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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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I

It was his parents’ Friday night soirée. He never understood what that meant except it brought a lot of people to the apartment. Tonight the place was filled with them, all three levels. People always frightened him.

He could hear rivers of conversation bursting everywhere, loud, whispering—always insistent, penetrating, demanding. There was the sound of music as some of the guests played their own compositions. Tape players exposed other sounds, all of them meaningless to him and equally exhausting. He wished he could shut it all out and make it go away. He knew his father didn’t like it much either, but put up with it because his mother demanded it.

He remembered he still had to tell his father about being made King today at school. King of Eolim. He looked towards the dresser, on which his crown lay. The little lights flashed on and off at the peaks of the gold plastic crown. He crossed the room and put the crown on his head again and looked at himself in the mirror.

He wanted his father to see it. What better time than now? All the guests would see it, too, and they would know he was King of Eolim.

His mother wouldn’t like it. He had been sternly warned never to come out during one of these gatherings. But she never liked anything he did.

Freeman Bradwell was 16 years old. He hated to be described for what he was, “tall for his age.” He was over six feet in height. He was lanky, but not skinny, and he had already developed the tall person’s stoop, a kind of leaning forward that made him seem perpetually anxious. The glasses that sat on the high bridge of his nose added to the effect.

He hesitated a moment and thought about putting on his clothes, but then decided on just a robe over his pajamas. That would be all right. Everybody probably knew anyway that he ambled off to his room when the party started. They wouldn’t think anything of his coming out in his robe. He glanced once more in the mirror and decided the robe added to the effect of the crown.

Little groups of people were congregated in the hall near his door. A large man was loudly explaining an obscure principle of art to a half dozen listeners grouped around him. His arms pumped up and down to enforce his words. Then he stopped suddenly, arms in mid-air, as Freeman Bradwell moved abreast of the group.

The boy saluted, the lights on his crown twinkling madly. He grinned. The big man who had been talking so explosively twisted his face into a weak grin in response.

“I’m Free,” said the boy. “I’m King of Eolim. They crowned me King in school today.”

The big man rubbed his hands together as if in placation. “I’m sure that’s very nice,” he said. “I mean, it’s wonderful. Sure, it’s just great!”

Free was conscious of the hush that swept behind him. They were surprised to see him, and that’s the way he wanted it. He was tired of being sent away—even though it terrified him to be in the midst of so many people. His father had often told him the only way to get over that was to move out among them. Well, that’s what he was doing tonight.

He approached the top of the stairs, hearing the whispers behind him. He heard a woman say to another, “It’s him.” And he wondered why she had to say it that way.

The knots and groups of people closed in on one another behind him as he made his way down the stairs. This was where the music rooms were, and he heard the sounds as people entertained one another.

He came to the piano room. Inside, a crowd of twenty-five or thirty people clustered about the instrument, at which a young man was playing something jolly and humorous. Free edged his way through the crowd until he stood by the keyboard. His lighted crown flickered defiantly. The laughter died away as the party goers became aware of his presence. The hands of the player stopped above the keyboard.

“Hello,” the man said. He hadn’t stopped smiling.

“I’m Free. I’m King of Eolim.”

The pianist swallowed hard. His smile dimmed a moment, but he brought it back. “That’s great, Free. That’s just great.” He turned to the keyboard, and his fingers picked out a tinkling melody that seemed timed to the flickering lights on the crown. “King of Eolim,” he said musingly. “I didn’t know there was still a land of Eolim.” He began to hum.

“Freeman Bradwell

King of Eolim

King of Eolim

Long live the King

Long live Free!”

The others began to unfreeze now and sang along with rising enthusiasm and happiness. Free looked about. They were smiling. They liked him, he thought. They really liked him.

“Thanks,” he said to the man at the keyboard. “Thanks very much.”

“Thanks to you, King Free. A long and happy reign.”

He left the piano room quickly, overwhelmed by their gesture. His father had been right. He didn’t need to be afraid of all these people. They were willing to be his friends.

He passed other music rooms and came to the game rooms. The first was the big Universe room, which had been installed only a few weeks ago. Two men and two women were intent on this game. The goal was to build a universe of galaxies, solar systems, star clusters, and other objects within the space of the room. The universe was built of metallic spheres and particles suspended in a modified magnetic field within the ten-meter high room. Any instability introduced by new elements would cause the whole thing to collapse with a clatter on the floor. The player who caused the collapse was the loser, heavily ridiculed for his awkwardness.

The players worked intently with computers to determine where they could place a new cluster or galaxy without upsetting the equilibrium of the entire system. Free liked this game. He played it often with his father, and often he won. He didn’t use the computers, of course. They were vast mysteries he would never understand. But he could usually tell where to place the items without all the intricate computations. By “feel” he said.

He stood in the doorway as one of the women players placed a star cluster deep in the center of a galaxy. She withdrew the tractors triumphantly and laughed in delight. “There! That puts our side a hundred points ahead.”

Her companion nodded smugly at his opponents, who were already preparing their next moves.

“I’m Free,” the boy announced suddenly. “I’m King of Eolim.” He spoke to the man who was setting his tractors. “You shouldn’t put that solar system there. It’ll make everything come down.”

The man turned, startled, and backed the tractors to a neutral position. “Who are—?” he began harshly. Then he stopped, his gaze softening. He was an older man, but his face was youthful and vigorous. “So you’re Free. And King of Eolim. We’re happy to know you, Free. You say my positioning of the solar system was off?”

Free nodded. “It should go a couple of degrees to the right of where you were going to put it.”

“How do you know?” the man asked kindly. “I checked it on my computer, and that’s what it tells me.”

“I don’t know,” said Free. “I don’t know how to use a computer. It just looked wrong to me. Maybe you ought to check it again.”

“I’ll do that.” He sat down at the complex console of the mini-computer and began feeding in the data of his proposed addition once more. The data on all the rest of the elements of the game were already in the computer. He pressed the button to read out the answer on the screen. He frowned at the figures and turned to Free. “You’re right. I made a mistake. But I don’t see how in the world you knew that.”

“It just seemed that way,” said Free.

The man on the opposing team objected. “You can’t make a change after you’re committed to placement. You forfeit the game.”

The first player smiled. “You surely wouldn’t object if I took a hunch from the King of Eolim, would you? That ought to make for an unopposed position in any game.”

“I guess you’re right. He couldn’t possibly have picked the right coordinates except by sheer chance, could he?”

The player adjusted his tractors and picked up the solar system once again. Carefully, he moved it to the coordinate position Free had indicated, and which his own computer had confirmed. He locked it in place with the magnetic field and removed the tractors. The adjacent systems shuddered a trifle as they adjusted to the new influence in their fields, but there was no catastrophic reaction.

The man smiled at Free. “We won that one, didn’t we?”

Free nodded happily. He moved beneath the simulated universe under the domed, night-dark ceiling with its pin points of light that added realism to the scene of the players.

He stared upward, his gaze fixed on the metal marbles that simulated the worlds in the immensity of space. “My world is out there—somewhere,” he said pointing and searching with his eyes.

The man bent closer to hear his almost inaudible words. “What do you mean?”

“I’m not from Earth,” Free said. “Not many people know that. I haven’t told many. I’m from out there. I can’t see my world, but it’s up there somewhere. I don’t think you’ve put it in yet.”

“What’s the name of your world?”

“I don’t know. I can’t remember. But they called me the Star Prince. Some day I’m going back. Nobody knows that, either. But I am.”

“Sure, Free. Sure you are. Your father will see that you get back to where you came from. Why don’t you just let it stay a secret and not tell anybody else about it? They might think you’re just making up a story.”

“You don’t think that, do you?” said Free in sudden alarm.

“No, of course not! I’m just saying there might be those who do.”

“I guess you’re right. I guess I shouldn’t tell anybody else.”

“Thanks for your help with the game move. I sure would have lost that one, and now I think maybe you have helped us win the game.”

“It’s all right. I’m glad I kept you from making that wrong move. I play this game a lot with my father.”

He left the room, the players watching him half sadly until he was out of sight. He moved to the stairs and hesitated before going down to the first level. His father and mother were down there. He could see his father now, standing in the center of a group that listened intently to Morten Bradwell’s words. Now and then they offered comments or questions, but for the most part they were quiet as if listening to an oracle.

Free knew it was always like that. People listened to his father. They acted and shaped their lives on his opinions and assertions. It gave Free a warm feeling to watch his father, respected and honored. He would never be like his father, but he could be proud that he was the son of such a man.

Morton Bradwell was just past forty. His hair was faintly streaked with gray strands, but his face and body were as vigorous and unlined as when he was twenty. He was a Genetic Engineer, a Research Professor at the city’s great college. Free had tried to understand what his father did, what his work meant, but he didn’t grasp any more than Morton Bradwell’s simplified explanation: “I just try to make people better and better—children better than their parents, and their children better still.”

Free didn’t understand how people could be any better than they were. People who came to the apartment on Friday nights were so beautiful and wonderful—the shining people, Free called them. That’s the way they seemed to him, bright and shining. He supposed that two hundred of them, gathered together in the apartment, knew everything in the world. Two hundred of the shining people, picked from anywhere in the city, undoubtedly knew everything there was to know.

He hesitated still, standing on the top stair, one foot twisted around the post. Maybe he shouldn’t have come. Even his father might not like his appearing in that-group of big, important, shining people.

But then his father saw him. Morten Bradwell glanced up at the stairway, and a mere flicker of dismay, so slight that no one noticed it, crossed his face. He continued to smile. “Free,” he called. “Come down, son. You don’t need to stay up there.”

The others turned, and Free saw their faces. But then they smiled too, just as all the others had. They would like him, too. It was just that they hadn’t expected to see him.

He moved slowly down the stairs. He didn’t see his mother yet. He hoped she wasn’t near. Morten Bradwell strode towards the foot of the stairs as Free reached the bottom step. He put an arm around his son and faced the group. “I’d like you all to know Freeman, my son.”

Free nodded, the lights of the crown twinkling. The group surrounding his father nodded greetings and continued smiling. No one seemed to notice his crown.

“I wanted to tell you,” said Free to his father. “I got this crown in school today. They made me King of Eolim. It was great. They put me on a chair on a platform and carried me all through the halls and sang songs and gave me this crown. I wanted to tell you before I went to bed.”

“I’m glad you did, son,” said Morten gently. “You were very thoughtful. I’ll come up in a little while and you can tell me some more about it.”

“All right.” Then Free chuckled suddenly. “I was just up in the Universe Room. The man was about to blow the whole game. I showed him how to make his play. He didn’t think I knew how to play.”

“I’ll bet you surprised him!”

“I sure did. He thanked me, too. The others weren’t going to let him have the play, but he said it ought to be all right to accept the play of the King of Eolim. The other man agreed. I guess the King of Eolim has some influence around here!”

“Yes, he does,” said Morten Bradwell. He swallowed hard, and his voice was quiet. “The King of Eolim will always swing a big influence around here.”

“I’ll see you later, Dad.” Freeman turned away and moved back toward the stairs. The pointed crown continued blinking all the way up to the next floor.

Morten Bradwell turned again to his guests. They began backing away now. They saluted, nodded, made polite noises and took their farewells to other parts of the gathering. Only one companion remained beside Morten when the others had retreated. Dr. Bryner Cavner stood beside him, looking up the stairway after Free’s retreat.

“That was quite a shock,” said Dr. Cavner. “Most of them had never seen one before.”

“My son—Freeman—?”

“That’s your problem, Morten. You continue to think of him as my son. If you had disposed of him you would have no such term to clutter your thinking and your feelings.”

“I’m sorry, Bryner,” said Morten wearily. “We’ve gone over this many time before, and I don’t want to go over it again tonight. You understand, this has been something of a strain, even to me.”

“I do understand. I don’t see how you keep your equilibrium. But there’s one thing I want to say that hasn’t been said before. These people tonight have seen him for the first time. Before, he was only something that was talked about. Now they know. Face to face, they know what a Retard looks and acts like. People in your own field. People who can and will influence your own progress in your career.

“You are damaging yourself, Morten. I am confident that you can make no further progress in your field as long as you persist in this whim of keeping your Retard. It is just not consistent with the character of your position. I tell you this as a friend, Morten. And we have been friends for a long time. You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course I know it. I don’t expect you—or any of them—to understand. But I’m not going to euthanize him. If he’s a Retard, then so am I—he’s part of me. We’ve gone over it a thousand times. I don’t want to talk about it any more.”

“I know. Neither do I. But remember, Morten, you’re at the end of the road with this decision. You have nowhere to go from here.”

… nowhere to go from here.

Those words stayed with Morten long after Bryner had left, long after Free was in bed and the lights were out and nightdarkness infiltrated the residence.

… nowhere.

But he knew that that was not true. There was always an answer. And for the three of them, that answer would have the ingredients for changing the course of their lives.


II

They were alone in the main living room of the apartment. The automatic cleaning machines were restoring the rooms and disposing of the debris. Their faint whine was the only sound.

Morten Bradwell sat on one end of the sofa that faced the window overlooking the city far below. Arlee Bradwell, his wife, sat at the other end, as far away as possible.

“It was like an exodus,” said Arlee Bradwell. “They couldn’t get out of here fast enough. I looked around and suddenly everybody was gone. Most of them didn’t even stop to say thanks and goodbye.”

“They should have better manners,” said Morten quietly. “It’s not like engineered humans to behave so rudely. We’ll have to take another look at the gene charts we’re using. Of course, they’re older models—virtually obsolete now. We’ll have to take that into consideration.”

“Be as sarcastic as you like. But those people are our friends. Influential friends who can determine the future course of your career and our status.”

“Another fault of our genetic engineering, then,” said Morten. “Such factors are supposed to have been eliminated long ago.”

“But they haven’t, so we’re faced with the disgrace of having paraded our own personal Retard before all of the people who have the most influence in our lives. Why did he have to come out, anyway? I’ve warned him over and over to stay in his room when someone is here, and he agreed to it. And what was that silly crown he had on his head?”

“He was proud of it. He wanted to show it off. Particularly, he wanted to show it to me before he went to bed. They had declared him King of Eolim at school today. It was quite an honor.”

“What does that mean? I never heard of it.”

“You never attended the Common School when you were young. It’s a barbaric custom that exists in some places—no one knows how it originated. When there is a particularly sluggish student in a group they single him out and force him to wear that crown, and they dub him King of Eolim, the lowest of the low, the stupidest of the stupid. They parade him around in a makeshift platform chair and ridicule him all day long.”

“You said Free was proud of it.”

“Yes. He didn’t even know it was ridicule. He thought it was an honor they were bestowing on him because they liked him. He wants so much to be liked by his fellow students—and by everybody. He wanted the people here tonight to like him.”

“And they could scarcely hide their revulsion.”

“I suppose so. A Retard in our society is what a leper once was, long ago.” Morten Bradwell stood up and went to the window, where he stared out at the vast city that stretched to the horizon in all directions. “There were other things I had hoped to try. New possibilities open up each day.”

“You’ve tried everything,” Arlee said scornfully. “Drugs, radiation, electronic hypnosis, brain-wave alteration, training—forced and unenforced. Even surgical modification. If anything, he’s worse for all your efforts.”

“Yet—how can he play the Universe Game on a mere intuitive basis and usually beat a player who is skilled on the computer and knows the mathematics of celestial kinetics? How can he place a single element correctly?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care! I just want to be rid of him. I don’t want to spend my life known as the mother of a Retard.” Her face was distorted by the intensity of her emotion.

“How can you hate him so much?” Morten asked in wonderment.

“I don’t hate him. He’s just a thing. I don’t have any feelings for him. I hate the situation I’m forced into by his existence.”

Morten watched his wife in wonder and dismay. He loved her. She was the perfect product of the science to which he had devoted his life. But there were some things about her which he didn’t like.

These were things considered normal by the society his science had created. They were the mores by which they lived. The great idol they all worshipped was the Intellect. The perfection of thought processes. The capacity to absorb data and the readiness to assemble new structures out of existing data. That was the one standard by which they all lived, and his science was dedicated to the achievement of that soaring goal.

For three hundred years Genetic Engineering had been an exact science applied to human beings. It was still an advancing science, for humanity was even yet far from the perfection that could be postulated, and this was why Morten Bradwell had made the decision early to devote his life to it. In the perfecting of human beings there was an ever expanding frontier.

The mapping of genes, their modification, selection, deletion, combining—was a world of ceaseless adventure with no limits in sight. The physically obvious things had been conquered easily, the deformations, disease, hereditary malfunctions. Aging had been slowed to a tenth of its customary pace for adults. A person of eighty was in his prime.

The assault on the intellect had come harder, but it had come. Intellects had once been on the threshold of genius if they touched 140 on the old I.Q. scale. Freeman Bradwell was at that level—and he was a Retard, a specimen of the type that was normally disposed of by euthanasia before the age of 12 at the extreme.

The minimum socially acceptable intellects had to measure at least 200 on the old scale. The maximum soared to immeasurable heights.

Morten Bradwell thought of all these things as he looked at his wife. She had beauty. She had an intellect that ranged beyond measure. But she despised the son she had brought into the world because somewhere, somehow, a genetic accident had thrust him back to the intellectual level of his ancestors. Even physically he was not an appealing specimen, although there was no specific deformity. There was just no beauty in him by any current standard.

It was accepted—Arlee accepted—that such offspring should be consigned to euthanasia. The quicker the better. Perhaps there was something of a throwback in himself, Morten thought, although he had conducted research on his own genes early in his career to determine where any such defects might lie. He had found nothing, yet he did not share the same thoughts, the same beliefs as Arlee—as others who set the standards of his culture.

He had permitted his Retard to reach the age of 16 without euthanasia. “He’s too old to be killed now,” said Morten. “It would be considered murder at his age. The Centers wouldn’t take him.”

“A parent is permitted without censure.”

“Would you do it?”

Arlee’s mouth turned in bitter distaste. “That’s your job!”

Morten Bradwell turned from the window and went back to his seat at the end of the sofa. He sat with his hands between his knees, his fingers laced. He watched them as if they were detached from his body.

“No,” he said slowly. “Free’s death is not my job. His life is my job.” He looked up to his wife’s face. “He’s my son. The only son I’ll ever have. Since he’s a Retard the rest of our quota is cancelled. For me and for you there’s only our son—Freeman.”

“Even he doesn’t consider himself our son!” Arlee exploded. “He prattles this nonsense about a Star Prince. This ridiculous offspring of ours thinks he’s a prince from some star out in space. That’s the kind of mind your precious son has.”

“Nevertheless, the truth is that he is our son—my son, if you wish to disclaim him. I gave him life, and I’ll see that he continues to have life, even if it costs me my own.”

“What are you talking about now?”

“This party tonight has shown me things I didn’t realize before.
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