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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.


      









“Each in his narrow cell forever laid


The rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep.”


—Gray: An Elegy Written in a
Country Churchyard








CHAPTER I






“That’ll do nicely, Chester,” said Harold Freitas III as the statue drew abreast of the long lounge on which his wife, Sarah, was reclining. The calm-faced, rather good-looking young Negro who had volunteered to push it on its hissing air-pallet from the door of the elevator cut the power and it sank to the floor with a solid-marble thunk.


“There!” Harold added to Sarah. “What do you think of that?”


Lithe and exquisite as usual, Sarah swung her bare golden legs to the floor and shook back her shoulder-long fair hair. There was a long pause. During it, Harold realized that, if only the big breakthrough had happened on a Friday, he would have been able to tell her the news at their country place in Arizona, and in some indefinable sense that would have been infinitely more appropriate.


But it was Wednesday, so they were in the Los Angeles penthouse, a place so completely of the twenty-first century its very walls seemed to exclude even thoughts of the dead past. He felt the first twinge of apprehension lest his carefully planned surprise should go to waste through such a silly accident.


I ought to have waited to Friday evening after all.


But there were two good reasons why he couldn’t have. For one thing, ever since their marriage he had felt a trifle uncomfortable in Sarah’s presence. He felt, in some way he could never pin down, inferior to her—not that anyone could have accused her of acting as though that were her view of him, not that any outsider could have detected friction between them. He simply seemed to lack the ability to impress her, and surely after five years a man ought to have done at least one thing to impress his wife!


And for another thing, he was purely bursting with need to share the news with somebody.


At least, he noted, she was taking the trouble to get up and walk around the statue to inspect it from all sides, to touch it here and there with a probing ringer, to stand back with folded arms and give a nod.


“The Hermes of Praxiteles,” she said. “And rather a good copy, if I’m any judge.”


“No!” Harold said in triumph. “Not a copy—that’s exactly the point.


She gazed at him blankly for a moment. Then she gave her high tinkling laugh. “Oh, Harold! You’re not going to tell me somebody conned you into buying this as the original? The original is in the museum at Olympia—I’ve seen it there. It couldn’t be for sale by any stretch of the imagination, and I don’t suppose it could possibly be stolen, either. Besides, it shows more than a few signs of old age. I mean it’s chipped!”


“That,” said Harold doggedly,” is the Hermes of Praxiteles. Not a copy but the original. We finally got the bugs out of the Timescoop project, and this is the first object larger than a clay pot that we’ve brought forward with it. The power alone cost us about half a million.”


At least, he reflected with grim satisfaction, if he hadn’t impressed her he’d bewildered her, and that was a new sensation. She glanced in astonishment from him to the statue, then to Chester, and back to him.


“I don’t think I quite understand,” she said.


He was tempted to say that, if she took more interest in her husband’s work, she’d have known about the project from the beginning and would understand perfectly. Conscience held back the words; he himself understood only a fraction of what the Freitas billions had rendered possible. It was hard to have been made, at the age of twenty-nine, what a commentator over K3V-Fortune had termed “the rider on the wild horse”—in other words, to have been dropped into the saddle of Freitas Interplanetary at a time when the sheer financial inertia of the corporation implied that no single man, president or humble clerk, could hope to do more than divert the dozens of individual research projects and public-service enterprises within the empire by a degree or two of arc from their preplanned courses.


He turned away grumpily to serve himself a drink from the liquor console. “You’d better ask Chester for the details,” he threw over his shoulder. “He’s the man who takes the credit for all this.”


“Well now, that’s a bit of an exaggeration,” Chester Waley said in a mild tone. “It certainly could never have succeeded without the twenty or thirty people on our team, and above all, it couldn’t have come off without the help of Sparky.”


“Maybe not,” Harold said, and essayed a mild witticism. “But one can hardly invite a computer to dinner, can one?”


The moment the words were out of his mouth, he felt the joke wasn’t really very funny. Sparky—SPARCI, Self-Programming Automatic Rapid Computer and Integrator—was even higher on the list of people who disturbed him and made him feel inadequate than Sarah was. Nobody ever referred to Sparky as “it,” only as “he,” and he was such an integral part of the Freitas Interplanetary setup that it was a jolt to remember where the calm friendly voice over the office intercom was coming from.


“Drinks?” Harold said to cover the flatness of his last remark. “For you, darling?”


Sarah returned to her lounge and composed her graceful limbs into a decorative posture; she was wearing a high-fashion tabard in Freitas syntholon, reaching from shoulder to crotch and designed so that it never quite revealed the intimate details of her anatomy to which it so carefully directed the eye by the curves it fell into. She said, “Not for me, thank you. If Chester is going to tell me about something technical, I shall need all my faculties to follow him. You know I haven’t got a scientific mind.”


The Negro made a disclamatory gesture. “On the other hand, Mrs Freitas, I believe you have a far greater appreciation of history than someone like myself. And art and literature, of course.”


Sarah shrugged. “Oh, the past is dead, so it just lies there and doesn’t jerk around when you try to examine it closely.”


“But that’s exactly the point!” Harold said, spinning away from the liquor console to face her again and contriving to slop over the back of his hand an ounce or two of the drink he had taken over. He kept his curses silent and went on, “The past needn’t be dead—not any more. Look, this statue is the original! Or to be exact, it’s a cross section of the original, one chronon deep, allowed to expand in the present into a facsimile of its full four-dimensional structure. You see …”


His voice trailed away as it became clear that Sarah did not see, and the sneaking suspicion arose in his mind that she was being willfully obtuse because it was he who was giving her the explanation. He knew it was the right one, because he was quoting word for word a summary issued by Sparky.


“You have a go, Chester,” he sighed, and carried his drink to an inflatable armchair on the other side of the room.


“I’ll do my best,” Chester said, and likewise sat down, leaning forward with elbows on knees. “It is a bit difficult to grasp at first, Mrs Freitas, but I think I can convey the fundamental concept. Have you ever thought that an instantaneous object could not exist?”


Sarah pondered for a moment. Then she nodded. “You mean in the perceptual sense?”


“Precisely. Therefore, as well as length, breadth and height, an object must possess duration. Just as there is a minimum spatial length—usually taken as the diameter of an electron because we still can’t observe events occurring in a smaller compass—there is also a minimum temporal length. Now suppose you were able to cut through some object with an infinitesimally fine wire, one electron’s diameter in thickness—do you think that would perceptibly affect the object?”


Sarah pondered again, and finally shook her head.


“Effectively it wouldn’t,” Chester agreed. “It might just possibly alter the total electrical potential of the object by ionizing a few of its molecules, but the odds are all against it. But cutting a one-chronon cross section of an object is a different matter. All the constituent particles of that object are sliced through by the cut; in other words, there’s a hiatus in its duration.”


“What causes it to resume when the other side of the cut is reached?” Sarah demanded, and Harold gave her a startled and irritated glare. If she could ask that acute a question after such a skimpy introduction to the subject, then she was deliberately snubbing him. She must understand very clearly.


“It doesn’t resume,” Chester said. “It exists, in a four-dimensional sense, both sides of the cut. But because the cross section is timeless, it having no time to exist in owing to the conditions established to make it possible at all, it makes no difference where the cross section is then transported.


“What we’ve done at Timescoop is to—ah—constrain such cross sections to the present. Then it does become technical; you have to derive information from a theoretically information-free environment and feed in power to permit the forward duration of the item to resume, and so on. But right here, in the shape of this statue, is proof that it can be done, and even though we saw it—uh—grow in the Timescoop lab this morning, it is in every possible respect the original which we located in Praxiteles’s own workshop and cross-sectioned just before its dispatch to the temple it was commissioned for.”


“I see,” nodded Sarah. “In other words, so far as an outsider like me is concerned, it’s a fake.”





CHAPTER II






There followed a few seconds of tense silence. Harold broke it by jumping to his feet.


“No! Not a fake! Chester just told you—”


“Oh, Harold, really,” Sarah said in that tone of weary and almost patronizing patience which he had come to know so well since they got married. “The Hermes of Praxiteles is—I forget exactly how old, but certainly two or three thousand. If that thing there is fresh from the workshop, it’s not the original. What would an archeologist report if you asked him to check on the stone that thing’s carved from?”


Harold’s jaw dropped and stayed dropped. Even the normally imperturbable Chester blinked rapidly several times.


“Mrs Freitas has a very good point there,” he murmured.


“Thank you,” Sarah said. “Do you get what I’m driving at, Harold? In 2065 the stone is fresh-cut, not aged or weathered; it hasn’t been handled by sightseers who’ve left a deposit of—of finger grease, I suppose—on the original, and given it the patina of the ages.”


“But it is the original,” Harold insisted obstinately.


“In your sense, perhaps. Not in a collector’s sense, or an art historian’s. What were you thinking of doing with this Timescoop of yours?”


“Why—uh …” Harold stumble-tongued. Chester came sympathetically to the rescue.


“Well, it’s going to be announced to the public shortly, Mrs Freitas—so far we’ve been lucky with our security and we believe no one else has even the remotest inkling of our success. It’ll naturally take a while yet, about six or eight months according to Sparky’s projections, before we can rely on perfect operation every time. There are so many incidentals to sort out, like the fine-focusing technique we use to make sure we get what we’re after and not half or something which happened to be standing next to it. As yet, that’s dreadfully slow; it took us all of nine weeks to set up the Hermes job. We need to get it down to a matter of hours before the technique becomes economic.”


“In what sense economic? How do you price objects dragged out of the past?”


Listening, Harold felt himself trembling on the edge of a gulf of disaster. This was by far the most hopeful thing that had happened since he found himself tossed into the presidential chair of Freitas Interplanetary following the death of his father, Harold Freitas II, on the way back from Mars—the victim of a meteor strike. And here was Sarah not merely failing to be impressed but actually undermining this fantastic achievement with idiotic grumbles!


He said harshly, “It’s all been costed, of course. By Sparky. I told you, the power required to bring your—your present from the past cost about half a million. But what do you suppose the market price of that statue would be if it were to be offered for sale? Ten times that at the least! And one wouldn’t have to stick to such massive objects; that simply happened to be one whose precise location on a precise date in the past could conveniently be established. For about a hundred and twenty thousand we can bring forward the Mona Lisa—”


“I’ll bid a buck for it,” Sarah cut in.


“Oh, stop talking nonsense!”


“I’m not talking nonsense.” Sarah jumped up and went to fetch herself a drink, after all. Belatedly, when she glanced a question at Chester, Harold realized he hadn’t offered a drink to their visitor, and since the visitor nodded and smiled, he obviously wanted one. Christ, wasn’t anything going right today?


“You say Sparky costed this project’s economic viability,” Sarah continued as she attended to the controls on the console. “Well, all I can say is that he’s an ignorant idiot. Look, Harold, I’m sure you went to a lot of trouble to be able to give me that statue this evening, but you wasted the corporation’s money, you know. For a hundred thousand you could have hired the right mineralogists to match the marble, the right technicians to take measurements accurate to a few microns off the original in the museum, and a competent hack sculptor to reproduce them. You spent five times as much and all you’ve wound up with is—regardless of what you say—a duplicate.”


Chester was looking very grave. He said diffidently, “I’d be inclined to take what your wife says seriously, Mr Freitas. It’s not my field, but I do have the impression that it’s only the scarcity value which keeps up the prices of works of art—”


“Yes, of course it is!” Harold snapped. “Our plan is designed to maintain scarcity value, not destroy it. If we were to scoop the Mona Lisa, you think we’d do it a dozen times over? Not at all. We plan to make the announcement, mount a major publicity campaign, and invite tenders from museums and private collectors for whatever they most desperately want. The highest bids will get our first attention. And it’s not just works of art, but archeological relics and important documents and lost historical data generally that we plan to get hold of. And one and only one client will get the benefit, the highest bidder. He’ll also get a watertight contract assuring him that we will never repeat the assignment we accepted from him.”


“And how long after you announce your discovery will you retain a monopoly?” Sarah demanded in an icy tone. “What’s to stop some unscrupulous bastard setting up his own operation?”


“Well, this isn’t exactly the kind of technique one man in a basement can—” Harold began. She cut him short.


“Harold, right over there behind that nice smart ham-mered-gold panel there’s a keyboard which gives you or me or anyone access to computing capacity that only giant corporations disposed of a generation ago. All the wealth of the Roman Empire couldn’t have bought Nero a three-vee set—if it could have, maybe he wouldn’t have been so bored he needed to burn Christians! If I were the curator of an art gallery, say, faced with an offer like yours, I’d estimate how long it would be before every hole-in-the-corner little rival of mine could boast the same exhibits with the same kind of warranty of genuineness and I’d halve my original bid and then halve it again because all I was getting was a nine-days’ wonder.”


Harold had gone very pale, but in his heart he knew she was right.


“In short,” she wound up, “the operation isn’t going to persuade people to pay for the mere power you say it takes to bring it off, let alone amortize the billions you’ve probably spent on research.”


“Now just a second!” Harold objected. “Think of all the damaged works of art that people would like to have complete—think of the Venus di Milo! Think of the archeological relics which were robbed before scientists could get to investigate them, like the burial treasures of the Pharaohs which were stolen from the Pyramids! You’re not going to tell me that people wouldn’t like to have those—and we can get them. In fact, the Pyramids are a very easy target because they can be pinpointed exactly.”


“But pure knowledge doesn’t command a particularly high market price,” Chester said regretfully. “I was in college with a friend who wanted desperately to know whether it was true that Peter the Great, Ivan the Terrible, Napoleon and Henry VIII were, as the medical historians allege, really afflicted with syphilis. I’m sure he still wants to know that, and the Timescoop technique could enable him to find out. But he’s teaching in a small African college right now, and the annual budget for his department would be swallowed up by a day’s operation of the Timescoop itself.”


“This is exactly the kind of thing we want to be able to do for people,” Harold said. “Solve the riddles of history. But until we’ve made the operation self-supporting, which means, of course, we are going to have to amortize our investment, we shan’t be able to afford these luxury frills.”


“Well, if you think you’re going to pay for them by—ah—importing duplicates of existing works of art and expecting them to maintain their market value, you’re wrong,” Sarah said flatly. She rose from the lounge, setting aside her empty glass. “I programmed dinner for about this time—shall we see if it’s ready?”


But her remark fell on deaf ears. Harold was gazing at Chester in wonderment.


“Did you say the Timescoop would enable your friend to find out about all these historical characters suffering from syphilis?”


“Ah—in principle, I guess it could,” Chester agreed cautiously.


“You mean there’s nothing to stop you from bringing forward a—what’s your word?—a cross section of a living human being?”


“We never tested it out.” Chester shrugged. “But since the cross section itself is by definition timeless, and once the power is supplied to it in the present to enable it to resume its normal forward progression into time, it’s indistinguishable from the original, I see no theoretical objection.”


“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Harold declared triumphantly.


“What? You mean—oh—send for Shakespeare and rent him out to universities at a million dollars a day?” Sarah said. “Harold, be reasonable. I think this thing has turned your brain. Nobody will ever believe you didn’t simply hire an actor and reprogram his memories, not unless you make public every detail of the Timescoop technique so that people who don’t have to worry about amortizing the research investment can climb on your shoulders and offer the same service for the mere cost of the power.”


“They’ll believe me, all right,” Harold said, rising to his feet and puffing out his chest. The whole scheme had come clear to his mind in seconds. “Sarah, do you know what next year is?”


“Would you like me to fetch you a calendar?” she said with sarcastic sweetness.


“I’m not in the mood for jokes!” he blazed.


“Well, of course I do!” She stared at him in surprise, as though taken aback by the violence of his last outburst.


“Then since you’re so interested in history, you must know what it will be the thousandth anniversary of?”


“2066? The Norman conquest of England!”


“Precisely.” Harold turned to Chester with a sketch for a bow. “I don’t usually talk much about this, Chester, because my grandfather dinned it into me as a child that it doesn’t make any difference who you’re descended from unless you can do something yourself to match what your ancestors did to gain their own notoriety. He certainly did that, by founding Freitas Interplanetary. I’m sure, but for is tragic accident, my father would also have made his personal mark on history.


“The fact stands, though, that I come from an old and distinguished family with far more than its proper share of outstanding personalities. I’m proud of that in the same way as I’m proud to have inherited Freitas Interplanetary. For example, the Sieur Bohun de Freitas held land under William the First of England, and is listed in the Domesday Book. Ah—Sir Godwin de Freitas-Molyneux was a notable figure at the time of the Crusades, and was killed storming the walls of the Holy City after leading a famous charge at the battle of Acre. A distant connection, not in the direct line, is reputed to have taught navigation to Amerigo Vespucci. In Colonial days in this country, Reverend Ebenezer Freitas was a pillar of New England society, and there are streets named after him in at least three Massachusetts towns. And so on.” He made an all-embracing gesture.


‘This is how we’re going to celebrate the announcement of Timescoop to the public, and if it doesn’t fire the world’s imagination, then nothing in the universe will do so. We’re going to have a Freitas family reunion, and it’s not going to be some piddling little get-together of cousins and nephews and nieces at the spot on the Ould Sod where great-grandad shared a patch of straw with the pigs!


“No, the Freitas reunion is going to be unique, and—and oh boy! Is this ever going to make the Mellons and the Kennedys and the Schatzenheims look sick!”





CHAPTER III






“Can it be done?” Harold Freitas said to the twenty-one images of scientists, administrative staff and PR men occupying the screen-band facing his desk: all faces natural size, all at his own eye height as he sat behind his barricade of communications and data-processing equipment. This was the office from which his grandfather had directed the corporation; settling into the deeply padded genuine leather chair he had inherited without warning gave him new assurance, new proof of his identity among the teeming billions of Earth.


And this, at long last, was an idea of his own. He had been prompted to it, but no one had actually brought it along on a platter and invited him to take the credit, which was what usually happened. He almost glanced at Chester Waley, but prevented himself.


“Sparky thinks so,” came the reluctant answer at long last from James Quentin, vice-president in charge of research: a tired-looking man in his fifties, with untidy gray hair which, out of inverted vanity, he refused to have dyed.


“Sparky thought we could finance the Timescoop program by offering works of art,” Harold said. “Sparky was wrong.”


“I beg your pardon, Mr Freitas,” said a mild voice from the speaker underneath the only one of the screens which bore a fixed, rather than a mobile image. The picture on it was of a smiling rigid face: the death mask of Voltaire. Sarah had chosen it to replace the original cartoon-sketch character his grandfather had been satisfied with, he being old enough to remember the Magic Piano from his childhood. Every time Harold looked at it it gave him the creeps.


“I gave the answer I was asked for,” the computer continued. “I was asked to estimate the cost of bringing forward from the past certain masterpieces included in a list appended to the question. I did so. It is not my fault if someone jumped to a hasty conclusion because those costings were so far below the present artificially inflated prices obtained at art auctions.”


“Never mind recriminations,” said Louisa Fold, vice-president in charge of public relations: a striking woman in her early forties, with the complexion and figure of a much younger girl and the devious mind of a cobra winding up to strike. “Myself, I like the proposal very much. I ran a few preliminary analyses before coming to this conference, and all of them were favorable. One factor which invariably operates in the case of a family reunion is that in the modern world most people feel slightly dissociated from their environment. They strike out on their own at an early age because they feel oppressed and limited by parental directives, but within only a few years—ten at most—they become aware of their own insecurity and develop a sneaking envy for families like the Schatzenheims who can afford to bring their outlying members together for a grand celebration. And above all, they envy those who organize such a reunion because they are the ones to whom the rest of the relatives feel indebted.”


Harold scowled. He almost always did when the Schatzenheims were mentioned. Four-S—Schatzenheim Solar System Services—and Freitas Interplanetary enjoyed more or less the same kind of uneasy accommodation as, say, Ford and General Motors had done during the previous century: both giants, neither able to exterminate the other, yet both unspeakably jealous. With a colossal flourish of trumpets, the current head of the Schatzenheim dynasty, Solomon, had held a family runion in 2050, for which he brought back at his own expense nearly eight hundred relatives from places as far away as the Pluto orbital survey station, and built an automated university on the spot in Poland from which, in the 1880s, their common ancestor, David Schatzenheim, had set off with his wife and nine children on the wanderings which had climaxed in New York’s garment district. The family home had long vanished, but the neo-Communist Polish government had been very pleased indeed to accept the offer of the university in place of the blocks of twentieth-century flats that had been built on the site; they had been thrown up all anyhow during the population explosion of the eighties and were showing their age.
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