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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


RECLINING comfortably three feet in the air, with his robo-dressers scurrying in silent deftness around him, Richard Makepeace Kirby struggled with the weighty problem of deciding whether to take the .1 needle gun or his new variable-aperture flarer to the forthcoming party. He pushed the problem away to be solved later and said to Molly: “We’ve been married for—what is it—four days now? Do you want a divorce for this party tonight or shall we stay married for a bit?”


“My vote says we stay married.” Molly walked slowly from her dressing room. “And I was thinking we ought to have had a baby by now.”


Kirby said casually: “Sure.”


“After all, that Margot Bailey bought one the day she married that thin young architect; I forget his name.”


“That wasn’t her last, was it?”


“No. Three ago.”


“His name was Jim. All right then, Molly, why don’t you drop by the B.E. tomorrow and pick one out.” He chuckled suddenly and a robo-dresser seized the chance of running the pin-stripe trousers on to his legs. “I don’t have to remind you we’ll have to stay married for a year. Can you stand that?”


Molly put the foot-long ivory cigarette holder into the corner of her mouth and said: “I don’t like the way you say that, Dick. Of course I don’t mind.”


“Ah, but,” said Kirby, “will I?”


“You’d damn well better not! I’ve a good mind to go right down to the B.E. this minute and buy a baby——”


“Hold it! Hold it!” Kirby sat up, his body moving against the magnegrav field without conscious effort. He looked across the bent backs of the temporarily baffled robots at Molly. “We take off for this party in thirty minutes.”


Molly coughed on her cigarette holder. “Ow!” she wailed. “I’ve no idea what fancy dress to wear. I came in to see if you had any suggestions.” Molly was wearing a petulantly perplexed expression and nothing else.


Kirby said: “I have, but thirty minutes isn’t long enough. And I won’t suggest you go as you are. Remember Alice Evans?”


They both laughed with tired, malicious amusement. The Set was still giggling over poor Alice and her dramatic entry to a party. At one of the incessantly regular parties she appeared as Eve-before-snake until the U.V.’s caught her nude back and everyone could read a certain suggestion some joker had scrawled there in fluorescent crayon. Abdul Rahman had shouted above the uproar: “Take the snake’s advice, Alice—cover up!” The joke had gone the rounds and been fresh for a whole week.


“Anyway,” continued Molly, dragging her half-practical half-butterfly mind back on to her own problems, “what are those ghastly objects you’re wearing? What are you supposed to be?”


Kirby recognised Molly’s gambit. In only four days of marriage he had learned more about her than all their previous three-week acquaintanceship, which was as should be, he had decided luxuriously more than once. He smiled and the robo-dressers took their chance and ran the black frock coat up his arms and settled it neatly about his wide shoulders. He rolled off the magnegrav couch and stood up. He spread his arms out and twirled on tiptoes.


“You look like some dam’ great vulture,” Molly said.


“Flattery comes naturally to you, my dear.” Kirby had to move his head half-an-inch to allow the robo-dresser’s aim to settle the silk hat on his head and he frowned and made a mental note to send the thing for adjustment. “I am a symbol of a vanished age, a romantic figure from the past, a——”


“A bag of wind. And time’s running out.”


“I’m a Twentieth Century capitalist,” Kirby said shortly, obscurely annoyed that Molly had effectively punctured his little pantomime. He might have done better to have married Yolande; at least she had no brains, and brains in a woman of The Set were a proven emotional hazard. Five minutes with Molly proved that.


“One of those,” Molly said, tapping cigarette ash into the suction floor gratings, “from Earth, I suppose?”


“Oh, surely. Old ancestral home and stuff like that.”


“Thank you. Dick. I shall go as a Twenty-First century TV personality. All you need is a contrast make-up and a sheath. I remember that from school.”


“Well hurry it up. I have to meet Alec, don’t forget. Haven’t seen him in two years.”


“Alec! Oh, wonderful! My sister June was married to him for a week. Didn’t work. But I blame June “


“Go, go, go!” shouted Kirby. He pointed at the door and made shooing motions. Molly, pouting, went.


The unaccustomed clothes did not chafe Kirby as he walked slowly towards the picture window. The equation between near-perfect robot servants and perfect service was one being solved every thirty-hour day, without thought and without comment. Had the fancy dress not fitted Kirby like a second skin, he would have felt vague annoyance and called in a robot repair-robot.


From the window he had an uninterrupted view across the village and, not for the first time, he debated whether to continue to live here, a few degrees off the equator of Beresford’s Planet, or take an idly casual stroll around this end of the Galaxy in order to turn up a different and more exciting home. As he had with the weapon problem, he pushed this one aside too. The first sun was on the point of setting, and rich violet shadows stretched away from him, throwing the outline of the building on to the grass and concrete below. As everyone had long ago agreed that to live in a penthouse was the only possible way to live, everyone lived in penthouses. Below Kirby, the tracery of supporting columns and elevators and service conduits laid an amusing shadow pattern across the village square and cut the central fish lake into segmented patterns of darkness and glitter.


In about twenty minutes, when they took off for the party over at Kraswic’s, on the other limb of the planet, the second sun would be rising here in orange and red splendour. Not that anyone bothered much about where the suns were in the sky since everyone was almost continuously embarked upon a party that might last a mere week or extend until all the guests had departed for fresh parties. There was talk of a party over in the Narciss system, three light years away, that had been running for ten years now. If it were a good party, then, why not? Why break it up if the drinks were still flowing and the conversation amusing and the women beautiful? What else to do if you broke that one up except go on to another that might be a bore?


To be a member of The Set, Kirby decided, stretching was a very good thing. Life was good. Life was amusing. He felt very contented.


He would still be contented even if Molly did intend to drop by the B.E. and buy a baby. It would be amusing to have a baby. And very much in fashion, too. Yes, life, including wife and baby, was very good to Richard Makepeace Kirby.


A shadow flitted on the picture window sill and a wall valve opened. A cheerful bubbling voice said: “What on planet are you wearing, Dick?”


Kirby turned with a smile and extended hand. “Hullo, Wynne! Glad to see you.” The two men shook hands.


Wynne Statham was tall, slender, elegant, polished and looked a fool but wasn’t. His height matched Kirby’s but Kirby could never have donned the red-and-lemon jacket Statham wore.


“Where’s Molly?”


“Dressing. You look fit, Wynne. How’s the Galaxy these days?”


Statham gestured largely. “It’s still there.” He spoke as though a billion stars remained in their orbits only through his own magnanimity. Kirby chuckled. Statham was a bit of a crackpot, but a worthy member of The Set and one who added zing to any gathering.


“Any stories?”


“A million, my dear Dick.” Statham glanced around, located the joy-dispenser and headed across. There was no need to ask Kirby if he might use Kirby’s possessions; possessions were by their very nature communal property—apart, that is, from the very personal things of a man’s life, and these a man would kill to protect. Statham selected his dope and unbuttoned the sleeve of the vivid jacket. He gave a little gasp and a satisfied wriggle as the needle slid in.


“That’s better. Feel more like my old self now.”


“What happened?” Kirby was fascinated by the personality-shift. He didn’t dope himself—at least, not much—and he considered that he derived greater enjoyment from indulging in the harmless habit himself. He couldn’t explain his attitude, but it amused him; and that was the important thing in this life.


“What happened? I’ll tell you. But you haven’t told me what those perfectly horrid things are you’re wearing—if ‘wearing’ is the word for it.”


“Twentieth Century capitalist.” Kirby was beginning to wonder if his brilliant notion had been so luminous after all. He would be getting touchy about the clothes soon.


“Really?” Statham walked around him, studying the pin-stripe trousers, the black frock coat and the silk hat. “Didn’t they wear some sort of neckcloth like a butterfly?”


“I believe so. Bow tie, they called it. I looked it up. But I prefer to leave my neck open to the breeze in the natural way.” Kirby felt vaguely that he had been caught out cheating. “After all,” he protested, “this was a hell of a long time ago and, anyway, it’s fancy dress.”


“Five thousand years ago that’s all. Plus a little bit for accuracy. I’m disappointed in you Dick.” And Statham laughed.


Kirby laughed too. You could laugh, with one of The Set. Of course, with anyone else—say someone of another Set—it would have been a killing matter.


Laughing, Kirby remembered and immediately felt loutish. He said: “Oh, sorry, Wynne. Forgive me. How’s Eva?”


“Nothing to forgive, laddie. We parted company. She was—well, you know—a little too much. Especially after that courageous business off Starholm.”


“Oh?”


“Names always attracted me. Starholm. It’s a black symbol world, you know. Funny thing. The old Liza——”


“I thought you’d sold that yacht and bought yourself—”


“No, sir! Found I couldn’t part with the old Liza. She’s a real beauty, still does fifty parsecs per——”


“Well, what about Starholm?” Kirby suddenly had a horrid thought. “You didn’t set down on the planet? You said it was a black symbol world. You didn’t——?”


“Steady, laddie.” Statham wandered around the room, deliberately tantalizing Kirby and, at the same time, on the look-out for any new acquisitions that might have been added since his last visit. Kirby, despite the irritated feeling that Statham was a jackass, still chuckled at thought of the set of Sirian carved gemstone chessmen that was very securely locked up. Most friends had taking ways. That was why they were friends. Statham began his protracted business of choosing a cigarette and flicking for the robo-dispenser to pop it between his lips He had the decency to go on talking during the performance.


“Sure, I knew Starholm was a black symbol world. But I thought I’d drop down and rustle up some fun with the natives. And Eva wanted to have a swim.”


“Wynne! You utter idiot!”


Statham had the grace to look microscopically uncomfortable. “Well,” he said gesturing vaguely, “you know how it is when you feel a marriage is breaking up. And it makes it megatons worse when you’re in space at the time. Sorta cramped, if you follow me.”


“But, Wynne,” Kirby persevered “Starholm is a black symbol world. Lord! I know you and I were usually off woman-hunting or surf-riding or something or other when we should have been attending lectures at school. How we made University with honours still beats me, but we still learned the Law. And we still had time to understand very thoroughly that, of the colour symbol worlds we may visit, black symbol and red symbol are strictly off limits!” He paused and looked balefully at Statham. “If you told this to some people they’d—well—they’d never talk to you again. Civilised people just don’t meddle with black and red; they stick to the white and golden worlds.”


“So I’m a nut case, Dick. So okay. So the old Liza doesn’t boast any swimming facilities.” He went on excitedly. “I’ve seriously thought about installing a nongrav swimming bubble after this. Well, what do you think? Long before we were within disc-light of the sun, a great ship heaves up and warns me off! I tell you, warns me off!”


Statham dribbled smoke in his remembered indignation. Kirby did not laugh but remained quiet, waiting for the other to go on.


“I told them who I was and they were cloddishly impertinent about that, I can tell you. Warned me off! I left. Had to. They actually fired a shot at me. Well, not actually at the ship, but across her bows. Eva was green.”


“They shot at you? In space?” Kirby felt profound astonishment. “I know you were breaking the Law, but to shoot at you——”


“They might have hit me!”


“Well,” said Kirby, exasperated, “who were they?”


“Called themselves Interstellar Patrol.”


“What! But that’s tri-di nonsense!”


“I agree it’s straight-from-the-gutter drama. But they shot at me and turned Eva green and warned me off.” Statham had mangled his cigarette and he tossed it away. “Interstellar Patrol! Poppycock!”


Although he felt a certain difference, Kirby could not refrain from saying: “Well, after all, Wynne, you know you were breaking the Law. I’m not preaching; you know me better than that. But the Law stands for a reason and it—well, it’s just not amusing to go around breaking it.”


“Oh, I know all that. But weren’t they breaking the Law, shooting at me in space? Barbarians!”


“I suppose, Wynne,” Kirby said softly, “they were some of us? I mean—people? They might not have been by any chance—? Well, you know it’s difficult—” His voice trailed off, skirting the uncomfortably hard reality that no one cared to face.


Statham, in his irate state had no such scruples.


“Oh, they weren’t aliens, if that’s what you’re mumbling about. They spoke good English and they looked as Homo sapiens as you or I. I had them on the screen. They were wearing some fancy dress uniform, all black and silver. I thought it was fun and games at first, until they shot their damned great cannon off.”


“And talking of fancy dress,” Kirby said. “Here comes Molly. Now perhaps we can start for Kraswic’s.”


Statham gave a dignified whistle of applause and lecherous admiration as Molly glided in. Kirby was aware of a glow of pride, ownership and secret possession as he looked at Molly.


Her contrast make-up was not overdone, and it was evident that she had ordered her robocosmetician to use a light touch. Her blonde hair was sleeked down and shone softly, framing her face. The sheath dress was a pale, golden clinging webwork of hair-fine fibres around her upper body, waist and hips. Her face and figure showed through an enormous plastic imitation TV screen, one of the old two-dimensional TV peepshows. Her legs were veiled in diaphanous mahogany-coloured silks which created a superficial resemblance to a TV cabinet. She walked with a gliding, swaying motion that did very un-TV like things to the “cabinet.”


“You look positively antediluvian,” Statham said. He chuckled. “I’m wondering what Miller will have to say.”


“I didn’t know he was on-planet,” Kirby said.


“Oh, yes. And as full of mystery as ever.” Statham took Molly’s arm. “Come along. Every minute we stand here is a minute’s drinking time lost.” He bustled Molly out through the wall valve and into his personal flittercar. Following, Kirby wondered which particular little item of news he had picked up in the last half-hour was bothering him and causing him to feel not so satisfied with life.


He slid the .1 needle gun under his arm, having made the decision without thinking about it, and took comfort and reassurance from the touch of the cold metal.




Chapter Two


JOHN HASSETT picked up his small plastic-rolled grip, glanced around the tiny one-berth cabin which had served him well on the run from Frome and, whistling cheerfully, walked through to the control cabin. Not only space politeness demanded that he say thank you to the captain. Skipper Balakirev was an old friend and had done all he could to make the run—for a man he considered as good as dead—as pleasant as possible.


Hassett, at first, hadn’t known if he shared that grim opinion of his mission. Oh, sure, Guyler had been picked up in a number of pieces after being spewed out of a combine harvester that had been rugged enough to go on working, but that was a simple occupational hazard as far as Hassett was concerned. He smiled, walking nimbly along the corridor to the gravchute. Like any other man he couldn’t envisage himself as dead. He might be able to do it with some mental gymnastics; he couldn’t do it with his emotions. Which was, he considered gravely, as he checked the whistle, just as well.


Balakirev was a florid, heavy, jovial man with an affectation of shortness of breath so that he puffed as he spoke. He greeted Hassett jocularly, jerking a thick thumb at the forward screens. Around them the control room hummed quietly to itself, arranging landing flight patterns.


“There’s Brighthaven for you. A dinky little black symbol world. We’ve just been cleared in by the Patrol.” Balakirev caught his lower lip in his fingers, released it and said: “You’ve not been down on a black before, John? Popsup Bureau sorted you out a right one this time.” He laughed.


“I have, skipper. Since last we met I’ve cleared up a couple of messes.”


Balakirev plumped out his cheeks. “Messes is right. Popsup is a fine notion, but sometimes I wonder—well—why in blazes we got stuck with it. Is it worth it?”


“Poppycock!” Hassett laughed studying the world opening out below. “You and I and the Popsup brass know the value of it all. Once it started nothing could stop it. That I risk my neck seeing the wheels remain greased gives me something to live for.” He shivered mockingly. “I’ve just left a party at Kraswic’s. God! Think of spending your whole life running from party to party in The Set!”


“I prefer not to.”


“It’d drive me up the wall.”


“And me,” Balakirev said sourly. “But they’re the people you and I work for.”


“I try it most of the time.” Hassett pointed. “Isn’t that the spaceport?”


“That’s right. Just north of the temple. All restricted area. No trouble in putting down. Not like some Popsup worlds. They’re murder finding a secret spot” He moved across to the control console. “Ah well, as you said, it makes life worth living.”


He began to speak into the microphone and soon spaceport control was on the air and reassuring them. They could drop straight down on atomics. The automatic landing was smooth and simple, and then Hassett, grip in hand, was walking with a spring in his step into Reception.


The girl in colonial grey looked up with a smile and twisted the register for him to sign. He signed with a plain, strong hand: John Arbuthnot Hassett. The girl handed him his room key and said: “As soon as you’ve changed, Archbishop Ramirez will receive you.”


“Thanks.”


Hassett went up in the elevator and changed in his fourth floor room. It had a view overlooking the wide concrete spaceport and the ship. He noticed the lack of activity over by the loading bays, the lines of silent transporters and the motionless robots frozen in their last movement and still waiting for the next orders. An air of decay had already settled over the whole layout like a fine coating of dust on an oiled machine part. Well, he told himself severely, that was what he was here to see about.


Archbishop Ramirez had entered the spaceport area an hour ago and now sat quietly reading a tape fresh from the ship, delivered personally into his hands by Balakirev. Ramirez was small and wispy and carried his ethereal appearance well. His luminous eyes seemed to possess all the wisdom and all the mercy of the universe and his fragile hands the power of complete absolution. Back at home, on infrequent furloughs, he had the capacity to cram ten years experience into a mere six months party-going in The Set.


The room was small and comfortable, with just two armchairs, a table set up with drink and mixes, a silent cooling fan and the tape-reader, with which Ramirez was fiddling when Hassett walked in. Ramirez looked up.


“This darn thing’s broken down on me, John. The standard of robot we get out here is terrible.” He extended an almost transparent hand. “How are you, John?”


“Fine. And you?”


“That’s a silly question, lad. We wouldn’t have asked Popsup to send you out if things were fine.”


The archbishop, who was wearing khaki shirt and slacks, looked critically at Hassett’s clothes. “Well, they still remember on Frome what we wear out here. Although that tight jacket went out of fashion three years ago. You’ll pass muster, though. All the better, really; you’re going to have to pass as a very low-grade machine minder.”


“Oh.” Hassett made a face. “What’s it all about? I’m constitutionally opposed to physical labour——”


“We all are. It’s the curse of our times. The Galaxy, or at least, our little part of it, would be a very different place if we all did a bit of work for our living.” Ramirez caught Hassett’s expression and smiled. “Sorry, John. I’ll amend that. Physical labour for our daily bread. Your special brand of blood and thunder still doesn’t really come into that category.”


“What happened to Guyler?”


Now it was Ramirez’ turn to grimace. “He walked into something. Just what, we don’t know; that’s part of your job to find out. Everything here on Brighthaven was beautiful six months ago. Then the people began to slacken off production. They presented me with next year’s plans and I was horrified to see they’d curtailed agricultural production by forty per-cent.”
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