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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


Year 187


S12 was barer than a hospital corridor. There was nothing to see but naked metal floor, walls and ceiling—except for the trail of red, sticky stuff which started in the middle of the passage and ran under the half-open door of a room to the right.


Ted Benzil stopped and bent down to examine it. It looked more like tomato sauce than blood, but he didn’t care to taste it to find out. He pushed the door wide open and went in. The door swung silently shut behind him.


“Boo, goose!” said a voice, and two hands went round him from behind, covering his eyes. He felt warm, bare, feminine arms.


“Freddy,” he exclaimed.


He was released abruptly. “Must every girl on the ship be Freddy Steel?” the girl said crossly. He turned and saw a small, pert blonde, hardly more than a schoolgirl but too pretty to be treated as a schoolgirl for a moment longer than was necessary. She wore a dark-blue cape. Yet even in such a shapeless garment she looked startlingly nubile.


“Lila!” he exclaimed, surprised.


“Your conversation isn’t very bright tonight, Ted,” she said acidly.


He grinned. “Who said you could call me Ted?”


Her head came up defiantly. “You call me Lila. Why shouldn’t I call you Ted?”


Ted’s smile broadened. “Well, I’ve been calling you Lila for nearly ten years, and all that time you called me ‘Mr. Benzil’ or ‘sir’. Why should I suddenly become Ted?”


“I’m not a child any more.” Still defiantly.


“No, Lila,” Ted agreed. “You’re fifteen, aren’t you?”


“I’ve left school!” Lila retorted, as if Ted were arguing with her.


“I know. All right, Lila, since you’re grownup now and since we’ve known each other such a long time, you can call me Ted.”


“It’s not fair,” she exclaimed, half protesting, half laughing, “to take advantage of the fact that you used to be my teacher in school. You’re not so much cleverer than I; you just know more. And you’re not even much older, either. Yet you …”


“I what, Lila?” Ted asked mildly.


“You treat me as if I were still in your class in school. You don’t—you never give any sign of—you don’t even …”


Her eyes shifted focus, and Ted turned to see what she was looking at. He saw it, hanging over the door, and laughed.


“You think not taking the appropriate action is a gratuitous insult? No insult intended, Lila.”


He drew her under the plastic mistletoe and kissed her. She flung her arms round him and responded fiercely—so fiercely and passionately that when he released himself he was startled and showed it.


“Maybe you should be back in school again for one more lesson, Lila,” he protested. “You’re just old enough to kiss a man like that, and not old enough to know better. Don’t do that again unless you mean to follow through.”


“I’m quite ready to follow through,” she said breathlessly.


He frowned. “Lila, you’re far too nice a girl to act like this. You’ve just been led astray by the times we live in. Girls like you just don’t entice men twice their age into empty rooms to make passionate love to them.”


“You’re not nearly twice my age and I didn’t entice you in to make passionate love to you. Look.”


She drew the string of her cloak and flung it open to show her dress. Ted’s eyes widened involuntarily. It was light-blue, what there was of it. It left no doubt whatever that Lila had an exceedingly provocative little body.


“Like my dress?” Lila asked.


“Why don’t you put it on sometime?” Ted inquired. “Anyway, where do you think you’re going in that?”


“To the Christmas Ball. You’re going to take me.”


“No, I’m not,” said Ted definitely. “Certainly not in that dress.”


“If I go and change it, will you take me?”


He shook his head. “I can t. You’re—”


“Don’t say I’m too young! If you take me, it’ll be all right.”


“If I took you, you wouldn’t be thrown out, but that doesn’t mean it’d be all right. It really isn’t a place for a fifteen-year-old girl, Lila. Wait three years, or four, or five. In fact, maybe a nice girl like you shouldn’t ever go to a Christmas Ball at all.”


“Please, Ted!” Lila begged. “Don’t think I’m going to hang around you all night. I know you’ll be with Freddy Steel. Just get me in, and then forget I’m there if you like.”


“Sorry, Lila.” He shook his head again.


“Oh, you …” Lila began, recognizing defeat. Between disappointed fury and tears, she snatched the parcel he was carrying, a small packet wrapped in Christmas gift paper. Ted made a grab for it, but Lila tore the door open and slammed it behind her.


Ted didn’t waste any breath in shouting. He opened the door and raced after Lila.


S12 was one of the minor corridors. At the next junction Lila pivoted neatly and flashed along J1. It was a mistake. Ted rapidly closed the gap and stretched forward to catch her. He grasped her cape, but with a breathless laugh she pulled the string and left him holding it. Recognizing her error in sticking to a main avenue, where Ted could work up full speed, she darted down T14, and was halfway along K3 before Ted could negotiate the corner behind her.


So long as she kept to a zigzag course through a maze of minor passages, she kept leaving Ted further and further behind. It was like a launch being chased by a battleship. But presently, reaching a section with which she wasn’t entirely familiar, she found herself unexpectedly on MI.


M1 was the longest avenue on the Arc-en-ciel. It ran right from the storerooms in the rear to the observation rooms in the nose. And the whole middle third of it was blank, a tunnel through engine rooms, water tanks, air-purifying plant, temperature-control pumps and hydroponics departments. There were inspection hatches, but not a single door.


There was only one thing to do. Lila let Ted overtake her and just as he was about to grab her dived under his arm and raced back the way they had come. She got such a start on him that by the time she had traversed a few more minor corridors she was able to try doors in search of a refuge.


During the chase they had seen hardly a soul. Everyone who wasn’t at the ball or at a private party was too young or too old, apparently, and asleep.


The third door Lila tried, in B4, was an unoccupied single room. Inside, with the door shut, she leaned back against it for half a minute, getting her breath back and listening for Ted’s steps pounding past the room. She didn’t hear them. Perhaps he had lost the trail altogether.


While she was getting her breath back, Lila looked around the room she found herself in. Getting her breath back didn’t take long, though she had run nearly a mile at top speed. Gravity on the Arc-en-ciel was artificial, and only two-thirds of what Lila’s ancestors had had to cope with. Exertion was correspondingly less.


It was like all unoccupied single rooms: a fixed plastic bed, a foldaway washstand, a bed light, a recessed wardrobe with a full-length mirror in front of it, two chairs meantime clipped securely to the wall, and nothing else. Since there was nothing unusual about the room, Lila’s attention turned to the packet she still held in her hand.


It was Ted’s Christmas gift to Freddy, of course. Lila felt it with her fingers. She couldn’t make out what it was.


She hadn’t meant to steal it. She hadn’t really meant anything. She had run off with the packet merely from pique when she saw that Ted wasn’t going to take her to the ball. But her curiosity became unbearable. While she was still telling herself that she had no right to open the parcel, her fingers were doing it—carefully, so that she would be able to close it again.


It was a pearl necklace—artificial pearls, but Lila knew of no other kind. Instantly Lila decided that a pearl necklace was exactly what was needed to set off her blue dress to perfection. She put it on and looked at herself in the mirror.


A soft gasp of delight escaped her. The necklace broke up the exceedingly bare expanse between her face and the top of her dress. Then she frowned, envying Freddy because the necklace was going to belong to her and because Ted gave her such things. She frowned still more darkly, having a clear enough idea of what Ted and Freddy’s relations must be.


She wasn’t a child, of course, and she knew that nearly everybody who wasn’t married had a lover. But she had always admired Ted enormously, and she hated the thought of her shining knight in armor being involved in anything furtive, or cheap, or sordid.


Even the enchanting picture in the mirror lost its enchantment when honesty compelled her to admit that she was only pretty while Freddy was beautiful—utterly, incredibly, heart-rendingly lovely. It was frustrating even to think of Freddy, who so obviously had everything. Including, apparently, Ted Benzil.


“You know what I ought to do?” demanded Ted from the doorway.


Lila jumped convulsively. Startled, for a moment she was terrified.


“Never mind,” said Ted. “Keep the necklace. Merry Christmas!”


He shut the door behind him.


When Ted reached the ballroom, Gil Cordiner was playing the clarinet.


Ted postponed looking for Freddy. He leaned back against the plastic-covered wall, shut his eyes, and gave himself up to the music.


There were plenty of musicians on the ship. Although thousands of recordings of all kinds of music had been brought from Earth, the recordings never changed, and live music had an appeal which the very greatest canned music lacked.


Gil very seldom played now. He didn’t belong to the orchestra or the chamber music group or the swing band. Nevertheless, Gil was perhaps the only musician who could hold his own with the best of the recordings brought from Earth. Ted listened to him with delight, marveling once again at Gil’s glorious invention, the charm of the melodic phrases, the calculated perfection of the rests. It seemed a pity that the best most of the people in the hall could do with music like that was dance to it. True, it was dance music, glorious dance music. But there was so much in it, Ted felt, that it deserved undivided attention.


All too soon Gil gave the clarinet back to the band’s clarinetist and stepped off the stand. He waved his arm in modest acknowledgment of the applause, caught Ted’s eye and grinned at him deprecatingly.


“I believe you’d rather listen to Gil than dance with me,” Freddy said challengingly. She had come up behind Ted unnoticed. It was rather unusual for Freddy to join anyone unnoticed. She was the kind of girl who made all the other girls at a ball wish they hadn’t come.


She was wearing the latest short-skirt evening fashion. It was so late that only she and four other women on the floor wore it. But since those were the five who really counted as far as fashion was concerned, the style was in all right and at the next big social occasion every woman would be wearing short skirts, except the extremists who would cling to the old style from obstinacy.


Freddy always looked as every girl wanted to look.


“Of course I would,” Ted declared. “You’re only a woman, but Gil is art.”


“Don’t I make a good job of being a woman?” Freddy demanded.


Ted grinned. “That’s useful arts versus fine arts. Anyway, you don’t make a particularly good job of being a woman, Freddy. Only one small part of it.”


Freddy made a derisive noise. But Ted, who knew her, knew she was hurt. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. It wasn’t easy to hurt Freddy.


He sighed and abandoned the subject. Freddy was spoiled; she could hurt if she liked, but no one was supposed to hurt her. That was one of the things which Friday’s children came to expect.


“Sorry I haven’t a present for you, Freddy,” he said. “I had one up to a few minutes ago.”


“What happened to it?” Freddy asked, her smoldering eyes lighting with interest.


“Since a lady is involved,” said Ted lightly, “I can’t tell you.”


Freddy’s interest grew. “A lady? Am I losing my grip, then?”


“No, nothing like that. The lady concerned is too young to concern you.”


“Is she over twelve?”


“Oh, yes.”


“Then she isn’t too young to concern me.”


“Merry Christmas anyway, Freddy.”


“Christmas!” Freddy sneered, like a glamorous Scrooge. “What’s that to us? We won’t see it.”


“Not that Christmas,” Ted agreed. “Not the ultimate Christmas. But that doesn’t prevent us from having fun now, does it?”


“Oh, no. If that’s what you mean.”


He was glad she was prepared to leave it at that. Occasionally she was in a mood so foul that the only thing to do with her was leave her alone and hope that time would mellow her.


She was thirty-one, five years older than Ted, and could refer back, when she liked, to incidents when those five years had been really significant. When she was an experienced, sophisticated woman of twenty-three and he a callow youngster of eighteen. When she was a very grownup nineteen and he a mere oversized child of fourteen. When she was nine and rather a bully, and he little more than a baby.


There had been many different Freddys, while there had really been only one Ted. It was for that reason, among others, that their paths had run together only briefly and spasmodically during the last twenty years. One of the reasons why they were together now, at the biggest ball of the year, was that they were the two best dancers on the ship.


Freddy had always got what she wanted. And it hadn’t been entirely good for her.


Nearly everyone at the ball was drinking hard. Ted wasn’t because as a teacher in a small, utterly closed community he didn’t think he should. Gil wasn’t because he didn’t like alcohol. Harold Phimister wasn’t because (so people said) he disapproved of everything which meant pleasure to anyone, and only came to entertainments of any kind to disapprove of them.


But almost everyone else, including Freddy, was drinking, and drinking, and drinking, because it was the thing to do. And drinking was only part of it. All the usual things went with it. There was giggling, and petting, and kissing, and horseplay, and people snoozing in odd corners. A great deal of what went on was harmless. But not all.


Two men fought without warning, fiercely, the motive already forgotten. The people round them cleared a space, cheered on one or the other, laughed excitedly. No one except those in the immediate vicinity paid any particular attention, until suddenly the fight became insanely savage. One fighter lost control of himself utterly. His face went red with maniacal rage, and his purpose became nothing less than slaughter. His fists flailed and thudded brutally into his opponent, who fought back desperately, no longer concerned about anything beyond defense.


Some of the onlookers surged forward, then back, irresolutely. Somebody would have to do something, clearly, but the somebody was taking his time over emerging from anonymity. Meantime, the man who had gone into a killing fury snorted like a bull, chopped savagely at face, shoulders, ribs, neck, and his victim, a bigger man, blocked as much as he could and howled in sheer fright, shocked and terrified to find that people would stand by while a man tried to kill him.


Eventually Jim Baker became, reluctantly, Lieutenant Baker of the police, stepped behind the man who was trying to become a killer and hit him neatly behind the ear with the butt of a small but quite hard revolver. The unconscious man was dragged away, and that was that. The incident and his disappearance had no effect on the merrymaking.


A dark-haired girl who couldn’t have been much older than Lila Johns cried out: “No, Peter, I don’t want to. Please, Peter.” But Peter, breathing noisily, had picked her up and was carrying her, weeping, from the ballroom. Nobody paid the slightest attention.


In one corner, about twenty people were standing in a ring, clapping their hands on the off-beat, and in the cleared space Suzette Norris did a wild solo dance. Her long, black hair and her long, black skirt streamed first one way, then the other. Her long, thin legs flashed in and out of sight, twinkling deceptively, and the V to her waist opened and closed coyly as she strained back and came upright again.


She was laughing delightedly, her white teeth dazzling against the background of black evening coats, dark walls and the shadows under the balconies. She wasn’t an outstandingly good dancer, but what she lacked in talent she made up for in sensuality. Barks of laughter burst from the group at each frankly coarse gesture she made.


Ted was neither shocked nor surprised by anything he saw. He had seen wilder balls, and very much wilder parties. Nevertheless, he was glad Lila wasn’t present.


This was the Gay Phase, the carefree, careless, irresponsible time which must inevitably follow a period like the Know-More Phase. It was a time when nothing mattered except fun, amusement, pleasure of all kinds, without concern over the future. It was a time when even the most fleeting pleasure was grasped without thought of the most universal principles of morality.


Lila Johns could hardly be blamed for offering herself so casually to Ted Benzil when most of her friends had lovers, when a couple of boys who had been in her class at school were already alcoholics, when the chief woman probation officer was known to be the mistress of both the High Court Judge and the Chief of Police.


“You don’t think I ought to drink so much,” said Freddy. It wasn’t a question; it was a challenge.


“Don’t I?” said Ted. “Perhaps you’re right.”


Swaying a little, Freddy demanded: “Why do you always make it so difficult to quarrel with you?”


“I don’t like quarreling.”


“Well, I do. Which brings us back to an earlier topic. Who was the girl who was too young to concern me? Is she here?”


Ted shook his head. “If I answered that, I’d have to answer the next question, and the next, and soon you’d know all you wanted to know.”


“You’d tell me if she didn’t matter to you.”


“I didn’t say she didn’t matter to me. But I’m not in love with her any more than you’re in love with Gil.”


She stared at him. “What brought that up?”


“Or are you in love with Gil?”


“Suppose I were? What would it be to you?”


“Nothing.”


“Nothing? You wouldn’t care?”


“No, why should I?”


“Well, there’s such a thing as jealousy, and it would be only decent for you to show some.”


Ted laughed. “It’s funny to hear you talk of decency. Don’t you claim to be a diabolist?”


Freddy frowned. She had had too much synthetic whisky to be at her brightest, and Ted was doing his best to confuse her. For the moment she wasn’t a match for him.
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