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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



DECEMBER, 2197, in New York City, and Allen Sibley slowly turned the corner of a big gray building for the second time. He walked head down, his eyes darting up now and then to search over the passersby for anyone who might have noticed him coming this same way ten minutes before. Embarrassed, he dropped his glance Whenever it accidentally touched someone else’s, and those people looked at him curiously for a moment before twitching their eyes away and going on about their business.


It was late afternoon—about four o’clock—and the skies were the color of cast iron above the heavy downtown office buildings. He had been walking for the better part of an hour, all the way from his own offices, through the steadily narrowing streets, leaving behind the formal landscaping of the uptown boulevards and the delicate flight of the pedestrian walks above the softly humming roadways. Down here, he found bluff walls and broken sidewalks, soot and, sometimes, cobblestones. Mechanically crossing one street after another, feeling more and more conspicuous in his Moreley Freres surtout among these crowds, he made his way.


From time to time he reached up and touched the edge of the business card in the breast pocket of his surtout But he never went so far as to take the card out. He knew the address on it. He touched it only to reassure himself it was still there, and to scrape the raw edge of his soul.


As he walked, he saw himself clearly in his mind’s uncompromising eye: a pitiful spectacle of a soft, middle-aged but childishly sensitive, irresolute man, who had never in his life been essentially anything else. He knew he was hesitant, indrawn, unable to make up his mind, a proper object for amused contempt. He knew himself thoroughly. He knew that anyone else could see what he was at a glance. He was an incompetent weakling, congenitally fearful, and completely lacking in the pride and strength that distinguished real men from inferior botches like himself. He knew he had only one positive quality: a mind that never stopped thinking, and that constantly thought things like this.


He turned the next corner and found himself again in front of the building’s entrance. He stopped and touched the business card once again. And then, with a stolen look around to see if anyone was watching his indecision, he dropped his hand and turned away again, to round the next corner and walk farther, once more around the block.


He knew he should have gone in. He had come down to this neighborhood on the crest of that decision, only to have it break away beneath him when he actually faced the entrance with its tier of company name plates. So now he walked around and around the block, not going in and not going away, not going back to his own offices to sit behind his desk, facing the door and waiting.


He reached up to the card again, his fingers hesitant. It was a terribly frail straw. He forced his legs to carry him forward, and his other arm swung stiffly at his side, out of rhythm with his footsteps. He dropped his hand and walked on. How many years, now? Five? Six?


Six, he thought. The lounge of the Fieldstone Club had been a quiet, hushed place. An occasional servitor moved soundlessly across the Bokhara carpets, carrying a tray; and every so often members came in or got up and left, some going into the dining room when whispering attendants informed them their luncheon was ready, Others going back to their offices, and all stepping quietly. In the high-ceilinged room, with its draperies cutting shafts from the golden sunlight in the windows, their movements back and forth took on a complex rhythm that Sibley caught from the corners of his eyes as he sat reading his newspaper. He held the paper up Stiffly before his face, but as the time passed he relaxed a little, lulled by the soft movement in the room and the tang of excellent food still lingering on his palate. He did not wish to speak to anyone, did not wish to so much as nod to an acquaintance; he wanted only this half hour in which to rest, relax and let the accumulated tension, of a morning’s business seep out of him before he had to return to the business of the afternoon. But while his hands slowly loosened their grip on the paper, his arms drooping down until he was holding it more naturally, he felt a little pang that none of the other members had even tried to penetrate his barrier. He wondered what they thought of him—whether they thought so little of him that the least discouragement was enough to quench any obligation they might feel to politeness.


His mouth moved in hurt sadness. Then he caught himself, and the careful mask of preoccupation settled back on his features. He turned the page, taking care to do it quietly, and went on with his half-reading, not absorbing anything of what his eyes passed over, since he had now turned to the financial page and the figures in it were two hours behind the tapes in his own office.


“Mr. Sibley?”


He looked sideward, caught off guard. He twisted uncomforably in his chair, his surtout pressed down by one thigh, caught and hampering his body. “Yes?” Strangers who spoke unexpectedly had always startled him.


The man sitting in the next chair had a round face with plain hair and features that left nowhere for a description to begin. He murmured a name as anonymous as his face, and Sibley was never able to remember it. He held out a white slip of a business card.


“Pardon me for intruding, Mr. Sibley,” he said in a voice that seemed to drift toward Sibley and dissipate as soon as it had registered on his ears. “I represent Doncaster Industrial Linens, and your name has been brought I to our attention.” He moved the card forward, and Sibley found himself reaching up and closing his fingers on it almost unthinkingly, so much in harmony was it with the lounge’s slow rhythm of motion, and so unobtrusive the man’s manner. It was only when Sibley’s fingers closed over the card that he realized he’d actually taken it. He looked down at it uncomfortably, trying to think what to say.


He realized he ought to hand the card back firmly, saying “My dear sir, this is a private club. I do not wish to discuss business here. Furthermore, I have no conceivable use for the services of an industrial laundry. Good day!” But he did not say it. He mumbled:


“But, I don’t see …”


“Of course, Mr. Sibley,” the man said. “You don’t see why our firm should intrude on your privacy.”


“I—well, no, that’s really all right,” Sibley answered, instantly embarrassed. “It’s just that this is a private club … some of the other members might object …”


“I understand completely, Mr. Sibley. I won’t take more than a moment of your time.”


“No, no—that’s all right, really. I didn’t mean …” He swallowed the remainder of the sentence at the suspicion of amused scorn in the man’s eyes. He looked down at the business card, in confusion at the neat way he’d been out-maneuvered.


“I think it would be best,” the man was saying, “if I explained the nature of our firm’s service.” He looked sharply at Sibley, and said, “Don’t you think so?” while nodding.


Sibley nodded and said, “Yes,” in reflex.


“We live in a society that has turned in upon itself,” the man proceeded at once. “The technological achievements of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries came to an end only after they had reached their logical zenith—the establishment of a state of affairs in which man can produce more than he can possibly consume.” The man gestured graciously at the trappings of the room in which they were sitting. “In our time,” he commented with gentle redundancy, “we live in luxurious comfort because we have what might be called a stockpile of technology. The techniques of the previous two centuries are entirely adequate for meeting the needs of this one. None of us, I think, need worry unduly about food, clothing, or shelter. That is our treasure, and our cross.


“For the day is coming, Mr. Sibley, when this warm paradise will come to an end. And I think all of us know it, though few of us will admit it. We are rich, but we will be poor. Some day, in the not too distant future, our wonderful technology will have stripped this planet. We will have taken too much. We will have robbed our world—the only world in this solar system on which man may live in any degree of comfort—and it will starve us into pestilence and savagery for its revenge. We know it. But it’s so pleasant to sit here. So comfortable. People love comfort, Mr. Sibley. Comfort and luxury. Once they have it, they will not give it up too easily. Even though they know that some day they will lose it. Even though they realize that the more luxury they enjoy today, the sooner the day of reckoning.


“So I think all of us are divided within ourselves, Mr. Sibley. We barricade our fear behind a complex social code, and we scheme and struggle endlessly to preserve what is ours and to take from others what belongs to them so we may add it to our own possessions. We are hoarding against tomorrow’s famine, each trying desperately to be the man who will keep his comfort longest—and yet we know that the better we succeed the surer we must die.”


The man raised a hand. “Wait, Mr. Sibley. I know. It will be generations, still, before we feel the first pinch. All of us here will be dust by then, and we will all go comfortably into our soft caskets. But neither you nor I can dissociate ourselves from the race of man, and it is the surging racial instinct that has swept us all up. You, and I, and everyone—we fought the cold in icebound caves, once, long ago. We fled from the wolf and slew the bison, and chipped our flints on the banks of rivers that drowned us in flood and parched us in the drought. We know, Mr. Sibley—you and I, and everyone here—we know the winter is coming.”


The man’s mood changed abruptly as he finished, much as if an organist had changed stops. He became brisk, urbane, businesslike:


“Naturally, the strain on all of us is very great. In spite of the MacDonnel drive and the little colonies of Venus and Pluto—because of them, I should say, since they are such outright failures—all our futures are confined to a closed area. We have no choice but to move in intricate circles, making room for our own expansion by restricting someone else. Occasionally, some of us cannot help but find ourselves displaced. What then? There is seemingly nowhere to go.


“My firm, Mr. Sibley, meets this situation. We are an old, established business. We realize that the stress of this life is particularly hard on some types of persons. This problem is even more greatly magnified in business circles, where it can bring the ordinary pressures of social competition even nearer the insuperable. And being a businessman today is often painful, isn’t it, Mr. Sibley?”


Again the man nodded, and Sibley, almost perforce, nodded an instant behind him.


“So.” The man tented his hands. “My firm has now made its chief specialty the alleviation of some of the arises which can arise even in the best-managed circumstances. For example, Mr. Sibley, you have only recently concluded an agreement with a Mr. Hewes, who has been made a one-tenth partner in your brokerage house. In return, Mr. Hewes brings to your firm the advantage of his position as chairman of the Federal Securities Exchange Commission.”


Sibley’s face paled. He stared at the man.


The man put up a quick, disclaiming hand. “Never fear, Mr. Sibley. Our discretion is of the highest order. We are, after all, on your side of the fence. That is, should anything ever happen to this delicate arrangement, we trust you will keep us in mind. You will find us efficient, discreet and equal to the task.” The man smiled for the first time—a quick, fleeting, polite twitch of his mouth. No more. “And I believe that concludes my intrusion. I trust you will find it worthwhile, at some later date, should the occasion ever arise.” He stood up, still in rhythm with the room’s leisurely movements, said, “Good day, Mr. Sibley,” in his drifting voice, and walked quietly away.


Sibley automatically put the card in his breast pocket. He sat for what seemed like a long time, the paper drooping forward in the one hand which still held it, his other hand lying limp in his lap where it had sunk down from the front of his surtout.


Now that it was too late and the man was gone, his mind teemed with objections and questions. How had Doncaster found out? Who else knew? Was Doncaster trying to blackmail him? If so, why hadn’t their representative simply stated the percentage they wanted, instead of going about it this way? What about Hewes? Sibley had certainly thought the agreement and the freedom of operation it permitted were safe. Now it seemed they were not. The leak must be at Hewes’s end, somewhere. Could he trust a man who could be compromised so easily?


Slowly, the panic died down by fractions, and Sibley became aware enough of his surroundings to raise the paper in front of his troubled face again and, behind it, to think over his first excited reactions.


The ultimate corporation. It wasn’t a completely unreasonable thought. In a world full of piracy and shipwreck, salvage ought to be profitable. And if that was what Doncaster was, then their interests more or less were on the same side of the fence as that of their potential clients.


Sibley bit his lip. The man’s logic had been strained: he had made it sound as though business were a matter of ruthless, cutthroat competition, which it most certainly was not, and that all of life, as a matter of fact, was a tense crowding-out of one person to make room for another. That was certainly as extreme a viewpoint as Sibley had ever heard. It was most definitely not his own viewpoint.


One just had to be careful, that was all.


Nevertheless Doncaster had a selling point.


He got up slowly and walked thoughtfully out of the lounge, his footstep’s quiet. He nodded absently to the servitor who held the door for him, and walked down the broad marble steps to the curb where his car drew up for him. He got in silently, and his chauffeur drove him to his office without asking.


He got out of the car at the entrance to his office building and now, finally, at the sight of that stone facade and his name in gilt on the door, at the thought of all they represented, the delayed reaction triggered off.


He walked stiffly across the sidewalk, feeling as though he was being watched by everybody. He remembered the way the man had casually twisted him around his little finger, and a blush shot up to flood his cheeks. He moved through the door in self-conscious agony, and he remembered what Doncaster’s man had said to him as: Today’s society is particularly hard on some types of persons. He blushed again as he seemed to remember naked contempt on that man’s perpetually expressionless face.


He knew himself well enough to realize he might be unconsciously coloring the memory to twist the dagger deeper. But that merely made it worse. He knew he was perpetually fearful. He knew he had no pride. It was ridiculous to blame anything but his own weakness. In any other time, he knew, he pitiful.


As he walked through the lobby, with its people, he seemed to see cold amusement on every hand. His arms jerked upward in an aborted reflex that would have been a gesture of self-protection. But he stopped in time, since there was nothing visible in front of him to protect himself from. His fingers did lose their hold on the newspaper, however, and he had to stoop and pick it up in the middle of the crowded lobby.


In his office he sat trembling, his nerves unstrung. There were a dozen urgent matters waiting to be attended to, and he forced himself to them. Then he lost himself in them, ticking them over in his brain like so many punched cards. In the solitude of his office, engrossed in his work, there was no hesitation in him, and a certain joy. Tonight, later, he would review his decisions again and again, wondering if he had made a mistake. But now he was decisive; sell here, buy there. This company, A, would soon have no choice but to merge with that company, B. His staff of market analysts did not have to tell him that—he could feel it as surely as a breeze on his cheek. Buy. And when they merged, their chief competitor, C, would take a severe jolt. Sell.


The world in which he moved was held as surely in his mind as the map of a familiar country. He knew it well. It compensated for much that he could be sure he knew it well. He had a mathematician’s—or, better, a strategist’s mind for it.


Then he shuffled farther down through the stack of papers. The manager of the Stock Exchange had to be sent his monthly consideration, or he would begin unaccountably losing track of Sibley’s bids. Sibley inched his cramped signature across the bottom of the check.


His contact men in the rival brokerage houses were also due for their checks. He signed those.


There was a voucher for ten per cent of the previous day’s commissions, made out to a fictitious name. That was the cash for Hewes’s dummy bank account. There were other payments to be made, to other necessary people.


And once that was done, he sat looking down at the signed orders and checks, his mouth dry. In the back of his mind, something nagged him that nagged him every day after a spasm of work. He looked around the well-furnished office, and felt drained.


He was forty-nine, and he was alone. He had learned his skill from his dead father, and been born to this office. He worked with numerals on paper, and his head was full of averages and balances. His accomplishments were figures in bank books, certificates in safe deposit boxes. From somewhere, a notion pulled at him that a man should leave the mark of his hands on the world; something built—something created. That came from his boyhood, probably. He remembered the intense concentration, the patient effort, and the almost boundless satisfaction of putting a toy model together. His room had been full of ships and aircraft, painstakingly shaped. He found himself remembering the turn of a keel and the flowing airfoil of an outthrust wing—


“Miss Pierson!” His fingers jammed down on an intercom stud.


“Yes, Mr. Sibley?”


“You can come and take this away now.”


He sat despising himself. Was he a man or a weakling? He knew the answer but, since he knew it, was he so completely spineless that he couldn’t even discipline himself? It was enough that he knew the mechanics of his work. He ought to be proud of knowing them. He was a top craftsman in his field, and his firm was successful. It made not the slightest bit of real difference whether he hated the things he had to do to insure its success. He ought not to hate them. A man—a real man—would never let his mind betray him into thinking things that were absolutely profitless. He thought too much. He tortured himself too much.


Miss Pierson came quietly through the door, and Sibley hastily rearranged his features, knowing it had been too late and Miss Pierson would be smiling slightly behind her decorous mouth.


He did not look up. She gathered the signed papers. “Will that be all, Mr. Sibley?”


“Yes—no. Put a call through to Mr. Hewes, at the Securities Exchange Commission.”


“Mr. Hewes. Yes, Mr. Sibley.”


Something in her voice made him suddenly realize his mistake. He couldn’t call Hewes. Not from here. Panic touched him. He’d dropped his guard for a moment, and now he had to make up for it hastily, as best he might, and hope no damage had been done.


“No—wait. I’ll have lunch with him and talk it over in person.” He knew Miss Pierson was one of Claffin & Sharpe’s contacts. There was no doubt in his mind that Hewes would have an interest in their firm, too, but he couldn’t have them suspecting he was in trouble. He looked up, and caught a quick glimpse of the expression hovering around the corners of Miss Pierson’s eyes. “Ah—there are some aspects of the new SEC code that I want to discuss …”


Miss Pierson was close to laughing at him openly, he knew. She must have realized long ago that he was aware of her double function. As long as Claffin & Sharpe didn’t also know that, it would make no difference to her. But she must derive constant satisfaction from watching him try to fool her whenever there was something he didn’t want her to know.


“Of course, Mr. Sibley. Shall I arrange an appointment?”


“No—no, thank you, Miss Pierson. I’ll do that myself.” He twisted in his chair. “Tonight. At home.”


“Of course, Mr. Sibley.”


She turned and walked quietly away. Sibley followed her with tortured eyes, thinking how attractive a woman she was.


He called Hewes’s private number from his novel-lined study at home, his stomach uneasy. The face on his phone screen, too, seemed a little unsure of itself.


“Yes, Sibley?” Hewes asked in a cautious voice.


“Ah—Mr. Hewes, I’m sorry to trouble you at your home. But our firm had a call today, just at closing time, from a customer who wanted shares in a firm called Doncaster Industrial Linens.”


He peered closely at the screen. Hewes would be working just as hard as he at keeping up an impression of innocence over anything as public as a phone line. But he was almost sure he could see a slight twitch in the man’s eyelids.
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