains in the chest just lately. Either it’s indigestion or else a bad heart—I don’t know which—so perhaps this Z-ray apparatus of yours might be able to make the thing clear. Where do I stand?”


Curtis indicated the square metal plate directly in front of the Z-ray apparatus, at a distance of about two feet from it. Dick lounged across to it, stood in position and then waited.


“Just so long as I’m not supposed to strip as well, I’m quite happy,” he commented, with a wry smile.


“No need for that,” Curtis told him, busy with the switchboard. “Just stand as you are and the Z-ray will penetrate clothes, bone, flesh, and all the lot. You won’t feel anything at all, not even a suggestion of warmth, yet on the screen here there should be an exact reflection of everything the Z-ray is looking at.”


Christine sat down slowly and waited, definitely absorbed by this miracle that her brother’s keen mind had devised. Certainly she had never suspected when she had mentioned the medical angle that such an abstrusely brilliant contrivance would have emerged. Then the small generator began to hum and her interest immediately began to liven. She smiled across at Dick as he saluted solemnly and watched the blunt-nosed snout of the Z-ray equipment facing directly at him. Curtis, for his part, was busy with the mathematical calculator. This was linked to the apparatus which gave him the necessary angles and positions for the electronic transmitter and receiver. At last he was ready and gave Dick an enquiring glance.


“There’s just one thing,” Dick said, slowly, before he gave acquiescence to start.


“Well?” Curtis looked irritated for he had just been about to switch the apparatus into operation.


“How do we all stand if this thing turns out to be a success?” Dick enquired. “You have invented it, and I am the guinea pig. Though I don’t doubt that you’ve worked this thing out to the last scientific decimal, there does remain the possibility that something might go wrong and I might get bumped off — therefore it may be considered that I’m taking a risk with my life and I feel that it entitles me to a certain amount of financial profit if the invention should prove to be successful. For there’s no doubt that if it is the medical world will snap it up in a moment and the reimbursement for such a device would undoubtedly be considerable. You can’t blame me for acting as a business man before you put the experiment into full swing.”


Curtis shrugged. “All right, if that’s the way you feel about it. I don’t blame you, of course; in your position I would probably do the same thing. I suggest that if the thing is worth while and does all that I think it will — that we split whatever is likely to accrue from it in three directions. Yourself, and of course, Christine, and myself. How’s that?”


“Sounds fair enough,” Christine admitted, but she did not add that she would have liked it in writing. Knowing her brother as well as she did she was not inclined to take him on the same face value as Dick was.


“That weighty matter being settled,” Curtis remarked drily, “are we ready to commence?”


Dick nodded. “Shoot, father, I am not afraid.”


With that Curtis jammed home the master switch which transferred the power to the electronic transmitter and also the Z-ray projector. Nothing was visibly emanating from either instrument, and as far as Dick himself was concerned he just stood unconcernedly, hands pushed in the pockets of his loose sports jacket as he waited for something to happen. Christine and her brother at the front of the apparatus concentrated their attention on the main screen fitted to the electronic receiver.


Seconds passed and nothing happened. The apparatus droned on steadily and as the screen still remained blank—or rather it was filled with a puzzling mass of waving lines—Curtis began to show the first signs of obvious bafflement. He began a quick checking of the apparatus, studying the switches and inspecting meters, making sure that everything was exactly as it should be. Even so nothing appeared on the screen as the seconds lengthened into a minute and then two minutes. Dick, watching, could easily tell that something was the matter and he raised his eyebrows enquiringly.


“What’s the trouble?” he enquired. “Aren’t you getting my wavelengths?”


Curtis gave him a brief glance. “Frankly I just can’t understand it. There ought to be a complete recording here, yet there isn’t a single sign of anything at all. I must have slipped up badly somewhere, but for the life of me I can’t imagine where it can be.”


“All that trouble for nothing,” Dick sighed, relaxing and coming away from the transmission plate. “Not that I’m finding any fault with your scientific abilities, Curt, because I know only too well what you can do. Evidently the set-up on paper is a very different thing when you start to do it in practice. Want me to help you have a look and see if we can check what’s the matter with it?”


Curtis shook his head briefly. “No thanks, I can handle this entirely by myself. You and Chris go back to your television stuff and leave me to puzzle out what’s gone wrong here.”


Accustomed to his abrupt manner when annoyed or puzzled neither Dick nor Christine took umbrage at Curtis’ manner. They wandered across to the television equipment and Christine settled herself. She seemed quite prepared to carry on with their normal amateur television broadcasts, but plainly Dick was not that way inclined. The puzzle of the new-fangled apparatus which had not functioned as it should was still on his mind. He went back to where Curtis was standing looking at the meters intently. The power was still running and, as far as Dick could tell, the apparatus was therefore still in action.


“I don’t know anything about the equipment,” Dick said, in a half-apologetic voice, “but are you sure that you’ve got the distance and everything else exactly right? I imagine an apparatus as sensitive as this will have to be correct to within a thirty-secondth of an inch to make it work in the way that you hope.”


“Is that meant to imply that I don’t know what I’m doing?” Curtis asked, glancing at him coldly.


“No, nothing like that, I’m just trying to be helpful, and you don’t have to take that attitude either!”


Just for a moment an angry glint smouldered in Dick’s blue eyes then it died away again as Curtis gave a rueful smile.


“Sorry,” he apologised, clapping Dick on the shoulders. “I’m too darned worried to choose my words carefully. I was convinced I’d got this thing exactly right, yet all we can get on the screen is an electronic translation of the transmission itself, which, of course, is absolutely pointless.”


Dick nodded and took a few paces forward to examine the equipment. He did not notice as he moved that his foot caught under one of the many thick cables snaking about the laboratory floor. He only realised what he had done when he stumbled forward and accidentally caught the electronic transmitter with his shoulder. Immediately the heavy apparatus swung through a quarter circle on its universal mountings. Since it was automatically geared to the receiver, the receiver also moved inwards by a quarter of a turn which meant that the original angle that had been set was now hopelessly awry.


“For God’s sake take care of what you’re doing,” Curtis cried in anger. “Next thing we know you’ll knock the whole damned apparatus to bits! Why can’t you——”


Curtis broke off in mid-sentence, his eyes fixed on the screen and his expression one of breathless wonder. Dick slowly straightened up and when he too saw what was on the screen he gave a gasp of amazement and then stared fixedly. Christine, noting the sudden silence of the two men, glanced over her shoulder, rose to her feet, and came across to where they were standing. In silent amazement all three of them watched the scene depicted on the receiving end of the electronic apparatus. It depicted some nameless main street which could have been anywhere, and it was plainly evening. Overhead were the normal high-powered daylight tubes used in these days on all main traffic ways, and on either side of the street were the brightly lighted windows of shops, which, though closed, were still displaying their wares. Along the pavements men and women jostled or passed each other, or stopped to do some window gazing, apparently walking right into the camera range then melting away as they passed beyond focus of the uncanny instrument. But where was this place? And why in the name of wonder had it suddenly appeared on this screen which was supposed to be designed for close range examination?
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