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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

“You’re sixty years late,” the girl said, smiling brightly.

Hardy Cronyn recognized a prepared gambit. She had something to say which she thought would catch his interest. It was unnecessary. She had already caught his interest. Obviously the Utopians had not sent the most unattractive female they could find to meet him. He liked blondes, too.

“I thought I was five days early,” he said.

“On your schedule. Sixty years late on ours. Our bicentenary was sixty years ago. It was agreed then to admit one visitor from the Other Worlds. But it’s taken sixty years to finalize agreement and conditions.”

“How old were you sixty years ago?”

Her smile widened. “You’re off track, Mr. Cronyn. I’m twenty-seven.”

“I’m not complaining, but wouldn’t it have been symbolically appropriate to send a two-hundred-year-old Utopian to meet me, looking as young as you?”

“Two-hundred-year-old Utopians are generally too important to … I mean—”

“It’s all right, I’m not offended. To the rest of the galaxy this visit is pretty important. To Utopia it’s a non-event.”

“Oh no, Mr. Cronyn, don’t think that. To us your visit is very interesting. You’ll be in all the papers and magazines and on television. Our first Other Worlds visitor—”

“What happens if I make a pass at you? Do you have to say yes, have to say no, or is it entirely up to you?”

That wiped the smile off her face. “Please don’t do anything of the sort just yet, Mr. Cronyn.”

“Later, then?”

“Later, perhaps.”

“How much later?”

“Answering that would be like … like …”

“I know. That’s why I asked.”

The little ship that had picked him off the starcruiser outside the Utopian system had no antigravity. Arleen Becker wore a blue nograv suit and there are few costumes which do less for the female figure.

Washington IV was in the middle of a miniskirt era, and Hardy Cronyn, no sex maniac (forty-four, one wife dead and one divorced) was well aware that his normal male response to the nubility of Arleen Becker was probably exaggerated by her comprehensive cover-up job.

“Are you married?” he asked.

This more than wiped the smile off her face. She was startled, even shocked.

“Married? It’s impossible.”

“Impossible?”

“Illegal. There’s no marriage in Utopia.”

“Why?”

“Oh, I forgot. You know we’re immortal, but you don’t know all the implications. Utopia has about the right population, two billion. And the only deaths are accidental deaths, murders and executions. So only this number of births are permitted.”

“I can understand that.”

“Marriage—one man with one woman, forsaking all others—tends to make permanent partners want children.”

“I see. So marriage is out.”

“It’s illegal.”

Something about the flat repetition seemed odd, and he said: “You mean it sometimes happens, but it’s a crime?”

“Something like that.”

Although she had staged a recovery, it seemed he had slapped her on the face twice. Lightly, perhaps, but it wasn’t a great start. And they hadn’t even shaken hands yet.

He held out his hand.

She touched it, held it, and they floated in the bare padded cabin together instead of separately.

She asked, however: “What do I do with this? Grasp it, shake it, just touch it, or kiss it?”

“I thought you would shake it. How do you greet each other on Utopia?”

“We kiss. Don’t you?”

“Heterosexually and homosexually?”

“Huh? Oh. Men and women kiss. Women and women kiss. Men and men kiss only if they’re what you said—homosexual.”

“That problem is still with you too?”

“What problem? It’s no problem.”

“So to greet each other, you and I kiss? At the very beginning of the first meeting?”

“Don’t you?”

“No, with us kissing is a little more intimate. We don’t kiss until the end of the first meeting and maybe not then. But as a visitor, naturally I respect your customs. Is there any special technique for kissing in free fall?”

For the first time she laughed. “Frankly, I don’t know any more about it than you do, never having kissed anybody in free fall. Let’s give it a try and see how it goes.”

They kissed like ballet dancers in flight, except that they were able to linger a little longer over it, not much, because the very act of moving together made them rebound slowly from each other. They could have held themselves together, but Cronyn, alert for his cue, released Arleen the moment she released him.

“When I mentioned making a pass at you …”

He stopped. The hint of a frown returned.

“I was only going to say,” he went on mildly, “that it might just have been trying to kiss you. But apparently that doesn’t count.”

“Oh. Look, Mr. Cronyn—”

“You look, Miss Becker. It’ll take us at least a week to reach Utopia in this bucket, and you say you’re my guide not only now but there as well. If I promise not to make a pass at you, may I call you Arleen?”

The smile reappeared. “All right. But I’d better tell you a few things. We’ve been completely separated from the rest of the galaxy for more than two hundred years—”

“More than three.”

“Yes, if you count the time when Utopia was just Ampirea and the Ampireans weren’t immortal. Our time scale runs from the start of Utopia. I’ll tell you all about that too, but what I want to do now is answer your original question, since I misunderstood it. Maybe I was rude.”

“Think nothing of it.”

“I won’t. Social customs change, obviously. For instance, kissing. That was just a polite, routine kiss. If you tried to kiss me again, that would be what you call making a pass.”

“I’d like to kiss you again.”

“Then you can forget it. For now anyway. There’s plenty of time.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Right for you, wrong for me.”

She looked at him with what appeared to be genuine sympathy, perhaps pity. “Yes, I realize that. How does it feel to know you’re going to die?”

“We don’t think about it much until it becomes imminent. And when we do, we go right out and kiss a pretty girl, if at all possible.”

“Interesting. Well, you realize of course that it’s part of the deal to give you at least preliminary treatment. That means you’ll live on your own world to the age of about one-fifty Terran years. So you don’t have to be in such a hurry.”

“With no marriage, I’d have thought—”

“Yes, I was going on to tell you about that.”

“And with eternal youth—”

“Yes. I know exactly what you mean. There’s far more sex, quantitatively, in Utopia than there could possibly be in any of the Other Worlds, because double centenarians have the same sex drive as teenagers. Well, that’s not quite right, the older people claim teenagers have no taste and discrimination, and they have. Anyway there’s certainly a lot of sex, but you’re wrong if you think that means you just have to nod at a girl and she instantly jumps into bed with you.”

“So it seems,” Cronyn said drily.

“In a few days, in normal circumstances, the question might arise. As far as you and I are concerned, the only two passengers on a small ship—there’s a crew of three—the question will probably arise within forty-eight hours. It would be an insult to me if it didn’t, and it would be an insult to you if I didn’t seriously consider it then. But the first answer will be no, because I have a regular partner.”

“I see. No marriage, but you do have permanent relationships.”

“They’re not exactly encouraged, for the same reason that marriage is illegal—a couple who have a permanent relationship tend to want children. In fact … shall I be frank?”

“I thought that’s what you’d been doing since the moment we met.”

“When I’m asked to report on you I’ll be expected to comment on your sexual nature—not in detail, just generally. And if I report, as I probably will, that I have no first-hand information, I expect you’ll be given another guide.”

Cronyn was one-third amused, one-third puzzled, one-third irritated. Her manner was intense and serious, totally lacking any effort to attract or repel. But even in a nograv suit she was as tantalizing as a mermaid swimming round a diver as she floated over and under and all around him, and he found this cool conversation about sex disturbing.

He said with some warmth: “If what you’re telling me is that our relationship is to be entirely platonic until some distant date when you decide to open your bedroom door, will you kindly stop talking about it until you do?”

She looked surprised. “Oh dear,” she said mildly, “I must have expressed myself badly. I’ve been trying to give you both sides of the picture, since you asked. I didn’t realize you were sex-starved—”

“I’m not sex-starved!”

“Well, if you were, there’s Elsie. The stewardess. She’s not only willing, she’s eager. And before even seeing you. And she’s far more attractive than me. She simply won’t be able to understand that I’m passing up the chance to be the first woman to have sex with the first and only visitor to Utopia in three hundred years. But anyway, you seem to have misunderstood what I was trying to say—”

“I admit I’m puzzled.”

“I’ve merely been attempting to be objective. And you did ask me. I’ve got a lover, and I’d rather be faithful to him than not. But who knows what I’m going to do in three or four days if you’re tired of Elsie and want to share more than a conversation with me?”

“You’ve been so objective it’s no wonder I objected. You tell me not to make a pass at you and at the same time that I have to make love to you some time so that you can make a report to your boss.”

“You asked, and I’m supposed to answer all your questions.”

“Truthfully?”

“What would be the point of anything else?”

“I should imagine there must be at least some opposition in Utopia to this whole experiment.”

“Oh, that. Yes.”

“There is?”

“Not very much. You probably won’t see any sign of it. And I’m not part of it. I wouldn’t have agreed to be your guide if I opposed the whole thing. I think it’s good that the Other Worlds should have this chance—”

“It is a chance, then?” Of immortality for all?”

She started to say something, then stopped. “I think we’ve said enough for now. Come and meet the others. Particularly Elsie.”

Elsie was not far more attractive than Arleen. She was a pretty enough brunette with a figure which she displayed far more generously than Arleen. Skirts, of course, were ridiculous in free fall, as were trousers that could ride up or anything else that was not held firmly in place. But anything that was tight everywhere was practical, and Elsie chose to wear a black twopiece, a rather large bra and rather small briefs, and Cronyn perversely was not interested.

He strongly suspected that plump little Elsie would be too plump in 1G, the high pointed breasts drooping somewhat and the rounded belly becoming too round, but he had to admit that this was quite irrelevant when she was not in 1G, where there were no bulges, only curves. She eyed him predatorily from the start, and in cross-grained fashion he flatly refused to respond, childishly (as he admitted to himself) continuing to want Arleen because he couldn’t have her, and refusing to want Elsie because he could.

One of the two male crewmen was taciturn. The other, Jim Jones, was not.

“You’re from Washington IV? What’s it like? You can get married there, can’t you? You’ve been married twice … Oh yes, I see, your first wife died. Just died, not killed in an accident? I forgot that could happen. How many children? No children? You mean you could have had children and didn’t? I can’t understand that. Doesn’t everybody want children?”

Cronyn soon found his constant questions tiring. After all, Cronyn was there to learn about Utopia, not to answer casual questions about Washington IV, even if the questions were sometimes revealing.

“How does it feel to know you’re going to die? Doesn’t that make you want to have children? How did your first wife die? How old are you? When will you begin to look old? I mean, really old?”

So it went on. The most interesting thing about Jim Jones was that he had no idea how old he was. He knew he was more than fifty, because he had checked once, but that could have been twenty, forty, sixty years ago.

It was not Jim Jones that Cronyn asked about this but Arleen, whose company he continued to find more interesting despite the drawbacks.

“Birthdays cease to matter after about the twentieth. After that you aren’t going to change.”

“It really is immortality, then? A double centenarian could beat a teenager in the pentathlon?”

“A double centenarian certainly would beat a teenager in pentathlon. He’d be so much better at all the events. I believe in your worlds athletes reach a peak of maximum strength and maximum experience and then begin to fall off because increased experience can’t compensate for failing strength and stamina. Among us that doesn’t happen. Strength and stamina don’t fail, so experience always tells. Teams of young people always play games against other young teams. They’d have no chance against men and women who have been playing the games for a hundred and fifty years.”

“Doesn’t that get boring, playing the same game for a hundred and fifty years?”

“Oh, yes. Hardly anybody stays in the same job for more than seventy years—”

“The seventy-year itch?”

“Huh?”

“Never mind. I get the idea. With us, once a man becomes a doctor, he’s a doctor for life. Which isn’t very long. I guess you have people who qualify as doctors, then become long-distance runners, and end up building bridges?”

“Yes, except that they remain doctors and long-distance runners even when they’re building bridges. We don’t like to give up talents after laboriously acquiring them. It’s a waste.”

Cronyn sighed expressively. “If you call that a waste, I wonder what you’d say of great swimmers retiring at the age of twenty, surgeons retiring at sixty and great musicians dying at seventy, taking all their great talent with them?”

“An even bigger waste. But that’s why you’re here, isn’t it? The Other Worlds are not too sure about immortality. They don’t know if they can have it, but more than that, they don’t know if they’d want it if they could have it.”

That was it in a nutshell.

Nobody wants to die. On the other hand, immortality poses problems.

In the Dark Ages, back on Earth, immortality would naturally have been monopolized by the aristos, the only ones who deserved it. But in 3363 A.D., with problems of race and color hammered out (not solved, just hammered out), few people seriously suggested you could grant immortality to one section and deny it to the others.

In Ampirea, where it started, only the elite got it at first—the greatest philosophers, artists, musicians and writers.

And it didn’t work.

In the first place it literally didn’t work. By the time a man or woman had established an undeniable claim to immortality, he or she was too old for the process to work properly. The Ampireans had developed techniques to keep the young young and even restore youth to the middle-aged, but not to make the old young. The best they could do was keep the old old. And the old so-called immortals didn’t like it much. Although they clung to life as many old people do, the quality of their life was poor and with their natural frailness they succumbed one after another to accident or lost the will to live.

So it had to be immortality for the young, which meant immortality for everybody, and that was the beginning of Utopia.

Yet even the Utopians didn’t think Utopia was paradise.

“You had a chance to have children,” Jim Jones said incredulously to Cronyn, “and you didn’t take it?”

It must have been about the tenth time he had said it and Cronyn was becoming tired of the question.

“They would probably,” he said wearily, “have kept asking questions, like you.”

Unabashed, the crewman said: “You’ll have to get used to answering questions. After all, you want us to answer yours, don’t you? And I guess you’ll find in Utopia that the most curious people are the Joneses. And I think that’s what got us where we are.”

“Where’s that?”

Astonished, the crewman said: “Haven’t you ever heard the expression ‘Keeping up with the Joneses’?”

“Yes, but I think it predated Utopia … and even space travel.”

“That can’t be right. People say it about us—the Joneses of Utopia. If you can keep up with the Joneses, you’re doing all right.”

There was little conversation with Elsie, which was just as well, since it too would have been on one topic and would have become boring. She kept looking at Cronyn with come-hither eyes and trying to be found accidentally in a state of greater undress, which was difficult since she had started at the minimum. And Cronyn, who was beginning to feel sex-starved, particularly since there was no secret that Elsie willingly bestowed her favors on the two other men on board whenever requested, and sometimes more than that, perversely continued to wear his hair shirt the more Elsie cast hers.

Even Arleen had a topic she tended to harp on. “Being married could be wonderful. I’ve often felt I … How could you marry a woman and then get divorced?”

“Easily. We didn’t get on.”

“Then how come you married her?”

“She reminded me of my first wife.”

“Oh.” She was silent for a moment. “It was good, the first time?”

“It couldn’t have been better.”

“So you were right the first time, and she died … It’s hard to envisage—”

“Why? Death seems to be surprisingly common in Utopia despite immortality, from things you and Jim Jones have said in the last few days. The suicides I can understand—an eighteen-year-old girl on Washington IV who kills herself is giving up eternity just like a Utopian, because all she can see in the future is misery. But the accidents, murders, executions? The tally seems incredibly high.”

“I think I can explain that. First, executions—we have to execute murderers. A murderer has not only taken a life, he’s taken an eternal life. It’s a bigger crime—”

“Okay, pass that. But you execute kidnappers?”

“Yes, because that’s our main crime, along with blackmail and torture. We execute for them too.”

“Huh? Blackmail and torture?”

“Torture usually associated with kidnapping. You see, the ordinary petty crimes of the Other Worlds are really not practical in Utopia. Everybody lives too long and has too long a personal documented history. Criminals couldn’t disappear—wherever they turned up too many questions would be asked. But murder—there’s always murder just as there’s always hate. Perhaps more among us, because we have longer to hate.”

“I see that,” Cronyn mused. “With us, a young man often hates an old man who grinds him in the dust … but a few years later the old man is really old, and the young man scarcely bothers to feel glad when he’s dead. Among you, hate might tend to grow rather than fade.”

“Then blackmail—it’s so much easier to put the screw on an immortal. He’s got so much to lose, he’s bound to be rich or it wouldn’t be worthwhile, and like a criminal he can’t escape. Kidnap—same thing. Torture—”

“Yes, torture. That’s what seems so strange, so primitive, so utterly foreign to a world called Utopia.”

“You haven’t thought,” Arleen said quietly. “What would an immortal fear most? Pain, because it can be eternal pain. An immortal can be killed, of course, but no torturer would make such a stupid mistake. What would an immortal fear even more than such pain? Maiming, mutilation, castration—enough to inflict permanent, eternal, incurable misery but not enough to kill—”

“Yes, but what for? Hate again?”

“Hate again, but usually gain. By blackmail or kidnapping or torture, or by more than one of these, a rich and powerful immortal is brought to his knees. It’s up to him to arrange that the criminal profits and evades the law. He’s enlisted on the criminal’s side. He’s got to figure out a case to convince the criminal that he’s going to get away with it, and then see that he does. Otherwise …”

She shrugged.

“My God,” Cronyn breathed. “Utopia certainly begins to sound less attractive.”

She shrugged again. “Remember, we have less of the petty stuff. We don’t have muggers or pickpockets or bank raiders or sneak thieves—nothing like that pays in Utopia. I guess the average citizen is at least five times safer from crime than anywhere else.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “You could be right. But talking of safety, you’ve left out the high incidence of accidents.”

“There isn’t a high incidence of accidents. There’s a very low incidence of accidents. But when people live for hundreds of years—”

“I see. It’s just that, the pitcher going to the well too often for too long?”

“Just that, plus the fact that among you old people don’t engage in dangerous sports and occupations.”

He nodded again.

“So I still find it hard to comprehend your wife dying so young—she must have been young?”

“Twenty-seven. Just your age. A sudden illness. She was dead before it was properly diagnosed.”

Suddenly, to his surprise, there were tears in her eyes. He knew that if he touched her now it would be all right, and it was. This time as they kissed they clung. And hidden among the baggy folds of her nograv suit was a body which proved to be as nubile as he had guessed.

However, she pushed him away at last, saying: “Not now. Wait till we’re on the ship that actually lands on Utopia. There will be time and there will be opportunity. And no opposition. I promise.”

She kept her promise. On the stubby little space shuttle that was to land Cronyn and her on Utopia—the ship and the crew of three went on to a naval satellite base—they were alone, there was 1G gravity, and she came to him for the first time dressed as a woman.

In her soft gold dress, clinging, knee-length, she was a different girl.

Yet as they talked they seemed to get farther and farther away.

There was plenty of time—four hours—and there was certainly opportunity. There was, as she had promised, no opposition. Nevertheless, she made no move and he made no move.

At last he acknowledged the obvious fact. “There’s still a barrier between us. I can see you through it, but I can’t touch.”

On the point of denying it, she changed her mind and said: “Yes, there’s a barrier.”

“Somebody else? Your lover?”

Her laugh was hard, a brittle sound he had not heard although he had spent many hours in her company. “We’re about to land in Utopia. How could there be anyone else? Nobody in Utopia has any strings attached. Do you see any strings on me? Sure, there’s my lover, but he’s no barrier. There’s no barrier, though I said yes. There can’t be … if I admitted my lover was a barrier, he and I would be in trouble.”

“Do you want to tell me his name?”

“No. I’m not going to tell you his name. And I may as well tell you, whether we make love now or not it will be taken for granted we did. If I hadn’t wanted people to think that I’d have arranged for somebody else to come down with us. So … do you want me?”

Her hand went to her throat, touched the clasp. He could see that if she released it the dress would slip slowly down her body, for nothing else held it together. He could also see, from the softness of the line of her breasts and the smoothness of the material over her hips and abdomen, that she was naked underneath.

He pictured the gold dress sliding down her body, licked his lips like a voyeur over it and said: “No. As you said once, we have plenty of time.”
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