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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 I



Fiesta


DELILAH was throwing a party. There was nothing unusual in that. It didn’t mark any particular event. As far as Delilah and her set were concerned there were no particular events to mark any more. Life was a round of parties, amusement, drama, sport and entertainment. There was nothing but entertainment. There was nothing but amusement.


Time was a mind of enemy. …


She was thinking as she opened the door. Thinking deep down, at the level of her mental being which she had hardly even suspected that she possessed. Hoping that this would be something to break the monotone. The monotone that passed for life. It was a pity in some ways, she decided, that nothing ever happened. Parties and yet more parties … She stood her Martini glass down. A swift, padding, silent, efficient, obsequious robot glided up and whisked the thing away.


Delilah looked after it with a strange mixture of loathing and contempt. There was no reason why she should feel either.


The robot did its job efficiently—more than efficiently, it almost seemed to predict her slightest whim. When she was thirsty it provided her with drink. When she was hungry, there was food. It read to her when she wished it. It showed telefilms when she wanted something more elaborate. It could read poetry like a Shakespearean actor. It could recite Burns, Tennyson, and all the old classic literary giants. It was built to do these things. In its slightly metallic, but highly modulated voice it could produce renditions that would have made Henry Irving envious. Produced them, because it was a thing of plastic, steel, and tape. Yet, for all its ability it lacked something … It lacked a soul. There was something about that robot that reflected the 40th century.


It was a century without a soul. A cold, dead century. A century that was trying desperately to ignore its coldness and death in a mad round of gaiety—artificial gaiety. Yet, behind the neon flares, lay cold, black, dead wires. Behind the garish fronts of the streets and the houses, behind the bright sparkling personas of the people, was something else. Something that can only be described as desperate.


This society was sophisticated, madly sophisticated, and yet, beyond the sophistication lay a terrifying naiveté. The society was trying to meet life with just about as much subtlety as a sixteen year old boy, who wakes up in the middle of the night, in a panic for the first time, and wonders if there is a God!


And thinks about his own death.


He meets it by putting on his gramophone and playing loud, crashing, garish music. By reading a detective novel, in other words, by an elementary process of escape.


The 40th century was an escapist society. It escaped into the highways and byways of liquor and sex and music and entertainment. In a kind of crazy, crashing, jangling competition.


It was an Omar Khayyam society.




“One moment in Annihilation’s waste, and then


the caravan starts for the Dawn of Nothing


Oh make haste!”





They were making haste. They had resigned themselves to the fact that they weren’t going to hell. That they weren’t going anywhere—but wherever they were going, they were going there fast, and gaily and breathlessly. It was a sin to stand still. If you stand still, you can think. A ring at the bell. A repeated ring, an insistent ring.


It brought Delilah back to where she was, back to reality. Her mind came flitting back from the Realm of Thought like a butterfly. A butterfly that has been lured to a plant that was apparently rich in pollen, yet which turns out to hold no nectar at all. To be a thing of colour and brightness only. This was reality, and she didn’t care for it very much.


She opened the door.


“We aren’t having a masquerade to-night,” she said suddenly. The stranger was masked. He was obviously handsome. The eyes that looked at her through the two ovoid slits were as dark and as gleaming as wet coals that have suddenly been thrown into a furnace. The eyes bored into her. She felt weak and helpless before their overpowering gaze. …


“I said. …” she faltered.


“I heard what you said,” the stranger’s voice seemed to come up from way down the bottom of his broad chest. A hack might have described it as a ‘barrel chest’ But it wasn’t, it was too square. It was as deep as a cedar forest, as powerful as a framework of steel girders, and the muscles rippled over the top like layers of vulcanised rubber. Strong, unbelievably strong and resilient.


“Are you a man or a robot?” she asked suddenly.


“What do you think?” That was no metallic voice. It was human. It came from vocal cords and lungs. It was not an electronic effect. She had heard skilfully reproduced robot voices far too often to be deceived by one now.


Whoever and whatever the stranger was, he spoke the truth.


He lived and breathed. He had crisp, curly, black hair, and shoulders that matched the chest. She could see now that her original question had been superfluous. He was no robot Yet he was so unlike any other man that she had ever seen, that she had blurted the question out almost involuntarily Men were effete, flimsy specimens in the 40th century. Their feats of strength and their muscular prowess were conducted in the realms of imagination, not in the world of fact. They padded their shoulders, covered their baldness with wigs, they even covered their effeminate, hairless chests with artificial fun. Some even went to the extreme length of having it grafted in. 40th century manhood was a horrible caricature. An effete, effeminate, almost boyish thing. And 40th century woman, as represented by girls like Delilah was disappointed and restless. She remembered she was the hostess and had a part to play:-


“Well—come in.” Taken aback as she was, she still had a part to play She still had to be the hostess. “I didn’t quite catch your name.”


“I didn’t give it.” Again that deep voice, rumbling up from subterranean depths He was like a mountain walking. A man-mountain, she decided, a Gulliver among the Lilliputians. Then she realised that he was not alone. In the neon-lit street outside, hover cars were sliding gently to a standstill.


“Would your friends like to come in?” she smiled, “if they’re all as handsome as you, they’ll be more than welcome.”


“Flattery will get you nowhere,” replied the stranger. She looked at his tunic. It seemed strangely old fashioned.


“Who are you?” she repeated.


“Mind your own dam’ business,” said the stranger, and pushed past her into the room. Then she saw that dangling from his hip was not the theatrical property of the type used in masquerades, it looked old, almost unbelievably old, but pretty well preserved. She caught hold of his arm, clinging to him desperately, like a drowning woman on to a straw.


“Who are you?” she shouted.


“The name is Steele,” replied the stranger, walking past her as though she didn’t exist. She might just as well have tried to stop a charging bull elephant, as to hold back the stranger, “My name is Smithson Steele,” he repeated, and tossed the words carelessly over his shoulder. “And I’m the leader of the Masked Swordsmen!”


“The—the—who?”


Steele walked into the centre of the room, and without any apparent reason crashed his enormous fist down onto the top of the electronic organ. The top of that organ was made of plastic. Plastic had developed a lot since the dim, pioneering days of the 20th century. Plastic was tough. Tough as iron and less brittle. Steele’s enormous gauntleted hand thudded down on to the tough plastic organ case, and it split. Split from top to bottom, like a great stone that has been struck by a savage blacksmith with a twenty-pound sledge.


“Stop this blasted music!” The command was unnecessary. The music had tailed away in a demoniac wail, as the electronic circuits and relays crashed and cut out inside the intricate circuits of the organ.


There was a deathly silence.


Then one of the pathetic, effete little men tried to show some kind of spark of protective chivalry.


“Who the devil are you, sir?” he demanded. His voice was high pitched and childish.


“I’m getting tired of all these stupid questions,” retorted Steele. The sword leapt from the scabbard into his hand, as though by magic.


“That’s not a theatrical sword!” said the would-be Galahad.


“If you want to find out just what kind of sword it is,” replied Steele, “just take another step forward, and I’ll slit your throat!”


“Is this some kind of a joke, Delilah?” asked a desperate, middle-aged flapper.


Delilah shook her head.


“I don’t know any more about it than you do,” she answered in a terrified whisper.


Then the room was suddenly full of enormous, masked men. None of them stood under six feet, and most of them were built on the line of the enormous, muscular stranger, who seemed to be their leader, a fantastic man who said his name was Smithson Steele.


“We’re breaking up the party,” he said coldly, “and we’ll thank you for your jewellery and valuables.”


“Ow, we’re being robbed,” screamed the middle-aged flapper.


“Shut-up,” snapped Delilah, “Mr Steele—are you joking?”


There was a desperate edge to her voice that made the question unnecessary. The eyes behind the mask flickered into a kind of grin.


“I never joke about things I believe in!” retorted Steele. “And I believe in money, more than you will ever know. Come on! Hand over!” He put a hand, slowly and deliberately, under the beautiful diamond necklace adorning her throat. A quick tug and the clasp snapped pitifully. He thrust it into the voluminous pocket of his costume.


“Thank you,” he mocked graciously, “It should fetch quite a tidy sum! Now, you’ll probably find it less painful to remove your own jewellery.” Delilah put a hand to her neck. It stung, but her pride stung more. …


There were at least a dozen of them, but Smithson Steele could probably have done it on his own. The men stood powerless, bottling up a kind of pathetic fury, they made Steele think of angry flies. They were about as terrible as three-year-olds throwing a tantrum … and as dangerous! He could have picked up two of them in one hand—or so he thought—and crushed them like grapes.


“I don’t think much of the company,” he said coldly when he had finished, “All right men, let’s go!”


Their pockets bulged with jewellery and galactic credit notes.


“It’s not possible!” spluttered the effete Galahad who had demanded what Steele was doing.


“But it is possible,” said Steele darkly, “and what’s more—it’s happened.” He turned scornfully upon his heel, as though no longer deigning to look at the frightened cowardly faces all around him.


Only Delilah’s eyes flashed fire. Only she was more angry than frightened.


“Give me back my jewellery!” she choked, “How dare you!”


“Oh, we dare all right,” said Steele, “If you want it back come and take it! But I’ll warn you before you try that I’m not particular whether I slit masculine throats or feminine ones! There are so many old women here, of both sexes, it’s hard to tell ’em apart!” The Galahad tried again, he made a sudden rush forward. It was pride rather than courage. It was the stupid, instinctive, desperate rush that is characterised by the fighting sparrow, or by swans that attack trains. The masked swordsman moved with the speed of a striking snake—but it was not towards the little man’s throat that he directed the point of his deadly blade.


“You crazy fool!” The deep voice sounded almost shocked yet at the same time somehow pleasantly surprised. The sword point flicked to one side, the masked swordsman had averted a fatal tragedy by the smallest fraction of a second—for the blindly angry Galahad had flung himself almost directly against the sword point. The sword reversed, and the heavy hilt cracked down on the side of the man’s head. It sent him spinning across the room, stunned and breathless. He sat still where he had fallen, his eyes closed, a thin trickle of blood between the fingers of the hand that was clasped to his brow.


“You’ll live,” commented Steele without particular compassion, yet in that second Delilah felt she knew something about the masked swordsman. He was not as savage or as ruthless as he had originally appeared. Despite herself, and the loss of her jewels, she felt a sudden thrill of—what was it? Deep instincts surged within her. Instincts that had not been aroused before during the whole of her life. Instincts that had not been aroused because the helpless, hapless, spineless 40th century men of her social circle lacked the wherewithal to make a feminine heart flutter. It is difficult for any woman, no matter how romantically inclined she may be, to fall in love with a man who looks for all the world like a walking bundle of kindling!


Or a yard of pump water, dressed in a suit. …


The masked swordsmen had gone. They had disappeared through the door and slammed it behind them, as quickly as they had entered, and now Delilah and her guests, amid the wreckage of her party, stood in stunned, petrified silence. There was a sound of hover car engines opening up. By the time the most temerarious of the company had made their way to the door, there was nothing but a series of circular spinning specks against the horizon. Specks that disappeared into the garish neon-glare blackness of the distant night.









CHAPTER II


The Rest Home


THE middle aged Galahad who had so nearly found himself impaled on Smithson Steele’s cutlass had received a very severe shock to his system. The vigorous clout on the head which had been no more than a gentle love pat compared to the things that Smithson Steele could hand out, had none the less taxed the elderly Galahad’s endurance almost to the limit.


Elderly, perhaps, is unkind, he wasn’t much more than forty-five or six, but he had lived a life of the utmost luxury and lives of the utmost luxury have an odd habit of ruining the physique. That is, if there’s a physique to start with. The elderly Galahad had never had one. He had been a sickly child, a dreadfully puny baby, a febrile adolescent and an insipid young man. His real name was George Fletcher. He was known as ‘Our George’ to the not inconsiderable circle of upper class hosts and hostesses of 40th century London. Our George could play interesting tunes on an organ—could produce exotic patterns on a colour projector, could tell racy and rather doubtful stories … he had just that attitude of sophisticated nonchalance and cynicism which is so popular at the worst kind of parties. Our George was everybody’s little hero … he had been the life and soul of so many parties that even he was becoming a little tired of the role, of the persona that he wore so persistently.


The crack on the head had done Our George a great deal of good. It had helped to deflate his ghastly ego. Fletcher decided that he was in great need of consolation and encouragement.


Perhaps had he lived five hundred or a thousand years before he might have gone to one of the last of the churches, but as there weren’t any churches. …


40th century science had ridiculed religion for so long that anyone who professed himself a believer in anything other than the Almighty Pound or the even more Almighty Dollar was likely to be laughed off the hostesses, registers. Nobody wanted that, parties were the one thing that made life worth living in the 40th century. To be no longer acceptable socially was tantamount to a death sentence. George Fletcher didn’t fancy the ultimate sentence. George Fletcher wanted to go on being the life and soul of the party, even though he was tired of the role, because he couldn’t think of any other which he could face. It was the best of a bad job, which was what the 40th century world had turned into.


George Fletcher decided he would have to go and see Dr. Fortescue Smythe … Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smythe. Accordingly, he flagged down a hire car.


He whispered instructions to the driver and was discreetly ferried off in the direction of the Rest Home.


That was the only name by which it was known. Its purpose is somewhat difficult to describe. Nothing quite like it had existed in the earlier centuries. It was a cross between a psychiatric clinic, a nursing home, and one of those swank establishments which specialise in diseases of the rich! Its treatment was a mixture of hypnotherapy, psychotherapy, and plain honest-to-goodness flannel.


And Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smythe had amassed an enormous fortune out of manipulating the clinic. The hovercraft spun swiftly under the ornate miniature triumphal arch that stood by the public end, the least auspicious end, of the enormous drive. ‘Enormous’ was an understatement, when one refers to Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smyth’s drive. It was more than enormous. It seemed to run on for ever and for ever. There seemed to be no end. When one had started and got half-way down, it seemed to have had no beginning. It was one of those drives which the best people envied, and the not-so-best people regarded with sheer incredulous disbelief.


Some said jokingly that Fortescue Smythe had modelled that drive on the prehistoric M1 motorway. It was a colossal thing. Six lanes of traffic, its own stop and start signs, miles of neon tube, and it curved. Oh how it curved, around and under! There were maple leaf turns, curl-over turns, loop ways, all leading apparently nowhere except back on to the drive. It was the last word in ostentation.


“Full of sound and fury,” and signifying nothing! But it suited the clientele. If a man’s drive is a key, a code, to his opulence, then Fortescue Smythe was certainly opulent. A drive like that had never existed before. It was doubtful whether another drive of that kind could ever be built on private funds.


The hover car reached the end at last and George Fletcher paid off the driver.


Two obese attendants-cum-doormen in white coats made their way out of the door to greet him.


There was something reassuring about the sight of those enormously fat orderlies. No matter how skilfully a robot may be designed, no matter how well it may do its work, there is just a trace of hesitation, just a faint lingering racial memory of superstition, perhaps, more than suspicion, that inclines towards the view that a thing of steel and plastic is prone to error.


A circuit can get confused, a joint can cross over two relays, and produce the wrong reaction, and in a robo-medic such an error could have drastic consequences. It was only a deep, lingering, sub-conscious suspicion, for all the really skilful surgery was performed by robo-surgeons; all the diagnosis was done by robo-diagnosticians; the medicines were compounded with unbelievable accuracy by robo-pharmacists, and so on, and so on. Yet, for all that, there was something strangely comforting in the sight of these ordinary, fat human beings.


Their coats were as spotlessly white as the latest TV detergent adverts, hung over their well-rounded stomachs, making them look for all the world like two great white pears … hanging low on the branch of a tree.


They took the agitated George Fletcher’s arms, and led him very gently and comfortingly towards the colossal building.


The Rest Home of Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smythe looked for all the world like a cross between the Parthenon and a Roman amphitheatre, except that it opened up into innumerable rooms and corridors. It was a fantastic place. There was that about it which spoke of security and long establishment.


The establishment, with the words ‘The Rest Home’ picked out above it in neon gold, seemed to inspire confidence by its very size and opulence. If Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smythe had made enough money out of medicine to build a palace that would have been the envy of a Solomon, then surely there must be something more than a good bedside manner to Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smythe. That place spoke of success, and the one thing about which any patient wanted to be more than assured, before he trusted himself to any course of treatment in the 40th century, was that the course of treatment was going to be a success.


Whatever they might think of Dr. Smythe, his patients certainly couldn’t regard him as a failure. The two obese white coated figures led George Fletcher into the reception room.


The waiting room had a carpet with a pile so deep that a man sank into it. It was like treading on soft, foamy, sponge rubber. It was a carpet that fitted in well with the rest of the surroundings.


There was a secretary-cum-receptionist who matched the carpet. She was lush, voluptuous and her auburn hair swept down to shoulder length as though seeking to out-shine the carpet itself, for sheer luxury. Her hair was like silken copper, beaten into a rippling waterfall. A cascade of glittering auburn and red. Her eyes glowed like two emeralds, flashing in a face like a peach in bloom. George Fletcher suddenly found himself feeling far less effete. If the secretary was part of the cure he was very glad he had come!


“Hallo sir, and how can we help you?” The voice matched the hair and the face. It was exciting, husky. Vibrant with warmth and humanity The green eyes fixed on him, they reminded him very vaguely of the eyes of a tiger or a leopard.


He had a vague idea that he had read something about such eyes somewhere. “Burning bright in the forest of the night” but the quotation was prehistoric, and it slipped his mind. He had never paid very much attention to the classics, anyway!


“I was involved in a—er—hum—unfortunate incident,” he blurted out. This was not the George Fletcher who was the life and soul of the parties! This was a shocked George Fletcher. A George Fletcher that had been clouted on the head with a prehistoric sword hilt, and hadn’t cared much for the experience!


A George Fletcher whose ego had been deflated by a gigantic man whose body made six of his. A man of all power and masculinity. An enormous barrel chested man, with rippling muscles and a voice like thunder. A man with death—sharp, biting, steel death in one hand, and a woman’s diamond necklace in the other.


He knew he had been made to look a fool. If only it had come off, it would have been terrific. He could have spoken afterwards of how he, like David against Goliath, had slain the—what? The enormous leader of the Masked Swordsmen, but who were the Masked Swordsmen, and their leader? And why? Why should anyone want to steal in this age of—not merely plenty—but superfluity? Almost everyone was rich. Slaves and androids did ninety-nine per cent of the work, only a fool went short of anything. Even the lower orders of human society could afford all the jewels they wanted. Why go to all the trouble of stealing? That was the puzzle, or perhaps—yes—that was a point he must talk over with the great Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smythe—he imagined himself talking to the great Dr. Smythe. Talking psychology to the psychologist, and mental medicine to the brain specialist. He imagined him listening to his views and nodding sagely at his wisdom. He would like that! It would help to restore his ego.


Maybe, he was thinking, the leader of the Masked Swordsmen and all his unholy clique were just psychopaths. He blurted out his story in fits and starts to the big lush secretary. She nodded and made notes.


“I am sure that Dr. Cecil Fortescue Smythe will be able to help you,” she said at last.


She touched a bell, a light flashed on over her head. The miniature two-way television transmission screen.


Fortescue Smythe’s face appeared on the colour set.


“Yes?”


There was something just oddly familiar about the tremendous depths of the doctor’s voice. …
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