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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.







1 A Hard-Shelled Client


HAUTLEY QUICKSILVER, the most celebrated, successful and supercompetent Legal Licensed Criminal Agent in the known galaxy, stared with a certain degree of perplexity at his prospective client as they sat talking in the luxurious study of his pink private castle on the asteroid Carvel in the Astarte System one Zenday afternoon.


“Do I understand, your Excellency, to say that your planet, Albazar II, has utterly no crime rate whatsoever? And no police or law enforcement agencies of any description?” Hautley queried.


His perplexity was visible only in the slight, small, vertical wrinkle that formed between his arched, satanic, silken, black brows. Otherwise his lean, ascetic, mahogany-hued features wore as usual their impassive masklike lack of expression. Impassive, I say, but still devastatingly handsome, with pewter-grey locks meticulously and skillfully arranged to fall over his broad, high forehead—a brow whose breadth and height denoted Quicksilver’s extraordinary intellectual caliber.


Something of the bafflement of his suave-voiced query may have been obvious, had you but been present to observe the luxurious surroundings wherein he entertained his guests. For Hautley Quicksilver had discovered the flaw in that age old and rather shopworn axiom, Crime does not pay. Crime was Quicksilver’s career, and he had elevated it to the levels of a rare artform. And, from the exquisite appointments of his study, you would have observed that Crime paid very well indeed. For they sat in a long oval room whose floor was fashioned out of Hazirian fungustone, a lovely and translucent substance which possessed the rare property—eminently desirable in a flooring—of growing its own carpeting. Yes, the rare substance was a quasi-living stone whose upper surface was impregnated with fungoid spores, which sprouted, under the correct circumstances, a thick silken nap of living fur-like fungus tendrils which were not only exquisitely tinted with changeful rainbow hues, but had the additional property of absorbing and devouring lint, dust, dirt, and any unwary insect that chanced to land thereon.


Hazirian fungustone, need I add, was incredibly expensive.


So were the pseudoliving telepathic jewels that formed the opposite wall of the study. They were structured into a marvelous mosaic made up of nearly three quarters of a million individual crystals, a rare gemstone brought from distant Banglabore in the Diznai Region. The telepathic jewel mosaic, when delicately attuned to the mental vibrations of their owner, formed an animated tapestry effect, whose changeful shapes and hues mirrored the predominant mood of their master. At this moment, Hautley felt vaguely bucolic, so the jewel mosaic glittered into a landscape of rustic splendor. Tawny-thighed shepherdesses tended plump flocks by the margin of a tinkling stream which meandered through golden meadows of nodding blossoms under a sky of cloudy dawn. Exquisite. And very expensive.


Hautley’s prospective client, a distinguished interstellar diplomat, smiled and nodded in reply to Quicksilver’s question concerning the amazing lack of crime—and of police—on the little known planet, Albazar II.


That is—he did not exactly ‘smile.’ To be precise, he did not smile, nor could he, lacking such necessaries as mouth, jaw, or even a neck. Instead, he flexed his bristling moustache of mandibular spines in a manner expressive of geniality to the peoples of his native world. And, instead of nodding, he undulated his triple eye-stalks in an equivalent gesture which would have been understood as nodlike to his fellow Albazarians.


Being a nine-foot-tall decapod crustacean (genus Homarus Sapiens Albazaria, if you are technically minded) clad from proboscis-point to tail-tip in a scarlet exoskeletal crust, he was not exactly constructed in such a manner as to render nodding or smiling easy.


“That iz zo, Zer Hautley,” the Albazarian lobsterman replied in a grating, harshly metallic pseudovoice that issued from the voder unit attached to and inserted partially within his shell-armored thorax. “We of Albazar II uze no forze to enforze our lawz, az you might zay. Zinze we have no crime, we need no lawz againzt crime.”


Hautley chewed on that astounding statement for a moment, once he had deciphered it. The voder displayed lamentable laxity or perhaps maladjustment, in transvoxing the sound of both s and the labial c into a buzzing z-sound, which made it a trifle hard to understand the lobsterian’s conversation, until you got the hang of it.


Quicksilver daintily selected a lime green tube from the desktop humidor, placed it between his firm, mobile, and finely molded lips and inhaled on the cigaril until its autoigniter tip caught fire. Leaning back in the fur-upholstered pneumochair, he lazily permitted a wisp of aromatic vapor to trickle from first the left, and then from the right, nostril.


“I must admit, Your Excellency, that I fail to understand how a civilization of planetary size can possibly exist without either criminals or police …”


“Very zimple, Zer Hautley,” the crustacean diplomat replied. “We uze no money, no money at all.”


That was a stopper. Hautley’s composure cracked for a sufficient interval of time, enabling a dazzled blink to elude his customary iron self-control.


“No money?” he murmured in disbelief. “How can a commercially viable civilization continue business without some medium of exchange?”


Barsine Torsche, the luscious and lush young policewoman who had escorted the crustacean diplomat from Albazar II to Hautley Quicksilver’s remote private asteroid in the Astarte System, interposed an explanatory remark at this juncture, in a curt tone.


“The planet Albazar has a credit card system, Hautley, rather similar to the ancient custom of the Earthmen during the Diners Club Era …”


“Alien history is not exactly my forté, Barsine,” Hautley confessed. “If you could elucidate a trifle …”


“Well, on Albazar, every lobs—ah—every citizen is issued a Universal Credit Card at hatching—birth. It is computer-corrected to register compensatory balance-fluctuations which are tabulated automatically on the basis of cumulative manhours of work … well, put it this way: the Albazarian does a week’s work. He has earned thus-and-so-many credit units. The computer increases the total figure of his credit balance. He employs the card to purchase foodstuffs for the next week, let’s say. The computer is informed of the amount of the purchase and reduces the total figure of his credit balance accordingly. But no money changes hands. At all. Albazar does not have any currency whatever.”


Hautley pondered this. It was ingenious. And foolproof. And even a little frightening—to a thief.


“I presume there has been devised some sort of a flexible scale of value-ratings as applied to manhour-worth,” he presumed, “so that the work-hour value of the efforts of, say, a garbage-sifter are somewhat lower than those of a planetary congressman?”


“Yes, of course,” Barsine sniffed. “Value is keyed to a rigid and traditional caste system.”


Hautley nodded. “Umm. Then I begin to understand Your Excellency’s statement about the lack of crime. Obviously, where money does not exist, such crimes as bank-robbing, stick-ups, and purse-snatchery are impossible.”


“Quite zo, Zer Hautley.”


“However, I fail to see why a mere absence of monetary exchange from any given planetary culture should eradicate all crime! Not all criminal and illegal acts are built on cash motives. Why, theft itself need not be limited to coinage alone: one could steal works of art. Then there are such acts as murder—”


“Impozzible, Zer Hautley!” the lobsterman insisted, wagging his eyestalks in a negative gesture which a fellow Albazarian would have interpreted as the equivalent of shaking one’s head. “Ourz iz a clanzhip zyztem. We have no private homez, nor even private property. Everything belongz to the clan. Theft of—let uz zay—art objectz—iz incomprehenzible to uz: each clan produzez it’z own art workz along clearly individual clan totemic dezignz. Theft iz, therefore, pointlezz. And, zinze each clan affectz to dezpize the art ztyle of each other clan, motive is lacking.”


Hautley thought this one over and decided the ambassadorial crawfish had a point. Where the concept of private property is nonexistent, personal theft is psychologically impossible.


“But surely counterfeiting?”


“Counterfeiting? Of what, Zer Hautley?”


“Well … not currency, obviously. But what about phoney credit cards?”


“No, my good zer. You zee, the ‘cardz’ are actually waferz of organic cryztal. The electroztatic imprinting iz keyed to the alpha rhythm of each individuals brainwavez: Az you know, alpha-profile iz zingularly characteriztic: more zo even than your mammalian cuztom of fingerprintz.”


This was true. Among the galactic law enforcement agencies, in fact, alpha-profile registry had largely if not completely superceded such obsolete identification systems as the vocograph, retinagram, and the antediluvian fingerprint system. Of necessity, the last was superceded. The fingerprinting custom came into usage during the Nineteenth System due to the statistical unlikelihood of natural duplication: something like one out of every one hundred seventeen million births produced individuals with identical fingerprint patterns, and taking into consideration the small population density of that remote era, such duplication was all but never encountered. But given a galactic humanoid population of two hundred and thirty four billion—the current figure—there were as many as two thousand people around at the moment whose fingerprints were duplicated somewhere in the galaxy!


Hautley was still trying to find a loophole in the Albazarian civilization: “Yes … but what about stealing a credit card? Surely that would be possible!”


Again the lobsterman made that disconcerting eyestalk wriggle that meant he was shaking his head.


“Not zo! If a card iz removed from the owner’z proximity, if it iz lozt or ztolen, the electroztatic imprinting fadez and vanizhez,” he said. “And if the card’z owner zhould die, the organic cryztal wafer dizintegratez. Zo you zee, we have at one ztroke made impozzible theft, counterfeiting, and removed the profit motive from all other crimez zuch az murder.”


“Hm. Yes. But as I remarked a moment ago, there are other motives for such crimes as murder. The motive of passion, for one.”


“Beg pardon, Zer Hautley?”


“Passion. You know, the husband comes home and finds the little woman, ah, not alone. The jealous husband. The maddened, rejected suitor. That sort of thing.”


The ambassador went through an alarming transformation. His crimson carapace rippled alarmingly, plates and jointed segments vibrating together as if he were about to explode. From the voder came a series of metallic harshnesses that, in a motor vehicle, would either denote serious malfunction of the carburetor or the total disintegration of the muffler. Hautley deduced the lobsterman was not having a seizure, but was, after his fashion, laughing.


“Beg pardon, my good zer!” the ambassador wheezed, recovering his accustomed aplomb. “But you will find that cruztaceanz of our genuz reproduze in, ah, a zomewhat more funztional and effizient method than the rather (if I may zay zo) mezzy one employed by you mammalz! Alzo, we zeem to lack an endocrine zystem which makez ‘pazzion’ difficult, to zay the leazt!”
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