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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.
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Preface

I regret that the story set out in the following pages obliged me to do violence to geography at one point: the harbour of Killybege had to be transferred south to the coast of Clare.

My grateful thanks are due to Monsignor Padraig de Brún for showing me the beauty of the West of Ireland in the first place, for putting me to rights on questions of Irish usage, and for conjuring up at a moment’s notice an otherwise unobtainable map of the island of Inishvickillane, which he and Professor John Busteed drew up many years ago.



	Cambridge: March 1959.

	F. H.






Prologue

Arthur Grafton Mitchell, aged thirty-one, youngest Fellow of the Royal Society, was dining alone at the George and Vulture in Lombard Street. He had just received an invitation to deliver the Ellerman Lectures for the year 1959 at Princeton University, on a subject related to the chemistry of living material. The honour of the invitation, the remuneration, the dinner he had just eaten, all combined to give Mitchell a sense of great well-being as he lingered over his coffee.

His attention was caught by a strikingly handsome trio at a table immediately close by, two girls and a man. Almost without intent, he began to pick up the threads of a bubbling conversation. Witty scatterbrains, Irish apparently. Then for a moment the swirling torrent of words subsided to an interchange between one of the girls and the man on a problem in the theory of protein structure. This was a problem that Mitchell knew more than a little about. Thunderstruck at the strangers’ extreme depth of perception, Mitchell walked the short distance to their table.


[image: image]


CHAPTER ONE

Twelve Years Later

The Old Man was in a regular stew. So much had been clear to Geoffrey Holtum, his private secretary, from a short conversation over the telephone. It was a fair inference that the appalling Irish problem must have something to do with the P.M.’s state of mind. But why should the crisis be any worse in that particular direction than it had been yesterday, or last week, or last year for that matter?

Holtum knocked lightly on the sanctum door. “Come in,” boomed the Prime Minister. “Thank heaven you’re back, Geoffrey,” he went on, “just in time to keep me out of the clutches of the psychiatrists.”

“What’s happened, sir?”

“What’s happened! This!” The Prime Minister brought his fist down with a thump on a large typescript that lay in front of him. Then he picked it up and brandished the pages in Holtum’s face.

“This damned stuff. It may be the most significant document that has ever come into my hands, or it may be just a tissue of rubbish. I simply don’t know which.”

“But what——?”

“What is it? Nothing short of a complete explanation of the whole I.C.E. mystery. That’s what it claims to be!”

“Whew! But how——?”

“How did it come into my hands? Listen!”

Holtum wondered when he had ever done anything else but listen to the P.M.

“About a year ago, one of our Intelligence people had a brain-storm, not a bad idea really. Instead of continuing to send our normal agents into Ireland, he got hold of a young chap from Cambridge, a clever fellow, science and mathematics and all that sort of stuff, name of Thomas Sherwood, from a Devon farming family, good solid yeoman stock. I’ve had a very complete investigation of him carried out by Intelligence.” The Prime Minister lifted a large file, and then dropped it back again on the desk top.

“Judging from what Intelligence say, I’d swear that Sherwood is absolutely one hundred per cent reliable. Yet on his own admission he’s now completely gone over to I.C.E.! Then, having sold out on us, he proceeds to send me this report, which is absolutely tremendous in its implications, if it happens to be true.”

“Does he give any reasons, sir?”

“In heaven’s name, yes! I wouldn’t blame him for selling his soul to the devil, if what he says in here is true.”

“But is there any conceivable motive for sending the report?”

“You know perfectly well that together with the Americans and the Russians we’re now working up quite a pressure on I.C.E. If I believed in the veracity of Sherwood’s report, I’d instantly recommend that this policy be scrapped forthwith.”

Holtum whistled. “And so it might be a colossal bluff.”

“Or it might be a warning. I don’t know which.”

“But surely in the course of such an extensive document it must become clear whether this man Sherwood is on the level or not?”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to ask you to judge for yourself, Geoffrey my boy. I’ve already arrived at an opinion myself. So I’m not going to say anything more that might prejudice you on the main issue.

“I’ve got an additional copy of the report. I want you to take it away. Go where you can read it quietly without interruption. And take this Intelligence stuff as well.” The Prime Minister handed over a couple of fat folders.

“Don’t waste any time checking on the facts. I’ve done that already. Everything is impeccably correct. We even know that some rather peculiar people who appear in the story really do exist. We have this on the testimony of a certain internationally famous pianist, whose name I won’t mention. He was invited to give a series of concerts at I.C.E., in the course of which he met, albeit rather briefly, some of the high-ups in the organisation. Strange that we should have to rely on a musician for our best information. Shows what a beating our Intelligence Service has taken from these I.C.E. people.

“Remember, above all, that you’re dealing with a very astute young man. Remember that he may even be adept at telling the truth in a way that gives a wholly false impression.”

“You mean, sir, that it’s more a question of character than of logic?”

“Exactly so. Try to get yourself into this fellow’s mind. You’re fairly well of an age together. You should be able to judge him better than I can.”

Holtum dined at a quiet restaurant, a well-filled brief-case at his side. He took a taxi to his apartment. With a large pot of fresh coffee, he pulled out the P.M.’s bundle of papers. A sip of Cointreau first, and he took up the first page.


CHAPTER TWO

Preliminaries in London

From my school in Ashburton, Devon, I won a Major Scholarship in Mathematics at Trinity College, Cambridge. I took my B.A. degree in June 1969, specialising in my final Tripos in Algebra, Functional Analysis, and Topology. This is relevant to what is to follow.

By the early summer of 1970 I was well started in research, on a problem in the theory of infinite groups. I was just turning over in my mind what I would like to do during the summer vacation, when I received a curious letter from an address in Whitehall. The letter offered interesting employment for the months of July and August. The writer was wholly inexplicit, however, about the nature of the employment. No doubt I would have ignored this communication altogether had it not been for one slightly singular feature. I was informed that, if I were so minded as to accept the invitation, an appointment would be available at 1.15 p.m. sharp on 27th June. The signature was entirely illegible.

There were several things that I wanted to do in London, so I decided that nothing would be lost by finding out what manner of civil servant would fix an appointment during the lunch hour. Was a fat man on a slimming diet? So I wrote in return that I would present myself at the agreed time. I received a second letter describing the particular office I was to ask for, the signature being quite as illegible as before.

I was welcomed by a very nice-looking brunette.

“Ah, Mr. Sherwood,” she said with a smile. “You are to come this way.”

We walked possibly three hundred yards along a multitude of corridors, and we climbed possibly two hundred feet up and down staircases before we reached a place that looked more like a private den than a public office. A very sunburned, rubbery, bald little man of about sixty motioned me to a chair. His face was weatherbeaten, his temples were creased by a multitude of wrinkles, and his teeth were tightly clamped on a huge meerschaum.

He puffed away for a minute, staring hard at me the while. Then he broke into a chuckle:

“Well, well, Mr. Sherwood, so you fell for the old 1.15 trick after all!”

“I’m only too glad to hear that the trick wasn’t just a trivial oversight, Mr.——?”

“Parsonage, Percy Parsonage at your service.”

There was a knock, and the brunette came in with a tray.

“Lunch for Mr. Sherwood,” she explained.

“That’s right, feed him,” nodded Parsonage. “I won’t eat, myself—didn’t breakfast until eleven-thirty.”

I had just taken my first mouthful, when he asked: “And how would you like to make a trip to Ireland?”

I swallowed carefully. “From all I hear of Ireland, a man might get himself killed a score of times a week—in your line of business, Mr. Parsonage!”

“And what would you know of my business?”

“Nothing at all. That’s why it would be foolish of me to agree to go to Ireland on your behalf.”

Papa Percy (as I soon learned him to be called) picked up his great pipe, and said:

“I wouldn’t have put you down as the sort of young man to turn aside at a suggestion of danger.”

“That would depend on whether the danger were of my own making or not.”

Thoughtfully Parsonage moved to a wall on which a large map of Ireland was hung. Prodding it, he said:

“Let me show you the cordon beyond which no ordinary visitor to Ireland may penetrate, beyond which even no Irishman may pass unless he has satisfied the most rigorous security check. See how it runs, from Tarbert, in the north, to Athea, south to Kanturk, and beyond directly over the Boggerath Mountains to Macroom and Dunmanway. See how it bends here to the sea in Dunmanus Bay.”

For a moment he puffed furiously, and then went on: “Within this tight wall incredible things are happening. The main activity seems to be confined in the central peninsula of Kerry immediately to the south of Caragh Lake—where Ossian is said to have once ridden over the western mountains to the Land of Youth.

“Now, Mr. Sherwood, I would like to send you on an absolutely individual mission. The last thing I want you to do is to get mixed up with the usual espionage work, ours or anyone else’s. Every nation on earth is directing ninety-five per cent of its under-cover activity to Ireland. The place is simply crawling with agents. And the Irish themselves have naturally started an intense counter-espionage drive.”

“I don’t see any niche in all this that seems specially designed for me,” I said between mouthfuls.

“I sincerely hope not. Ireland is a fantastic maelstrom of intelligently organised thuggery. If you’re unfortunate enough to get mixed up in it you’ll be lucky to stay alive even for a couple of days.”

A chicken bone seemed to get stuck in my throat.

“Don’t get impatient,” said Papa Percy. “In my roundabout way I’m gradually coming to the point. Here, take a look at these.”

He took three documents from a small safe and flung them down on the table at my side. The first was concerned with a bacteriological topic, the second was a plan of something that looked superficially like a furnace. The third was mathematical in form, more in my line. When I began reading it in detail, Parsonage roared:

“Don’t bother. It’s arrant nonsense. Let me tell you something about this one.” He picked up the first document. “It was obtained in a most desperate operation. Two of my best men were killed. Yet it contains nothing but rubbish.” He strode about the room munching mightily on the meerschaum.

“You see, all our ideas of Intelligence work simply go by the board when we have to deal with this scientific stuff.” He flourished the papers. “Our men can’t tell whether this is genuine or not. All they can do is fight to get hold of it, and fight they do, often dying in the process.”

“So you want me to vet things? I’m not really enough of a scientist, you know.”

“I want much more than that! Suppose this junk was genuine. How much would it tell us? Just a little about what was going on in there.” He pointed to the wall map with his pipe. “No, I want more than that, very much more. I’m going to give you a lecture. Don’t interrupt! How much do you know about I.C.E.? Only a little, I’ll warrant. None of us knows very much, for that matter. I’ll tell you what I know.” The little man made an odd sight as he marched around, belching clouds of smoke, his hands behind his back.

“Pour me some coffee,” he bellowed.

“I.C.E., the Industrial Corporation of Eire, came into being some twelve years ago. A small group of very able scientists approached the Government of Eire with what seemed an entirely straightforward proposition. Their proposal was to establish an industry for the extraction of a range of chemicals from the organic material in peat—turf, as the Irish call it. Since their initial capital was rather small it was requested that they be allowed to plough back all profit for a period of ten years, after which normal taxes would be paid, subject to a maximum payment of five million pounds in any one year. This seemed tolerably reasonable to the Irish Government, and it was accordingly agreed to.

“Within a short time, I.C.E. was producing an amazing range of valuable chemicals, ostensibly from turf as raw material, although whether this was really so is open to doubt. At British chemical concerns there were many red faces, I understand, during this phase in the history of I.C.E. Still, no one thought anything really remarkable was happening. All was to be explained in terms of the ingenuity of a few really clever fellows, fellows who intended to acquire for themselves a large slice of cake, and who were very sensibly cutting it outside the taxation laws of the United Kingdom.

“Profits increased rapidly. The Irish were regretting the terms of their agreement, when I.C.E. acquired enormous local goodwill by voluntarily paying to the Government the sum of two million pounds. This was in their fourth year, just before the coup on which the real basis of their expansion was founded.”

“You mean the contraceptive pill,” I remarked.

“Yes, the contraceptive pill. Just what the world’s population problem needed. Sales were vast beyond precedent. By the end of the eighth year the capital resources of I.C.E. exceeded the thousand million mark.”

“I’ve never understood how it came about that the Church didn’t stop it. The contraceptive business, I mean.”

“Ridicule, my boy. If I may parody the poet Schiller: ‘Against laughter even the Hierarchy fights in vain.’ Think of it, contraceptives from turf! For decades the Church had fulminated against their use, while, all the time, outside every cottage there’d been piled a whole mountain of the stuff!

“As a matter of some interest, and as an indication of the perversity of mankind, the birth-rate in Ireland has actually risen since the use of contraceptives became widespread there. Pour me another cup.”

Parsonage swallowed the coffee at a gulp, and went on with his lecture.

“Where were we? Still six years in the past. From every point of view this was the critical stage in the development of I.C.E. The emphasis began to change from chemistry to physics. Unobtrusively, physicists and mathematicians were offered attractive positions and the number who accepted the flattering offers was not insubstantial. The volume of scientific immigrants has steadily increased and is still increasing.”

“Doesn’t this immigration give an ideal opportunity for finding out what’s going on? By sending in a few of your own fellows, I mean.”

“You might well think so. Most of what little we know has come that way, but our efforts seem to disappear like rain in a desert. These people are devilishly clever. They’ve made very few mistakes. They seem to know just who they can trust and who they can’t.

“Six years ago I.C.E. began importing metals. As I was saying, this coincided with a marked shift from the chemical to the physical side, all of which culminated a little more than a year ago in a chain of commercially working thermonuclear reactors.”

I whistled in astonishment. Research in the thermonuclear field is of course a large classified subject, so I had no precise knowledge of how things were going here in Britain, or in the U.S., or elsewhere. But it was an open secret that the whole business was turning out to be a pretty sticky proposition.

“How should this be possible?”

Parsonage put down his pipe with a flourish. There was a shower of sparks, which I made haste to quench.

“Now we come to the kernel of the whole infernal business. How was it possible? That’s just what I want you to find out!” He glared at me with a fierce intensity. “Mark my words carefully. It isn’t at all that I want you to find out the technical solution of the thermonuclear business. If you do find out, well and good, but on no account must that be your main aim.”

“I see through a glass darkly,” I managed to interject. Parsonage fairly danced as he stood in front of me.

“See here—a man has £1,000. By playing the stock markets he becomes a millionaire within five years. Don’t laugh, it can be done, if you can forecast correctly just what is going to happen. That is what I.C.E. has done! See how they built this reactor! No extensive preliminary research, just a systematic manufacture of all the relevant components. Sherwood my boy, this is the crux of the affair. How did they know beforehand so unerringly just what they were going to do? That’s what I want you to find out. Don’t worry your head about technical details, about secret agents, about anything other than the principle of the thing. How do they know?”

At last I had a glimpse of what Papa Percy was driving at.

“But why me?”

“Why not?”

As I pondered this impossible reply, he went on: “What qualifications are needed, you’ve got.” (Something was wrong with the grammar.) “Just as a baby picks up his mother tongue, so a young man of your age picks up information. You are highly trained in the right sort of thinking. This is a logical problem, not one of scientific or engineering detail.”

He tapped the map.

“The scene is set in wild country. You’re a country lad; a townsman might find himself in trouble over there. What else?” As I pondered things, he stuffed great fingerfuls of tobacco into his pipe. In spite of a riotous confusion of expression, Parsonage had driven home his point.

“So what you want is the logical tap root …” I got no further.

“Right-right-right-ad infinitum! The tap root is what I want, the power source, the driving force. Now you have it, my boy.

“Don’t imagine this to be one of your academic exercises. Five years ago it was an academic exercise. We could have moved our troops into Ireland then. We could have taken I.C.E. slowly apart, piece by piece. But we can’t do that today, nor can the Americans or the Russians.”

“I can’t see why not, if you really don’t mind being drastic.”

“Think, young feller. Use your sconce-piece. When you find someone far ahead of you in one line of business, you can bet a king’s ransom to a tin of fishing bait that he will also be ahead of you in other lines, avenues, by-ways, conduits, or what you will. If I.C.E. can make a thermonuclear reactor they can make an I.C.B.M. If they can make a contraceptive pill, they can make a pill that would make us all die of laughter.”

Parsonage stood before the map, legs apart, defying all laws relating to the smokeless zone.

“We can smuggle you into Ireland through the usual pipe-line, or you may prefer to travel more openly. That’s for you to decide. Go away for a couple of days, think about it. Need any money?”

I nodded, and he offered me a bundle of notes. I said: “Not so much, about fifteen pounds only. I’m not going to make myself conspicuous. I might as well begin straight away.”

There was one question I would have liked to ask, but my nerve failed. I have always understood that the main danger to an agent comes from his own people. I feared that Parsonage and his pipe might explode if I were to ask him if this were really so.

Nor did I tell him that it had been my dearest wish to get a chance to visit Ireland. I had been pondering precisely the question whether my funds would run to such a trip when his first letter had arrived.

Nor did I tell him later that besides buying a few necessary articles I contrived with his fifteen pounds to take out twice the brunette from his office.
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