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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


I WAS SHAKING when I came out of the Arena.


I always feel a little shaken, but this time the tensions had wrapped my stomach in knots of pain and salty perspiration stung my neck where I had shaved only a little over an hour earlier. And, despite the heavy knot in my stomach, I felt strangely empty.


I’ve never been able to sort out my reactions to an Execution. The atmosphere of careful boredom, the strictly-business-as-usual air, failed to dull my senses as it did for the others. I could always taste the ozone in the air, mixed with the taste of fear—whether mine, or that of the Condemned, I never knew. My nostrils always gave an involuntary twitch at the confined odors and I felt an almost claustrophobic fear at being packed into the Arena with the other nine hundred and ninety-nine Citizens on Execution Duty.


I had been expecting my notice for several months before it finally came. I hadn’t served Execution Duty for nearly two years, and since it usually figured out to once every fourteen months or so on rotation, I’d been ready for it. A little apprehensive—I always am—but ready.


At 9:00 in the morning, still only half awake (I’d purposely slept until the last minute), vaguely trying to remember the dream I’d had, I waited in front of the Arena for the ordeal to begin. Our times of arrival had been staggered in our notices, so that a long queue wouldn’t tie up traffic, but as usual the checkers were slow and we were backed up a bit.


I didn’t feel like waiting. Somehow I’ve always felt more exposed on the streets, although the brain-scanners must be more plentiful in an Arena than almost anywhere else. It’s only logical that they should be. The scanners—electroencephalic pickups, actually—are set up to detect unusual patterns of stress in our brain waves as we pass close to them, and thus to pick out as quickly as possible those with incipient or developing neuroses or psychoses—the potential Deviates. And where else would such aberrations be as likely to come out as in the Arena?


Often I had wondered why my own fears had not triggered one of the devices, and signaled the Proctors to come and take me. I knew my own feelings of insecurity—they bordered on paranoia at times. Yet, I’d escaped unscathed for the first thirty years of my life. Why?


Morbid thoughts like these kept flashing through my mind as I waited, and then I had moved to the front of the short line. I flashed my notification of duty to the checker, and was waved on in. I sank into the plush depth of my seat with a sigh. It was on the aisle in the “T” section, as usual.


Once this had been a first-run Broadway theater—first a place where great plays were shown, and then later the more degenerate motion pictures. Those had been times of vicarious escape from reality—times when the populace had ruled, and yet the masses had averted their eyes from the world. Many changes had come since then, with the coming of regulated sanity and the achievement of world peace. Gone now were the black arts of forgetfulness, those media which practiced the enticement of the Citizen into irresponsible escape—or so they said. Now this crowded theater was only a reminder.


And a place of execution for those who would once have sought escape here.


Perhaps thirty people were sitting on the floor of the Arena, where once there had been a stage. They sat quietly in chairs not so different from mine, strapped for the moment into a kind of passive conformity. My eyes were drawn to them—their strangeness had always exerted a perverse sort of attraction over me. As usual, most of them were young—from about ten into the early twenties. Their kind never lasted far past puberty. These were the rebels, the potential enemies of society. Criminals. Probably some of them hadn’t yet realized it. But they were on the verge of antisocial insanity, and the brain-scanners had singled them out. Now society would deal with them.


A flurry of movement at the gates caught my eye. Apparently at least one of them was a full-fledged Rebel. He was struggling furiously, and three proctors were having an awkward time getting him into the Arena without hurting him.


Then, as they moved into the floodlights, I saw with a faint shock that it was a girl.


She was dressed in man’s clothing, but betrayed by her unsanitary and neurotically long hair.


Long, blonde hair. For a moment I forgot where I was, and allowed myself to revel in this nearly forbidden sight. The soft waves fell halfway down her back, disarrayed now, wildly framing a face whose fierce criminality seemed to illumine her features with a fire and beauty almost beyond my recollection.


My eyes were caught by the shining highlights of her hair as the floodlights stirred it in a gentle mockery of sunlight. Something within me responded, and …


I felt a bright hot tension in my eyes, and then suddenly the scene on the floor below sharpened, and I felt as though I was hovering in mid-air directly over the defiant girl.


They were strapping her into one of the chairs, carefully pulling the soft leather straps with their attached metal electrodes around her, pinioning her. One set joined her arms to the armrests, another her legs to the specially devised footrests. Her tunic was opened—one of the proctors mumbled an apology—and a third set was passed around her chest, the metal plate fastened just under her left breast.


And then she was alone.


I stared at her, drawn magnetically to her eyes.


Strange eyes; light blue irises, surrounded by a ring of dark blue, and flecked with gold. They were shining. She had been crying, the stains still on her cheeks. No longer aware of the chair I was sitting in, or the physical distance which separated us, I looked deeper into her eyes, and they seemed to melt, like a pool of clear water growing deeper. I could almost see into, beyond them—into the darkness beyond.


Her eyes widened as she became aware of me, and then she returned my look, her unvoiced appeal probing deep within me.


Suddenly I could no longer see her. I felt a wrenching twist, and found myself once more sitting in my seat high above. A citizen settled himself down into the seat immediately before mine, restoring my sight of the floor below.


Sweat poured down my face, my clothes seemed plastered to my body. I glanced to my right, but the Citizen beside me had noticed nothing. Surreptitiously, I touched my sleeve to my face, and felt my cheeks flush.


Then, before I could look below again, the lights dimmed and rebrightened. I could feel the casual air depart from the place. All around me Citizens straightened in their seats. My hand moved out involuntarily to the board in front of me, and I stared down at it.


A very simple set-up, of course—nothing more complicated is needed—a bulb and a pushbutton. You wait until the bulb lights, and then your thumb or forefinger, which has been straining over the button, plunges down, jabbing almost viciously. That is, it does if you’re me, Bob Tanner. My neighbors’ hands moved with bored precision. One thousand little blue bulbs lit with half a watt or less of electricity. And one thousand relays—assuming all the buttons were alive, something one could not take for granted—clicked over, each endeavoring to be the first to unloose the tide of electricity which would sweep over the stoic dolls on the floor below.


I watched my hand move, unbidden, over the vicious little button, and with a feeling of horror I saw the little blue light snap on.


Let it be me, and not one of those automatons! I thought to myself, stabbing painfully at the pushbutton.


The overhead lights, momentarily drained, dimmed again, the seated figures below jerked for a few seconds, and then it was all over. Our pushbuttons were as dead as they’d been at our entrance and our power as executioners was gone. At least for the next twelve months.


I climbed jerkily to my feet, the catharsis of the experience I’d just undergone leaving me drained of my own energy, and waited for the row behind me to empty. When its last man moved out into the aisle, I followed him up the aisle and down the steps to the exit.


Something always hit me when I left the Arena, leaving the faded red plush and soft lights for the brightly sunlit world of 2017. Usually it would be a fairly common sort of after-reaction, a nervous exhaustion, first in the knees and then in the pit of my stomach, and I would start to shake. I didn’t have to be told this was a neurotic attitude, and the very fear of this only reinforced the reaction.


This time—this time I could not snap out of it. The world seemed unreal, out of focus, blurred around the edges and paper-thin. The intensity of my experience made even the bright sunlight pale. It had never happened like this before —what was happening to me?


Still not under control, I stepped from the sidewalk onto the moving street and damn near killed myself.




II


THE MOVING ROADS are still found only in the largest cities. New York, London, Tokyo, are the only ones to my knowledge. New York’s are the oldest, thirty years old now. I doubt we’d ever have had moving roads if it hadn’t been for the ban on vehicular traffic in 1982, when they finished the new freight and passenger subway system. Originally the idea had been for some short-haul transit to fill in the gaps between subway stations, and the streets would be planted with grass while the moving strips went underground along with nearly everything else. But in those days we still had politics to contend with, and the disclosure of the huge swindle perpetrated by the Independent Party machine—grafting almost the entirety of a fifteen-million-dollar bond issue—pretty well ruled out any more underground construction. By then, what with sewers, water mains, central heating mains gas and electricity mains, and the new transit network, Manhattan was honeycombed underground. To construct a new underground network of moving passenger belts would’ve eaten up that fifteen million for a starter, and taken many times more for completion. The Mayor of New York—an Independent man—was no fool. He used the one avenue open for escape: he built the moving streets on the surface, where the former streets had been.


The result is that in Manhattan we have the only beltways exposed to the elements, and, naturally, the only beltways which close down at the first sign of inclement weather. Even a mild shower will stop them, ever since a woman slipped on a wet street and sued the city to a fare-thee-well. Nowadays, of course, no one would think of pressing suit against anyone else; there is no corruption in the city government, and indeed there is very little government of any kind. The citizenry is sane, after all.


Or so they teach in school.


The moving roads are set up as a series of endless belts side by side, the one closest to the sidewalk moving at five miles an hour, and each one over moving five miles an hour faster. On a wide avenue, like Sixth, you can get a center strip which goes up to 20 miles an hour. Not excitingly fast, but fast enough, since it never stops.


You learn to move from strip to strip easily; just brace your legs and shove forward with the one on the slower strip as you step over. If you’ve known the beltways ever since you were a child, as I have, it’s completely a matter of reflex and instinct. I could do it blindfolded.


But not after that execution.


Somehow I managed to step half onto the street and half onto the sidewalk. The sudden twist threw me into the air, and as I fell, I could feel some huge, mindless monster chewing on my leg.


The next thing I knew, I was in a hospital.


I was numb, that was all I could tell about myself. A red haze covered my surroundings. I was lying on my back, against something hard.


“This one’s a case, all right!” said a voice almost directly behind my left ear.


My heart leapt with sudden panic. I tried to rise, to sit up. Nothing happened. I was completely helpless; I could not move.


I should not have been conscious. My body was in a state of drugged torpor, and I realized suddenly that my eyes were closed. The redness was the light which penetrated my eyelids. It made no sense for me to be conscious, but I was, reasoning and receptive. I could hear and feel.


“Look at that leg,” said another voice. “Ripped right up the thigh.”


“Any fractures?”


“I’m setting up the machine. We’ll know in a minute.”


There was a hum from overhead, and my scalp prickled, although I knew it could only be an X-ray machine.


Then a door opened and closed, and I waited. There was no time for me, only an endless suspension of experience. For a while I could hear one of the men clicking and clinking what I imagined to be surgical instruments in some other part of the room, and then there was only silence. I had no way of knowing how long it had been when I heard the door slam open and an excited voice say,


“Henry! Take a good look at this!”


I wished desperately I could open my eyes.


“You must have made a wrong setting.”


“Wrong setting, hell! Look at the rest of the print. I—”


“Easy, easy. Let’s stay calm. You know …”


I knew too. The brain-scanners would not be absent here.


“Hmmm, that is strange, yes.”


“Yeah, Henry. Look at the bones. Sure, they’re whole, no fractures, not even chipping. But bones don’t photograph like that. They don’t cast that sort of shadow on an X-ray. No marrow, no depth—just a completely solid image. Like a hunk of metal.”


“You’re right. Absolutely right. But we need confirmation. More shots. Do his entire body.”


I felt the cart I was on being shifted. The motion set my mind reeling. My bones didn’t look like bones? What were they talking about? There was nothing unusual about my legs that I could recall. I’d had no operations, no broken bones, nothing artificial added. What was happening to me?


I could feel something large and warm being lowered closer to my body, and then they began the process of photographing me from head to toe, plate by plate.


They were absent for a long while after that.


I had been drifting, dreaming those peculiar waking-dreams of free-association and shifting images one usually has before falling completely asleep. There was something about a man, the same man I’d dreamed about earlier. He was gross-bodied and bald-headed. He was doing something. I couldn’t tell what. His face was distorted into a malicious grin. Then I heard the voices close by again, and was fully awake.


“There’s one immediate test, that’s all,” said a voice. “If we find what we expect to find, we’ll have to make a report.”


I felt something tugging at my left leg, and then felt a soundless vibration transmitted up my leg as something smooth and sharp slid along my bone.


“Look at that,” said the voice. “Metal.”


I blacked out.


When I came to again I felt quite different. I could feel again.


I was lying in a hospital bed, a sheet pulled over me to my chin. My left leg felt encased in something. And it itched. I started to reach one hand down to touch it when I heard the door latch click.


I had barely time to return to my original position before I heard several men enter the room.


I opened my eyes to thin slits and looked around.


The room was a small private cubicle painted a dull, neutral color. Immediately at my side stood two men, one dressed in white, the other in a light business suit.


Business Suit spoke. “Doesn’t look abnormal … Let’s have a closer look at him.”


“Yes sir. I just put his leg in a temporary plastic job,” said the other in a voice I recognized as being Henry’s. He pulled the sheet from over my leg. I couldn’t see what he was doing, but suddenly the pressure on my leg ceased, and more than anything I desperately wanted to scratch myself. But I held myself in check.


There was a muffled exclamation.


“Sir! I swear to you, we had the entire femur exposed down to the kneecap!”


There was a long silence. I could imagine Henry sweating to himself.


“A sane mind is an open mind,” said Business Suit, mostly to himself. “Is he still under sedation?” he asked after a pause’.


“Yes sir. We’ve been keeping him on ice until a decision was made.”


“I want to see those plates again,” the other said, and shortly the door had closed behind them again.


For a short time I lay stunned by what I’d heard. Then, tentatively, I reached down to feel my leg.


They’d left the casing off. I slid my hand down my thigh slowly, expecting at any moment to reach the wound. My hand encountered only smooth flesh all the way down to my knee.


I sat bolt upright.


Throwing the sheet off me, I stared down at my body.


My left leg was whole, as whole and healthy as my right leg.


But—I had felt the scalpel peel away the flesh from my leg, felt it scrape along the bone. And the whole leg had been torn up—hadn’t it?—from my accident.


I stared at the leg.


If you looked for it, you could see the fresh skin. There was no scar, but the new skin was a lighter pink, and as yet hairless. It extended in rough patches down the outer side of my leg. I fingered it. It felt normal, perhaps smoother, but the skin had feeling of its own; it was not dead.


I ran my hands over my leg, fascinated, for many long minutes. Then consciousness of what this meant began to reach me.


I was different. How different I had no way of knowing. But I had a metal leg bone, very possibly metal bones throughout. (But blood cells are manufactured in the bones’ marrow. How could I have all metal bones? It was one more question for the list.) And I appeared to be able to regenerate flesh over a fresh wound in a matter of hours. And what had they said about my being “on ice”? I had thrown off the effects of whatever drug they’d administered me.


What was I?


Well, that was one question I wanted to be able to answer at my leisure, and I knew that I wouldn’t care for their answer. Perhaps cases of “physical deviancy” were far rarer than those of mental deviancy, but I’d heard stories of the occasional mutant still being born: residual payments for the heavy blanket of radiation unleashed by the war mongers of the Twentieth Century and the populace’s mad dabblings with untested drugs. But those poor unfortunates rarely lasted past their early infancy before execution.


The hospital was no place for me. At any moment they might reach their decision and send the proctors for me. The only point in my favor for the moment was the fact that they thought I was under wraps for the time being. It was time to do something while I still had that advantage.


Cautiously I tested my strength against the bed, and raised myself to a sitting position. I felt weak, but not too weak to navigate.


Problem Number One: clothes. I was naked.


I rose and on still uncertain feet, prowled the room.


It was just a cubicle. Barely big enough for the bed, a night stand, and a chair, and space for three or four visitors. There was no closet, no clothes thrown over the chair. I had hardly expected to find any. They hadn’t figured I was in immediate need of any.


I tried the door. Unlocked. No reason, of course, why it shouldn’t be. If I were a normal human being I wouldn’t have even been able to raise my eyelids.


I pulled the door open, and stared down a long, sterile, empty hallway, lined with closed doors identical with mine. This was no good. No good at all.


Somewhere in this vast building would be my clothes, but where, I had no idea. In fact, I had no idea where I was. Nor even the name of the hospital. It didn’t leave me much.
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