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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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1

HE WAS ON THE RUN AGAIN, AND this time there was no exhilaration in it. Always before, if there was a thrill of fear, there had also been a thrill of pleasure: he was still cheating the world and still getting away with it. Always before, he had been alone, with no one to consider but himself, no one to hinder him, no one to care if he finally lost the game.

This time he wasn’t alone. As he sat on the beach under the blazing Florida sun, a tanned girl in a silver swimsuit who was running and jumping and laughing in the breakers turned every now and then and waved to him, keeping in contact with him, as if he could vicariously enjoy the delight of her youth and health and strength in the sun and sand and sea. She was right, too: he could and did.

His greatest advantage, next to being alone, had always been that the police, smugly certain that no crime could exist that they didn’t know about or had not already solved, got hot under the collar at the very suggestion of unsolved crimes. It was their Achilles heel.

And then, too, nobody would believe the truth. So nobody was likely to discover it.

If the police were not looking for him, he was as safe as ever. This was just possible; they had certainly started looking for him, but it was conceivable that after a preliminary probe they had given up. However, that was no more than a remote possibility. If they were still looking for him, the fact that it was for the wrong reason didn’t matter a damn. At any moment a heavy hand would fall on his shoulder, and his freedom and his life would be over.

He felt it would have been easier to bear if he had made a mistake. It was unfair that he hadn’t made one but still found himself with his head on the block, waiting for the rattle of the guillotine.

Well, had he made a mistake? Lacking second sight, he could hardly have foreseen the consequences of going to the Blue Moon night club. Still perhaps it had been a mistake to go twice. You could do almost anything once and get away with it. It was the second time you showed up that people got curious and started trying to find out who you were and all the rest there was to know.

Yet if it hadn’t been that it would have been something else. You couldn’t buck the national register. A man could lose himself in a card-index handled by human beings. A computer’s memory bank was another matter. The Population Centre at Washington didn’t lose people. Any time you took a job you had to have a name, and if you gave the wrong name, sooner or later a query came from Washington. Even if you were trying to hide, it was far safer to give your real identity than a false one. So long as the Population Centre knew who you were and where you were, the idiot computer was satisfied. It was bothered only by details that didn’t jibe.

A bronzed young Adonis ran into the sea, straight for the girl in the silver swimsuit. Ignoring him, she blew a kiss up the beach, and the self-confidence of the Adonis faltered. He ran past her as if he had never noticed her, and swam strongly out to sea with much splashing to prove his manhood.

The man on the beach waved back. He knew she was in love with him, and tried dispassionately to calculate how deep her feelings were and how long they might last. He didn’t know if she really believed that he was not in love with her, despite the number of times he had told her. He wondered if she was going to be hurt.

Marita was certainly a lovely creature, one of the loveliest girls he had ever known. And he had known many.

“’Tis pity she’s a whore,” he murmured, quoting the title of a centuries-old play.

Because he liked her—although he was not in love with her, he had a very deep affection for her—he went on to reflect that she had probably had very little choice. In this or any other age, supremely beautiful women had a natural asset which society virtually forced them to throw on the market in one way or another. And Marita was no actress. Maybe she’d make the grade as a dancer—she did have a certain talent, and with her body she wouldn’t need a lot. Physically she was quite perfect, the exception to the rule that a beautiful woman, no matter how beautiful, must have some fault. Her face was so lovely that she could have put all her eggs in one basket, wrapping up her body in the latest hidealls and making her face alone her fortune. But her figure, too, was so alluringly contoured that concealing it would have been like locking up a Rembrandt in a cellar.

What was a girl like that to do, left alone in the world? Perhaps only what she had done ten years ago. At fourteen, she had been too young to be an actress or showgirl, and well-endowed as she was even then she lacked three things: education, money and parents.

She did what she could, and she did it very well.

Two women passed him, walking along the beach. Self-indulgence had given them both bulges which nothing but self-denial could cure. One said: “See that girl? That’s the type I mean.”

“What type?” the other asked.

“Too good to be true. Baby blue eyes. Curves she pretends she doesn’t know about. She’s playing in the water like a kid … but I bet she’s five years older than she looks and has forgotten more about men than you or I will ever know.”

It was amazing, he thought as they passed on, how shrewd women could be about women. Catty, sure, but still shrewd.

Yes, Marita was playing in the water like a kid. She had discovered innocence. She was learning what it was like to be clean. Oh, certainly she was living with him, but that was nothing. He had offered to marry her if she liked. The symbolic significance of the ceremony might be reassuring to Marita. Of course, once the marriage went on record he’d be skewered, but he was skewered anyway.

Was there any chance?

Well, if he could somehow get past August 29 there might be a chance. But there were seventeen billion reasons why he wasn’t going to make it.

Seventeen billion dollars.

A lot of money, like a lot of mass, had inertia too great for one man. Moving a mountain from your path was child’s play compared with shifting a barrier like seventeen billion dollars. And it was so big you couldn’t go round it or over it. You had to go straight through.

A dozen feet from him the air crackled.

His heart sank. It could be nothing. Once or twice before he thought he had heard that noise, and nothing happened.

When you were peeped by transmitterless TV, the cops’ ultimate weapon, the air crackled. They’d never managed to get rid of the crackle. Maybe they didn’t want to. When it happened, people with clear consciences didn’t turn a hair, unless the crackle caught them at an awkward moment, like when they were kissing the boss’s wife. Then, knowing their rights, they’d call the local police HQ and yammer about invasion of privacy. However, people whose consciences weren’t clear, who had something to hide other than that they were kissing the boss’s wife (which was good clean fun and none of the cops’ business), were liable to jump lip and run.

Feeling an impulse to jump up and run, he fought it and conquered it. If it really was TTV, the more unconcerned he could be the better. What you had to remember was that when the air popped, that was like seeing a cop. You were simply making trouble for yourself if every time you saw a cop you took to your heels.

All the crackle meant was that somebody had looked at him. That might be the end, it might be the beginning, or it might be an abortive, unimportant episode in the course of a search for somebody else.

He continued to watch Marita, taking pleasure in her lithe movements, pleasure in which there was not even a trace of eroticism. Others were able to take pleasure in poetry or fine prose: for him prose was good or bad depending on its truth and clarity, nothing else. Others took keen pleasure in a dramatic sunset; he merely noticed it was getting dark. Others took pleasure in music …
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