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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.


      




I


Up until then, it had been an unusually uneventful night. They hadn’t descended to street level even once. But now the screen lit up with large red letters and numbers, and a voice said urgently, “Emergency distress signal from citizen with wrist alarm.”


Patrolman Jim Kelly hit the drop lever with the butt of his right hand and they started down. He flicked on speed. His partner beside him activated the night binocular screen.


Patrolman Tad Boleslaw knew the coordinates of their patrol area by heart. He snapped, “It’s the corner of Locust and MacArthur. And, by holy Zoroaster, there they are!”


The police helio-jet came swooping in.


“On the ball, Tad,” Kelly said, voice tense.


But Tad Boleslaw was already whipping his police.38 Recoilless from its quick-draw holster, his hand on the door next to him. They could make out two figures below in the otherwise deserted streets.


There couldn’t have been two more divergent types. Jim Kelly was squat, husky, in his mid-forties; he was as ugly as an Irish monkey, easy and comfortable going. He was a long-time cop and didn’t particularly mind the work but was still looking forward to retirement. Tad Boleslaw was in the vicinity of thirty, squarely handsome in the Slavic tradition, blondish, wide of mouth, usually earnest of expression. He was big, but quick moving, and he didn’t know it but the women who had loved him, in his time, were taken by the vulnerable quality in his blue eyes. He projected sincerity and dedication, and hadn’t quite enough confidence in himself.


“Stick-up romp,” Kelly growled.


The other patrolman didn’t bother to answer that obvious statement.


Between the two small figures below there was suddenly a lance of flame.


“Holy Zoroaster, he nailed him,” Boleslaw groaned. “Well, at least we’ll get the funker.”


When they swept in, one of the figures was sprawled over the gutter, half his body in the street, half on the sidewalk. Boleslaw vaulted out while they were still five or six feet off the ground and went charging up,.38 Recoilless in hand.


“Drop that gun!” he yelled.


The other was standing, facing Boleslaw, his hands at his sides and two feet or so out from his body. He had a gun in his right.


He said, “I’d rather not. It might damage it, hitting the sidewalk.”


“Drop that gun,” Boleslaw said dangerously. He had come to a halt and his own weapon was at the ready; his knees bent slightly, his left arm out for balance.


“Why not just take it from me?” the other said mildly. “You’ve got me covered and obviously nobody is so drivel-happy as to try to shoot it out with two trained police officers.”


The patrolman scowled. This was a new one, he thought, and particularly since this character looked like a middle-aged clerk.


Kelly came running up, his own weapon in hand. He circled around, taking care not to get in the potential line of fire, came up behind the other man and grabbed the gun in question. He unnecessarily smelled the muzzle and then slipped it into a pocket of his tunic and gave the gunman a thorough frisking.


“Keep him covered,” he told his partner, also unnecessarily, and went over and stared down at the body. There was a gaping hole in the fallen one’s chest but the blood had already stopped pulsing. He was a youngster, probably in his late teens. Near his right hand was an old-fashioned revolver.


Jim Kelly turned back to the man Boleslaw was covering. He said, “Are you the one sent in the emergency alarm on the wrist gismo?”


“Yes.”


“What happened?”


“Stick-up, I guess! I’ve never seen him before.”


Tad Boleslaw said, “You must be awful quick on the draw if you took him when he already had you covered.”


“Thanks. I guess he wasn’t expecting me to be armed. When he heard your cruiser coming in, he looked up—kind of startled. That was long enough.”


The two patrolmen sized him up. He was an unprepossessing man somewhere in his early fifties. He was a bit under average in size and could have used another ten pounds or so. He wore a mustache, and shouldn’t have; he didn’t have enough hair on his upper lip. He also wore. spectacles, which were rapidly becoming an anachronism in these days of eye surgery and the new model contact lenses.


Kelly thought inwardly, “No wonder the kid let him get the drop on him. He doesn’t look as though he could kill time.”


But then something else came to the veteran patrolman and he said, “Aren’t you Buddy Brothers? Seems to me I’ve seen you down at the pistol range, working out with the fellows.”


Brothers nodded. “I’m getting a little old to be called Buddy any more. The name’s Charles Brothers. Yes, I’m kind of a junior member of the Police Pistol Team. I can’t compete because I’m only a CAP. I’m a member of the City Auxiliary Police.” He added, a touch of pride there, “It’s too bad, because I can shoot circles around most of the boys.”


Patrolman Boleslaw said in response to the incoming whine of sirens, “Here comes the meat wagon. This won’t take long, Mr. Brothers. Then we’ll run you down to headquarters and you can make a statement.”


“Sure, boys. I’ve been through this before.”


Tad Boleslaw eyed him in surprise and said, “You have?”


“Yes,” Brothers said, looking around as though in explanation. “This is a pretty tough neighborhood.”


“What in the hell are you doing here, this time of the night?”


“Walking home from work. I’m in Category Tabulating, Subdivision IBM. I’m on the swing shift. I don’t get off until midnight.”


Two vehicles, one an ambulance, came swooping down. Uniformed officers, a plainclothesman and two white jacketed younger men with a stretcher spilled out.


The plainclothesman, obviously in charge, looked over the scene without change of expression. He had seen the scene before, though usually roles were reversed. Usually, it was the citizen stretched out on the street, the stick-up man caught, gun in hand, or shot down when he tried to resist or escape. Jim Kelly brought the confiscated gun from his tunic pocket and handed it over to the newcomer.


The plainclothesman was a little gone to weight, was tired of eyes and his hat, shoved back, indicated that he was beginning to bald. He smoked a well-charred, short pipe.


He said to Patrolman Boleslaw, “What happened, Tad?”


Boleslaw told him.


The plainclothesman turned to Brothers and said, “I’m Detective Lieutenant Norman Schmidt. You got a permit for this pistol you used on the punk?”


“Yes, sir.”


The detective regarded him, and said, “You don’t have to call me sir. You’re a citizen and, I assume, a taxpayer. I work for the city.”


The smaller man nodded. “I’m a member of the City Auxiliary Police, acting patrolman when on duty. I was helping you that time you led the squad against the Dolly Tetter gang sir.”


Schmidt pretended to remember him now. “Oh, yeah,” he said. “Well, good work, Brothers. Tad, you and Jim take him down to headquarters and make out a routine statement. Check his identity, so forth. Check out his gun permit.” He turned his eyes back to Charles Brothers. “No crud, but technically you’re under arrest technically. You’ll sleep in your own bed tonight.”


“Thank you, sir,” the little man said earnestly. “I suppose I’m a little upset. Uh, your men are certainly efficient. I have to congratulate you all. They were here in possibly half a minute after I activated my emergency distress alarm.”




II


The next evening, before going onto his shift, Tad Boleslaw drifted into Lieutenant Schmidt’s office. They were moderately good friends, considering rank differences. Tad’s father and Schmidt had both been sergeants when the former had been killed in line of duty. The lieutenant knew that the younger man was bucking for the detective squad but didn’t have the seniority as yet. Tad was third generation in the police category.


Schmidt had a marking stylo in his hand and was sourly checking out a report. He didn’t like red tape and, Zoroaster knew, there was enough of it these days.


He said, “Cheers, Tad. What spins with you?” He ran a freckled hand over his less than generously haired head wearily.


Tad pulled up one of the steel chairs of the drab police office without invitation.


He said, scowling a little, “I was wondering about that gunning last night.”


The older man tossed his stylo to the desk, glad of the opportunity to scuttle it, and reached for his well-soured pipe. “What gunning? There were three. Center City is getting to be like a shooting gallery. Oh, you mean the one you and Jim Kelly were in on. What about it?”


“I don’t know. It was something Brothers said. He said it wasn’t the first time he’d gone through this. He doesn’t exactly look the Wyatt Earp, Wild Bill Hickok type. But last night he evidently drew on that young funker while the kid was leveled down on him.”


Schmidt laughed, even as he loaded the briar. “This Charles Brothers I checked out, just in routine. In spite of his looks, he’s an Asian-war hero. Bronze Star. He’s seen a gun or so before, in his time.”


Tad said, “All right, but in the name of holy Zoroaster what’s he doing living in that neighborhood? And, if he does, what in the hell’s he doing walking back and forth to work at night? Why doesn’t he drive or at least take public transportation? We’ve got a pretty good vacuum-transport metro in Center City these days. He could get to within a block of his house on it.”


The lieutenant contemplated him, even as he lit his pipe. “What are you getting at, Tad?”


“He said he’d been through it before. How many times?”


Schmidt said, “Like I say, I checked him out just as routine. He’s one of the first citizens in Center City to buy an emergency wrist device. And he was one of the first to use it. Two guys jumped him and he had it out with them. By the time the patrol boys got there, he had finished them off. We were looking for both of them, since they both had nice long records on their crime dossiers. One had a gun we were also looking for since a slug from it had chilled one of the citizens over in Far Cry. The other’s gun wasn’t hot, so far as we know.”


Tad said, “That was the first time. You mean that there were more?”




III


Since Charles Brothers had told them he worked the swing shift, Tad and Jim Kelly put off going to his home until about one in the morning. Even knowing the neighborhood, both of the patrolmen were surprised at the squalid, aged apartment house that the man lived in.


The whole ward was a blot on the city and periodically the city fathers drew up plans to renovate it. Nothing seemed to come of the plans. Popularly, it was known as the last of the slums and the residents were aliens and others not eligible to collect the federal dividends from Inalienable Basic which was sufficient to enable the unemployed or pensioners to rent a small apartment in a decent high-rise apartment house, or even a place out in the suburbs. You didn’t live very high on the hog on Inalienable Basic but you lived adequately. One of the reasons for the high crime rate in this neighborhood was because so many of the residents were felons on the lam, military deserters, or others afraid to register for Inalienable Basic because they couldn’t reveal their correct identity.


But it was unlikely that Charles Brothers would live here.


They parked their helio-jet patrol vehicle in front of the building and both of them got out. They looked at the aged structure; it must have been well over a century old.


“Some joint,” Jim said. “Let’s go. I hate to leave our heap here. In this vicinity, somebody might steal it.”


They went up the stone steps to the door. There was no identity screen. Instead, there were eight names and eight old-fashioned electric buttons there. One of the name plates read Charles and Tilly Brothers. Apartment Six. Tad pressed the appropriate button and shortly the door buzzed. Jim opened it and they went on into a dimly lit hall. There was no elevator. They started up the stairs.


Apartment Six was on the third floor. Evidently, there were two flats per floor. Jim knocked on the door.


There was a peephole set into it and the two patrolmen could detect an eye taking them in. The door opened and Charles Brothers was there in shirtsleeves, pants and slippers.


He said, “Yes? What can I do for you?”


Tad said, “The lieutenant sent us over to return your gun, Mr. Brothers. All charges against you have been dropped.”


“Why, come on in, boys.”


They followed him into a living room. In actuality, once inside the apartment it wasn’t badly done at all. It was very well, very tastefully, furnished and there were paintings on the walls that were obviously originals.


A girl got up from the couch on which she had been seated and, of all things, knitting. Who ever heard of women knitting any more in this age of mass produced ultra-textiles? She looked at the two police officers nervously.


She wasn’t an unattractive young woman. About twenty-five, Tad would say. Nice brown hair worn rather long as styles went these days, pleasant figure just a very little on the dumpy side, and, like Charles Brothers himself, she wore glasses. If anything, they enhanced her blue eyes. Her clothes were a good twenty years out of date.


Brothers said, “Gentlemen, this is my daughter, Tilly, Tilly, these are the two officers who came to my rescue last night.” He added, apologetically, “I don’t believe that I got your names.”


Tad grinned at her, his cap already in hand, and said, “He didn’t need to be rescued. I’m patrolman Tadeusz Boleslaw and this is Patrolman James Kelly.”


Brothers looked at him and said, “Are you a foreigner?”


Tad frowned and said, “Why, no. My father was of Polish descent and my mother German, but they were both second generation Americans. Why?”


Brothers said uncomfortably, “I don’t like foreigners. I’d offer you boys a drink but I no longer use the stuff myself. It cuts down your reflexes. For that matter, I don’t hold with keeping it in the house.”


Kelly said, “We’re not allowed to drink on duty anyway.”


And Tilly said, in a small, distinct, sweet voice, “Coffee, perhaps? Won’t you gentlemen be seated?”


Tad smiled at her. “Afraid we don’t have time, Ms. Brothers. We’ll take a rain check.” He looked at her father, preparatory to leaving. He had already handed over the deadly gyro-jet rocket pistol. He said, “Hope you don’t have to use that again, sir.”


“I trust I won’t but I like to be prepared,” Brothers told him. “These gook slum elements have to be kept down.”


Jim said, “I hope you didn’t walk home tonight through this neighborhood.”


“Why, yes, of course I did,” Brothers said, a touch of indignation in his voice. “I do every night. I have a sedentary job and need the exercise.”


“Unarmed?”


The small man shook his head, as though smug. “No. I had another gun. I collect guns.”


Tad nodded, as though that figured, and said, “We'll, goodnight. Nice to have met you, Ms. Brothers.”


On the way down the steps, Tad muttered, “That’s a funny set-up there.”


Kelly looked at him from the side of his eyes. “How do you mean?”


“I don’t know.”


Back on their patrol over the city, Tad said, “Did you notice that the girl wore an emergency wrist alarm too?”


“Why not? I wish the hell every citizen did,” Jim told him. “Biggest thing to hinder crime we’ve ever had. The Federal Enforcement Assistance Administration came up with the first primitive one way back in the 1970s. But they’re really efficient now. A citizen is confronted with an emergency and activates his wrist alarm. The computers, within less than a second, get a cross on his location and beam a message to the nearest patrol vehicles, both surface and air. Wizard! We’re on the scene, often in less than a minute, like last night. How can you beat it? Burglaries, for instance. Except for burglaries of empty houses, they’ve just about disappeared. And rape? Any girl with a wrist alarm is as safe as in her mother’s arms.”


“I guess you’re right,” Tad said. “Everybody ought to wear one, especially if they’re open to violence.”


Jim was suddenly scowling. “You know,” he said, “it just came to me, talking about wrist emergency alarms. Brothers wasn’t wearing one last night.”


“What’re you talking about?” Tad said, puzzled. “How could he have sent in that emergency call, if he didn’t have an alarm?”


“I’m not saying he didn’t have one. I’m just saying he wasn’t wearing one on his wrist. Remember when I frisked him? I ran my hands up his forearms. I always do, to check for knives or little hide-out pistols. He wasn’t wearing anything on his wrists, not even a chronometer.”


“He probably had it in his pocket,” Tad said. “You wouldn’t have reacted to something like that in a pocket.”


“Why? They make those alarms as big as they are so that potential stick-up men or muggers, or whatever, can see them and be scared off. There’s not much point in hiding your wrist alarm.”


They flew in silence for a time until Tad said, “What got me there was the uncomfortable atmosphere. The girl acted as though she was afraid. When we first came in, she was upset.”


Jim looked at him quizzically. “Afraid of what? Not a couple of cops. Hell, her father’s a cop himself, in a way. Volunteer in the City Auxiliary Police. From what he told Norm Schmidt, he evidently was in that shoot-out with Dolly Tetter’s mob.”


“I don’t mean immediately afraid,” Tad said slowly. “I mean a long time afraid. There was a certain feeling of fear in that apartment.”


“Holy jumping Zoroaster,” Jim said in disgust. “You going mystical on me? Next thing you’ll be reading tea leaves.”




IV


Rex Moran flicked the stud on his transeiver to give him the time and looked at the clock face that appeared on the screen. A robot computer voice said, “When the bell rings it will be exactly two minutes until eight hours.” A tiny bell rang.


Rex Moran grunted and looked about the small, drab apartment. He had better get going.


First, though, he took his Universal Credit Card from an inner pocket of his jacket and inserted it in the slot of his standard phone screen which sat on his living-cum-bedroom’s sole table. He said into the screen, “Credit balance check, please.”


Within seconds, a robot voice said, “Ten shares of Inalienable Basic. No shares of Variable Basic. Current cash credit, one pseudo-dollar and twenty-three cents.”


“One pseudo-dollar and twenty-three cents,” he muttered, though grinning. “Holy living Zoroaster, I didn’t think I’d have to start with that little on hand.”


He dialed Credit and waited until a face faded in on the screen. It was a businesslike, brisk, possibly impatient, face.


It said, “Jason May, here. Assistant Credit Manager, Inalienable Basic Dividends.”


Rex Moran put his Uni-Credit Card on the screen and said, “I’d like an advance on my dividends.”


May was seated at a desk. “Just a moment, please,” he said, and evidently pressed a button. He listened to a report on a desk phone screen and then looked back at Moran. “According to the records, you’re already two months ahead.”


“I know that,” Rex said doggedly, “but it’s an emergency.”


“It is always an emergency, Mr. Moran,” May said flatly. “What is the emergency? The records show that you are almost invariably as far ahead as you can get on your monthly dividends. As you must know, the government charges interest on such advances. In the long run, you lose, Mr. Moran.”


“I know, I know,” Rex Moran said, an element of complaint in his voice. “I’ve had a long spell of bad luck. One thing after another.”


“I would suggest you adjust your way of living to your income, which would seem to consist of nothimg except your Inalienable Basic stock dividends. It has been increaseing year after year and should be sufficient for a modest way of life. What is the current emergency, please?”


Rex Moran wished he had thought this out in mote detail before launching into his fling. He said, “I’ve got a sick brother I have to help.”


“Where is this brother, Mr. Moran?”


“In Panama City.”


“One moment, please.” May went back to one of his desk screens. In only moments, he looked up again with a sigh. “Mr. Moran, the computer banks have no records of you having a brother at all, in Panama City or anywhere else. Request denied. And, Mr. Moran…”


“Yeah?” Rex Moran said in disgust.


“It is a minor offense to lie to a credit manager in attempt to secure an advance on dividends. I shall take no action on this occasion, but the fact will be entered on your record in the National Data Banks.”


“Oh, great,” Rex Moran growled. He flicked off his screen. “I didn’t expect that to work anyway,” he muttered.


He thought over his plans for a few minutes, then squared his shoulders and dialed the local branch of the ultra-market on his auto-delivery box. He was a man in his early thirties, mildly burly in build and with a not really unpleasant face in spite of the broken nose of one who has either seen military combat, or perhaps been a pugilist. In reality, neither was the case.


The ultra-market in the screen, he dialed the children’s toy section, boy’s toys and then military-type toys. He narrowed it down to guns and dialed one that came to only seventy-cents. It would have to do. He put his Uni-Credit Card in the slot, his thumbprint on the screen and ordered the toy.


Within moments, it was in the vacuum delivery box, and he put it in the side pocket of his jacket. It was on the smallish side, but black and at any distance at all looked realistic enough for his purpose.


He moved over to his library booster screen and dialed a newspaper, then the paper of two weeks previous, and the obituaries.


He went through several papers before he found the one that seemed most likely, by the address and the information in the item, and made some notes with his stylo.


Finally, he dialed the address and waited until a face faded in on his phone screen.


The face frowned at him in lack of recognition.


Rex Moran said, “Mr. Vassilis? My name is Roy McCord.”


Vassilis was a tired looking obvious aristocrat, perhaps a few years on the other side of sixty.


Still frowning, he said, “What can I do for you, Mr. McCord?”


“I just got back into town and heard the news about—well, the bad news. I’m a friend—forgive me, Mr. Vassilis—was a friend of Jerry—Jerome.”


The man’s face lightened a bit and then went sad. He said, “Ah, I see. I am afraid he hadn’t mentioned your name, but then, Jerome had many friends of whom I knew little.”


“Yes, sir. I’d like the opportunity to offer my condolences in person,” Rex Moran began.


The older man was frowning slightly and began to respond.


But Moran hurried on. “But I also have something of Jerry’s that I suppose should go to you, sir.”


“Something of Jerome’s. But what?”


Rex Moran managed to look slightly embarrassed. “Well, sir, I—well, I think it would be better if I just brought it over.”


The older man was mystified. However, he shrugged thin shoulders. “Very well, young man. Let me see, I shall be free at, say, nine hours this morning and should be able to give you a few minutes.”
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