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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.
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I


“LOT TWENTY-NINE. Comprising a fine set of intestines, a reconditioned heart and a fully-functioning kidney—ah.” The auctioneer inclined his head more closely at the catalog on the auction block set up on an antique table. “A left kidney, ladies and gentlemen, male, in excellent condition and barely used. Now what offers have I?” He raised his eloquent hands and eyes supplicatingly. “Yes—a lady over there—”


I assumed the lady in question, a purposeful lady large in every bodily requisite, wished to prolong her husband’s life for a few more years of nagging and domination.


The ballroom of Gannets should have been left as it was, a place for fans and feathers, light laughter, the tinkle of punch glasses and the swirling intoxicating strains of waltzes, instead of being crammed in undignified disorder with most of the movable contents of the great house. Much we had seen earlier, walking soft-voiced through the long rooms of Gannets, seeing revealed a broad perspective of a family’s voyage through time, our catalogs in hand. Now, with coarser voices, we bid for coveted lots.


“If,” said George Pomfret beside me, with a nasty undercurrent of avarice brightening his voice, “if I don’t get that Bernini Aphrodite I shall—why, it’s lain here unknown for over a thousand years, in a private house, just a statue furnishing the hallway—” George Pomfret shook his head, quite obviously finding the pranks of time and fate too much for him.


He was a fine tall man with a ruddy brick-dust complexion and a pair of gray eyes he tried to make bore through people, and which then gave him the look of a man suffering from excruciating indigestion. He dressed loudly; he carried a shooting stick. But he was a good sport and good companion, at least for a weekend.


As for myself, I had come, as any idler does, with a friend to an auction. Grand and remote old country houses are few and far enough apart these days, goodness knows, for them to be of interest in themselves. In addition to its respected ancientness in its own right, Gannets had been found on the death of the owner to contain a private treasury of enormous, incredible and downright patrician extent and beauty. A story, reputed to be strange, clung about the house and owner whose portrait glowered down on us assembled barbarians. Pomfret could tell me the story over lunch; he owed me that much, at least.


I confess I did glance with interest at the humanoid-robot standing patiently in its place—Lot Fifty—with some idea of buying him for a body servant. But he was a Domestic/Gardener/Chauffeur/General duties robot, and although looking remarkably talented, was not a servant I could with justice see myself employing. Since coming back a couple of months earlier from our Mediterranean aquiculture project and resuming my acquaintance with fresh air and sunshine, I had done nothing more strenuous than a few hard sets of tennis, a shooting expedition and a trip to my only relative, Aunt Nora, who lived in the tropical climate of the South Pole Estate and worried herself sick over her Siamese cats to the exclusion of her subaqueous nephew.


No, robots were all very well; but I fancied this fellow would rust rather quickly where I earned my living.


Pomfret had a long wait ahead of him: the Bernini Aphrodite whose marble limbs glowed with that secret voluptuous promise of warm reality found only in the work of the masters had obviously been selected as the great focal point for the auction; as the pièce de résistance she would occupy a place of honor. Probably, I decided with a wetnecks’ cynicism, after lunch when postprandial digestive juices loosened wallets.


“She’s beautiful!” sighed Pomfret, his florid face looking like a bull’s contemplating a herd of finest Jerseys.


“And you’ll have to pay a price—”


“I know. I recognize a handful of dealers down from Town. But there’s no chance of a ring—on a find of this magnitude—”


“I can’t understand why the estate didn’t send it to an international house, instead of just lumping it in with the rest—”


“It!” said Pomfret reproachfully. “You are a heathen, aren’t you?”


I was looking again at the subtle curves of the Aphrodite and admiring yet again the art and the craft and the girl herself—whoever she had been, a Baroque mid-seventeenth century waif from the streets of Rome, or a stormy rival to Costanza Buonarelli—when beyond that exquisite shoulder I saw a man’s face staring out at me from the shadows. I would not have been surprised even at the unexpected occurrence of someone standing just behind the statue in the shadows beneath the carved oak staircase, had not something about the face, some cast of features, some change of expression, filled me with an apprehension I could not understand.


I looked again, but the face had gone.


“A heathen, I said, Bert, and a confounded Vandal I meant.”


Old George Pomfret liked to ride a horse once he began. That face—I’d seen it before, somewhere, of that I felt convinced and its very familiarity eluded me and made me infuriated with the gossamer-like evasiveness of face and name.


“Vandal?” I said, vaguely. “Well, hell, George, it’s only a lump of marble—maybe it is Carrara—but—”


But, furious, his nostrils showing a crimping of white among the red, George Pomfret turned away from me. Smiling with the satisfaction of one who has successfully thumped a shark on the nose, I went back to trying to recall the shape and coloring, the expression and feeling, of that mysterious face.


And then, well, the old saws cut the finest; the doppelgänger effect had struck again. Of course. The face had been my own.


The fine set of intestines, and the reconditioned heart and the fully-functioning left kidney had been knocked down—I wondered without curiosity to whom they had belonged—and after the house’s computerized atmospheric controls had been disposed of (a late addition to Gannets they could be stripped out without affecting the fabric of the house), I tried to stir an interest in Lot Thirty-three. Four fine rapiers.


That face—certainly the whole structure had resembled mine. I looked at once for a glass in the shadows beneath the stairs but was not surprised at not finding one. Could it have been—? I had no relations apart from cat-loving Aunt Nora. An angle of light, a trick of shadow, surely these must be the answer to that passing resemblance?


The upsetting feeling of imbalance made me irritable; an easy enough state for me to get into at the best of times and just for a moment, standing there in the soft early summer sunshine surrounded by the civilized artifacts of a dead family’s life, I felt a great desire for the surge of water all about me and the welcoming sight of the lights of my undersea home dancing through the water toward me. I shook myself and looked at the four fine rapiers. Scottish, they were of excellent craftsmanship but I decided not to bid; I had too many rapiers already and these four, although fine, were nothing out of the ordinary. They went to a mousy-looking man whose delicate features must wince at the mere thought of what the rapiers were for.


“Lot Thirty-Four. Comprising two first editions: Wilfred Owen and Gerard Manly Hopkins, in remarkably fine condition, the twentieth century bindings intact, a little foxing and numerous bookplates and inscriptions on the flies—”


I tried but the price shot way up above what I was prepared to pay for what were, after all, merely books. I knew the Owen and the Hopkins and all their work graced my shelves below sea; first edition mania had never, thank God and my bank manager’s apoplexy, ever struck me.


I turned back and I stared at myself from behind a suit of Milanese armor—


This time, half-prepared, I took a step forward. Then as the man vanished I stopped, shaken and dumbfounded; for the vision was me—and it had literally vanished into thin air.


No doubt whatsoever entered my mind. The man had vanished. One moment he stood there staring at me with a lopsided smile—a trick of expression I hate and have been trying to correct for years—and the next I could see past the armor the flank of a cavalry group in bronze, the blue and crimson highlights striking back from swelling haunches of horses and spurs. Just like that—flick!—the man had disappeared.


I blinked. The reaction was normal. I swallowed. That, too, much as I might hate it, was normal reaction.


Taking another few steps I walked as carefully as I could, considering the circumstances, toward the cavalry group. I rested my left hand on the pauldron—the suit was amazingly beautiful and a possession any man might covet—and stared again at the cavalry, at the entwined thin legs, the drooping sabers, the stirrups thrust so rigidly forward. If the man had merely walked off and in the instant of his going I had blinked, a phenomenon of quite ordinary occurrence and so often explaining these so-called miraculous disappearances, he must have been still in the angle formed by the wall, the cavalry group and the suit of armor. He could not have got out any other way. He was not there. I had not expected him to be.


He had been wearing a strange costume, too: tightly-fitting gray tunic and slacks showed beneath a dark blue cloak that hung by golden chains from his shoulders. No flaring movement from the cloak had followed his vanishment, another clue to the manner of his going. The strangeness of the costume in this age of laissez-faire in dress had lain in the Greek Corinthian helmet he wore pushed back on his forehead to reveal his face, for the helmet’s bronze had been painted in vulgar blue and yellow squares in checkerboard pattern.


When I had first seen him staring at me from the Bernini Aphrodite I had not noticed the helmet, and I concluded he must not then have been wearing it. What significance that point had I did not know. I felt hot and uncomfortable and a little amused at my own reactions.


The absurd always makes the brain tick faster and locks that absurdity in the memory where reality and adherence to life is glossed over and forgotten.


George Pomfret, whose highly-colored cheeks did not for once bespeak a glutton, glanced across at me and then, surprising me, walked across quickly. “Hey, Bert—are you all right? You look—” “As though I’d seen a ghost?” “Well—if you must have it, yes. You all right?” “Yes. Thought I saw—oh, never mind, George. I think I must have been daydreaming.”


“Hm. Well.” Pomfret made up his mind, evidently, not to press the matter. “That cabinet we looked at is up next. Are you still interested?”


“Cabinet?” My mind spiraled back from impossibles to life.


“Yes, Bert. That trick cabinet that stood beneath a window of the picture gallery on the first floor.”


“Oh, yes. I know. Of course.” I saw Pomfret looking at me. “Well, let’s get to it before it’s gone. I’m all right now, George—for Heaven’s sake!” “All right, all right.” But he gave me another look as we went across to the waiting crowd behind the double row of gilt chairs before the auctioneer.


The cabinet—a chest more, in a way—glowed in sullen and smoky orange walnut as the auctioneer’s robot wheeled it into a vantage point on the trolley. Simple, austere but elegant lines and a functional directness spoke eloquently of the work of Samuel Bennet, who, although less renowned than his fellow Englishman Thomas Chippendale, yet commanded a rare price and following in the true lovers of antique furniture.


“You’ll never afford it,” said Pomfret with reluctant conviction.


“I’m afraid you’re right.” I realized, looking at the concentrated faces of the professionals bidding for consortia and groups, for international houses and for world-renowned museums and art galleries, that I was the worst kind of fool for even imagining that I stood a chance of outbidding them. But the experience would be fun.


“Lot Forty. A chest commode by Samuel Bennet, inlaid walnut, gilt fittings, about seventeen eighty”—the auctioneer detailed the rest of the mouth-watering goodies. I smiled at Pomfret at the assurance with which Bennet had been credited with the commode—it made little difference, now, really. It was not a Chippendale, that was the main thing.


The auctioneer’s robot opened one of the drawers, the top half-drawer, to show how after all these years the wood stayed true and sweet, the fit perfect, the drawer squeakless. I had opened all the drawers myself only an hour or so previously in a last minute delight of the piece. I knew the chest was perfect.


The robot bent to the lowest largest drawer. His well-disciplined tug gentled the handle; the drawer did not slide out He pulled a little harder and I frowned.


That drawer had slid out on one handle, so well had the piece been constructed; but now, the robot pulled again and I heard one or two people murmur a soft little under-the-breath warning.


Then the drawer slid open with unexpected suddenness.


It shot right out, jumping the retaining strips of wood and thumped to the floor. With quick instinctive response the robot had swung a hand up to catch the drawer and his metal fingers struck the wood jarringly. The drawer tipped over.


A long, rolled bundle toppled out.


I heard around me in that society of rich and dignified patrons of the arts, of matrons well-endowed sitting enjoying their auction, of professionals adept at hard-hitting bidding, of a world of art and refinement apart from any other world on the same planet, a sigh and a shiver of affrighted expectation.


The robot caught one end of the roll of cloth and spun it around, undoing, unwinding. From its revealed center an object spilled out onto the floor before the auctioneer and the crowd.


A girl’s body, naked, decapitated and smothered in blood, sprawled laxly before us.




II


THE HEAD WAS NOT FOUND.


The elegance and refinement of the auction atmosphere in the great ballroom of Gannets had served at least to dampen the incidence of hysteria. I could not help, despite the unnecessary gruesomeness of what had happened, a small malicious feeling of comeuppance. This gilded world of small talk and elegant gesture and afternoon tea was not mine. George Pomfret and I walked back across the gravel paths to his heli-car and watched the hasty exit of the would-be buyers when the police had finished.


“Poor kid,” said Pomfret, shaking his head. “They’ll never identify her, not with all their new-fangled forensic gimmickry.”


“The odd thing is, George,” I said with a thoughtfulness I tried not to make sound like fear, “the damnably odd thing is that we looked through that chest about an hour before. So the girl couldn’t have been there then—”


“I heard the police doctor say she had only just died. The blood was still pumping out—you know how it spurts from a severed neck artery—”


“Yes.”


“So she was put into that chest just before the robot wheeled it across.”


“It’s a tough nut, all right.”


Pomfret wouldn’t leave it alone. “Yet no blood was found anywhere in the ballroom, and the head—”


“I know Look, George, we’re late for lunch—”


“My dear fellow—this hasn’t put you off your grub, has it? That would be a tragedy. Fresh salmon and a sauce—Montague got the recipe from Chancellor Zangwill’s robot chef—which we thought would especially appeal to you. Fresh water, after all, you know—”


“I know, George, and thank you. Fresh salmon will make a change from kipper, herring and haddock—”


Pomfret’s heli waited for us with that faintly sly and disdainful demeanor you always find with an integral-robot piece of equipment. Much as I am not at home with the humanoid-robots, integrals infuriate me more. At least the human-looking robots are open and transparent in their programmed effects.


We got in and the vanes stirred and whickered and the voice grille said: “Where to, sir?”


“Home, James,” said Pomfret and then, because he was Pomfret, added: “And don’t spare the horses.”


I thought of the dead girl without a head and I thought of the man who had vanished and who looked like me.


I had not, of course, mentioned him to the police. I had a good idea they would either have taken no notice and written me off, or they would have taken me down to the station and probably tried to pin the murder on me. Either way would do me no good. This was a thing I had to work through for myself.


The heli slanted away in the sunshine and Gannets with its blue roofs and gray and yellow walls with their wide framed windows slipped back into its bower of green.


Nice place, that. Restful. What had happened there bore no relationship to the house’s niche in history; a house, a home, a palace for a family—again I thought of the legends clustering around the name of Lester Northrop. Before I could start a conversation with Pomfret leading him around to telling me this tidbit of local scandal his phone rang. It was Benenson.


“Now look here, George! What are you doing floating around in your heli for? Have you got the Bernini already?”


Pomfret glanced sideways at me. “No, Paul, not yet, not yet. There was an—an accident…”


On the screen the round harshly gray face of Benenson projected a strong personality. I didn’t much care for Paul Benenson. He was one of those uncomfortable people who seem to be incapable of a conversation but must at all times try to beat anyone else down, to argue without reason, always seeking to score points. Now he drew his brows down at George Pomfret.


“That’s not good enough, George! I know we all agreed to let you represent the syndicate at the auction because you were local, but perhaps I ought to have gone myself. I know better than most how difficult it is to find trust these days—”


I refrained from listening to any more, reflecting that George had evidently talked himself into this one, and trying to extract some amusement from the thought of his joining up with bores like Benenson. Since the prices of art treasures and antiquities had soared up beyond even the purses of the well-to-do, leaving the field clear for the super-rich and the art galleries and museums, the fashion had grown for men of taste to club together in syndicates to buy art treasures and share them, sometimes on a rotational basis, sometimes by mutual sharing of a private gallery. As Benenson so often remarked, “I damn well want the Aphrodite and I don’t mind sharing it with a few of you fellows who clubbed together with me. But I don’t want a horde of grubby little public faces and eyes goggling all over it.”


He said that again now.


Pomfret nodded. “We are resuming the auction in the morning, Paul. I think we can secure the Bernini, although there is tremendously strong opposition.”


“Humph. Maybe, You can increase our top price by another half million. Marcel Lecanuet has joined our consortium. I don’t care for him, but he brings another half million.” Benenson’s face on the phone screen showed clearly the overmastering greed in him. “And I shall come down tomorrow, also. We must have it, George!”


As the screen died I said to Pomfret, “It, George? I thought Benenson was an art lover?”


“He’s all right,” said good old George, uncomfortably.


We spun down to his own villa, modest in size compared to Gannets, but filled with all the latest gadgetry to make life worth living. His robots took over the moment we alighted from the heli and the salmon was delicious. The rest of that evening passed in a fog of cross-talk centering around the headless corpse of the young girl.


As for me, I kept wondering who the devil could be the man who had looked like myself, and if he had, really and truly, disappeared before my eyes.


Inevitably, the more I thought about it the more rationality supervened. I had imagined his vanishment and some normal explanation accounted for the experience.


So it was that the next morning—the third of my stay with George Pomfret—I hurried over breakfast and with a quantity of sly digs at George induced him also to hurry so that we could heli to Gannets before the odious Benenson could show up.


Feeling only a slight quickening of excitement as we dropped down to the rambling and picturesque house, I still could not help wondering what was going to happen today.


The place looked unchanged from the outside and I found both a comfort and a normalcy in this; for almost a thousand years the house had stood here while motorways and monorails had passed on either side, while the high sonic booms of aircraft had drifted down from above and the deep entrails of the intercontinental sub-way systems had penetrated the ground far below. Macabre and pitiful as was the death and mutilation of a young girl, this house must have witnessed other and more frightful scenes in its long and shrouded history.


George Pomfret, strangely enough, had thrown off my questions about Lester Northrop. “He wasn’t the fellow they’re talking about; he only lived here. Fellow you want to know about was old Vasil Stannard.”


“Vasil Stannard?”


“Yes, well, kept himself to himself. That portrait up at Gannets, artist who painted that had to live in up there, own suite of rooms, own robots, not allowed to prowl about the house.” Pomfret chuckled fatly. “I confess I wouldn’t have missed the auction even if Benenson hadn’t asked me into the syndicate, for the sake of poking about in Gannets. Regular mystery house, y’know, has been for years.”


We alighted from the heli, seeing only two others already there in the rapidly-organized carpark, and walked up the scrunching yellow gravel paths past the trimmed box hedges and the weathered statues, noseless, armless and lichened. The day held all that subtle saffron clearness of promise that you find only early on summer days, when the whole world seems to be contained within itself, idling, waiting for the machinery of life to move into top gear, watching and listening and absorbing the promise. Always that, the promise, what is to come, the expected, the awaited; always that, so much better, really, than the blowsy blown fulfillment.


The blue roofs floated against the sky. I had never really thought about the color of roofs before and I suppose if asked would have vaguely said something about the warmth of red roofs, the vibrant glow of orange gables, the luster of tiles. But now, walking between tended beds of early summer flowers rioting in color and perfume, I saw clearly that here, if nowhere else, blue roofs and gray and yellow walls formed the most perfect example of domestic architecture. They reminded me of my own silver sky back home.


In another place and another time, I would have preferred red brick and red tiles. But not here. Not at Gannets.


We went through the glassed-in portico and the anterior lobbies and walked directly to the ballroom. Pomfret could not wait to clap his eyes on his Aphrodite. Outside, the regular estate guards with their brown uniforms and holstered sidearms had been joined overnight by the more somber police, keeping their own watch on this place. If anyone had had the idea of stealing any of the fabulous Gannets collection, the guards effectively prevented the idea’s execution.


I hesitated on the threshold of the ballroom, again fascinated by my feelings that this beautifully proportioned room should resound with the lilting waltz tunes and the swirling skirts and brilliant uniforms of a bygone era. The musicians’ gallery with its carved balustrade and cunningly modernized lighting hovered above one wall as though on antigravs—and then I felt an irregular thump clot my heartbeat and I gasped.


I stared down at myself from that musicians’ gallery.


Looking up, my mouth idiotically half-open, I saw the Corinthian helmet with its blue and yellow checks now all gorily smeared with blood—for no doubt existed in my mind that those ominous stains were anything other than blood—and the man’s gray tunic and slacks showed more of the grim stains. His cloak had gone, but the manner of its passing could be conjectured from the broken and dangling golden chains swinging from his shoulders.


I looked for a way up into the gallery.


The mahogany door toward which I rushed was fast locked. I looked about the room, seeing it stuffed with the bric-a-brac of the auction like a brilliant overturned wastebasket of the ages, and seeing no immediate way up. The man above me moved. I heard a hoarse and distressful gasping.


“Hey, you!” I called, springing out and searching again for him.


At first I did not see him. Then a single drop of bright red blood fell and splashed onto the marble floor before my feet.


There he was, huddled down against the balustrade.


“Are you hurt? Do you need help?”


No answer. The heavy tramp of a guard’s footfalls from my rear and Pomfret’s returning figure from my side convinced me that unless I could make contact with this mysterious stranger in the next ten seconds I would never do so.


“Bert? Did you call?”


“Listen, man! You’re in trouble. And you wear my face…. Who are you? Can I help you?”


“Bert? Are you talking to yourself or something?”


No more blood fell. The glint of a broken golden chain vanished from the gallery.


“Yes!” I shouted back at Pomfret. “Yes—I am talking to myself!”


“Everything all right, sir?” The guard, a heavy brownfaced man in a brown uniform, whose square brown hands rested with negligent efficiency on his belt less than an inch from his holstered weapons, regarded me with that sub-surface knowledgeability reserved by the authoritarian lower ranks of any military or para-military force in dealing with civilians. “I thought you were talking to someone?”


“Just to Mr. Pomfret here, sergeant, that’s all.”


He looked at us, without meeting our eyes, and then said something about doing his duty and walked off. His straight ramrod back and stiff legs made me itch.


“What the hell’s going on, Bert?” Pomfret took my arm the better to make me understand his concern. “You were shouting at yourself—”


“Did you see… ?” Then I held my tongue. He couldn’t have, and if he had he would have done as I should have done and roused the guards. Hell—there was a fortune beyond price on show here and men would go to any lengths to lay their own hands on it. All the guards from any of the Security Organizations wouldn’t stop a really first-class tea-leaf operation I could have planned myself if I had had both the money and a criminal intent.


“You look awful. Come over here and sit down. I’ll rustle up a drink—”


“It’s okay, George. Really.” I laughed and regretted that essay into imperturbability on the instant. “Just a slight impediment in my mouth I was trying to clear.” I coughed, then with the desperation of the witless, added, “We wetnecks sometimes carry on in odd ways. You mustn’t mind me.”


He looked at me as though to say he was glad I was leaving him the next day, and smiled like chipping ice, and said, “You want to look after yourself; can’t have you flipping your lid all over the place.”


You had to hand it to old George. Nothing was going to make him change his mind about anything.
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