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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.


      





CHAPTER 1



Lyra


THE room was warm, softly lit, and seemed to be vibrant with hidden life. From a concealed speaker a low voice murmured a continuous stream of news items, the emotionless tones whispering through the thick silence.


“Food production from eastern sea farms shows continuous decrease of ten percent per harvest. Green riots in Central Europe at proposed building of volcanic power pits. Election results from South America shows feminist element on the ascendancy. Astronomers predict unequalled sun spot activity will result in severe ionic storms…”


Behind a wide desk ringed with instruments and covered with papers, a woman sat in deep concentration. A tall, slender woman, no longer young but as yet unmarred by age. Thick black hair fell in soft ripples to narrow shoulders. Her skin had a faint bronze cast, and her oddly slanted eyes were as black as ebony.


She wore a uniform of slacks and high collared blouse, belted at the waist, and all of deep black. A faint pattern of thin gold lines weaved in an intricate arabesque over the entire uniform, relieving the sombre colouring. A wide band of gold was clasped to her left wrist, supporting an elaborate chronometer, her long thin fingers were devoid of rings, and her nails lacked varnish.


She would have been beautiful in any age, but in one where females aped the male, she was more than just beautiful. She knew it, knew also the antagonism it aroused, but deliberately ignored it. It was one of the advantages of her position that she was able to do so.


Papers rustled as she scanned them, seeming only to glance at the columns of figures, but actually remembering every slightest detail. The low murmuring voice from the concealed speaker registered itself without conscious effort, and even as she both saw and heard, a portion of her mind was busy with her own private thoughts.


A light flashed on one of the instruments before her, even as it died she threw the switch on the intercom.


“Yes?”


“Lyra, come in here.”


“At once.”


She opened the circuit, rose from the chair, and with a supple easy grace moved across the room. A door swung open before her, harsh light streaming full into her face, narrowing her eyes a little against the glare. Three steps more and she stared down at the Matriarch of the Western Federation.


The door hissed shut behind her.


Mary Beamish, Third Matriarch of the Western Federation, was an old woman, and looked it. Her sparse grey hair was cropped, parted and dressed as a man’s. She wore an unflattering uniform of thick rough tweeds, a shirt, collar and tie, with heavy shoes. Her lined features sagged and her little pale eyes were surrounded with a maze of tiny lines. Her figure was broad and shapeless. She had a plain wristwatch strapped to one thick wrist, and the nails of her hands were bitten almost to the quick. Against her, Lyra was a vision of perfection, a woman against something that neither man nor woman.


Instinctively the Matriarch bridled.


“I haven’t seen you before have I?” Her voice was harsh and thin, like that of a very old man, or a very young boy. Lyra smiled.


“No, Madam. You were elected only yesterday, and as yet have had little time to take up your duties.” Deliberately she sat down.


“You were here during the time of my predecessor, weren’t you?”


“Yes, Madam.”


“I’ve heard about you, supposed to be very efficient aren’t you.” It was more of a statement than a question.


“I have been found so.”


“Don’t give yourself airs my girl!” The old woman glared her dislike. “I can replace you, there are a dozen women who could do your work, women who wouldn’t dress as you do.” The sagging features pursed as if from a nasty taste. “Do you have to dress like that?”


“My clothes hardly determine my efficiency,” Lyra said mildly. “I have had the honour to serve the duly elected Matriarchs for a long time now. If for no other reason than that I am able to act as your informant, it would not be easy to replace me without causing some disruption.” She smiled and leaned forward a little.


“Your period of office is only for three years. Would it be wise to waste valuable time? After all results are what count at election time, and your majority was not a large one.”


“You’re right.” The old woman nodded her head. “That Jones woman would like to indict me for inefficiency, she has a dangerously large following in the feminist movement.” She frowned. “Something should be done about that woman.”


“As Matriarch, something could be.” The suggestion in Lyra’s voice was unmistakable.


“The assassins you mean?”


“Call them your Security Police.”


“Call them what you like, but they still kill people don’t they?”


“Sometimes,” admitted Lyra. “Sometimes it is the only wav to prevent war.”


“War!” Anger suffused the Matriarch’s heavy features. “War is a thing born of men. We women want none of it. To see our children torn from our arms, fed to the ravening cannon, to die on foreign fields far from their loved ones. To see overgrown children strut and clown in uniforms, playing with the lives of those yet unborn!” She paused, breathing heavily. “Don’t ever mention war to me again.”


“And yet war there will be unless precautions are taken.”


“There must be no war!”


With surprising agility for one so gross, the old woman swung from her chair, and gestured at the high window.


“Look! There, low on the horizon. See it? See that blue glow? A city once stood there, a city of over eight million people. Come now. All gone. Dissolved in the blue flame of radioactive destruction, and it was not the only one. All over the world great pits stream forth their deadly radiation, square miles where no living thing dare tread. And that isn’t all. What of the sterile soil? The vast tracts where radioactive dusts were spread, what of them?”


“We are reclaiming that soil,” said Lyra gently.


“But so slowly. Can we wait that long? Dare we wait while famine snarls at our heels?”


“What else can we do but wait?”


“There are things I could suggest.” Weakly the old woman slumped back into her chair. “One of the first must be the complete elimination of all none-producers. Food is too scarce to allow the crippled, the insane, the freaks to live. We will cut the ration, less for men than for women. It will be hard, but it is the only way.”


“Is that fair?” Lyra protested. “The atom war took place during the last generation, over forty years ago, how can you blame those alive now?”


“Men started the war. Men overrode the desires of their women and plunged the world into an orgy of destruction. It could have been the end of civilisation, almost it was, but for a miracle it would have been.”


“Lucy Westcott?”


“Yes.” The Matriarch almost whispered the name, a sudden gentleness softening her harsh features. “Lucy Westcott. A heroine, a martyr. It was she who aroused the women to revolt. When the vast armies of men had finally been shattered by atomic bombardment, it was she who demanded that women be allowed to rule. The vote gave her power, as First Matriarch she negotiated an armistice, turned all the vast war potential into peaceful production. Her assassination was the most criminal thing that men ever did.”


“It was never proved that a man fired the shot which killed her.”


“What woman could have done so? There wasn’t a woman on the Earth who wouldn’t have gladly died for her. No. Men killed her, and men must pay for that crime.”


In the sudden silence the muted murmur of a strato-plane echoed softly through the air. Lights blazed from the landing field, and the whistling roar of wide open jets penetrated even the soundproofed walls. Lyra stirred uneasily, her thoughts busy as she correlated several new aspects into a new pattern of conduct.


Mary Beamish was a fanatic. That in itself wasn’t unusual, most women who sublimated every natural urge to the fulfilment of ambition usually were, but the new Matriarch was more than that. Coupled with ambition was hate. Hate of men. It was a blind unreasoning hatred, and unfortunately one shared by too many women. In the natural desire to place the blame for the world’s condition on a scapegoat, men had been chosen. It was a dangerous thing, dangerous because it cut across all natural instincts.


Men could be hated, but they were still men, and because of that simple fact, still essential. To hate what you wanted to love, and love what you thought you should hate, led to mental conflict, a conflict so intense as to be impossible of compromise. To continue that conflict must lead to but one thing.


Insanity.


Individually that wouldn’t have been too bad, but Mary Beamish was not alone in her dislike of men. It was the basis of the Feminist movement, and almost all of the female world population had joined it. A growing wave of anti-male hysteria was sweeping the world. Men were regarded as fools, idiots, criminals. To marry was to invite scorn, to divorce approbation. Legal laws were framed to safeguard women, and women only. Children were taking their mother’s name, from the Matriarch down, women had taken control, and the trend was growing fast.


The old woman was speaking and Lyra adjusted her thoughts.


“As my secretary and advisor what needs to be done now?”


“There are several documents needing your signature.” Lyra gestured towards a sheaf of papers on the wide desk. “The allocations of labour to the sea farms. Approval to the volcanic power project. General amnesty for all declared mutants.”


“Wait!” The old woman studied the papers before her. “Sea farm labour. I see that you have mentioned a labour increase of twenty percent. Why?”


“Production is falling at a ten percent per harvest figure. As you know, men are the best workers for the sea farms, they are able to withstand the pressure of the deep water levels better than women. Twenty percent added labour should stabilise the production level.”


“I see.” The pen made heavy scratching sounds as the old woman scrawled her signature at the foot of the document. “Where are you going to get the extra labour?”


“The recruitment offícers will take care of that.” Lyra removed the signed papers and proffered others. “The approbation for the volcanic power project.”


“It seems rather high,” protested the old woman, “do they need all this?”


“Yes. With the exhaustion of coal and oil we are getting desperate for power. Atomics need refined ores, and atomic piles are not popular. Volcanic power offers us all the safe cheap power we need.”


“It still seems a tremendous amount.”


“The initial cost is high,” admitted Lyra, “but the results will be worth it. Remember that we are having to drill pits into the surface three miles deep. Then water must be piped to the pits, generating plant installed, and a network of power cables built to enmesh the entire world.”


“What progress has been made so far?”


“The cables have been built, that was the simplest part of the plan. Several pits have been dug, and three at least are working. As you know water is piped into them, generating hydroelectric power as it falls. The temperature at the bottom of the pits is high enough to convert the water into steam, and so the steam not only blasts itself from the pit, but can be used to operate turbines as it does so. Ultimately we hope to have a self-contained system. Water falling into the pits, being converted into steam, circulating through the turbines, condensing back into water, and falling into the pit again.”


“I see.” Again the pen scratched. “What else?”


“This amnesty for all mutants.”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“They are non-producers.”


“They cannot help what they are, they did not ask to be born. There are hundreds of them, ostracised, hounded, many are living in the dead lands. It would be common charity to recognise them for what they are, and offer them sanctuary.”


“They are monsters.”


“They are our own children,” corrected Lyra. “Their parents were human, their chromosomes distorted by the free radiations of the atom war. It is not the fault of the mutants that they are what they are.”


“What do you suggest we do with them?”


“Offer them freedom. Give them a tract of land to live out their own destiny. Most of them are sterile, they will die without children. Others are doomed to an early death, their bodies too far from normal to survive for long, A few are geniuses, those few we can use, but to get them we must show some degree of humanity.”


“And if they turn on us, destroy us as some seem to think they may, what then?”


“Then we deserve to be destroyed. Either we are strong enough to withstand such an attack, or our civilisation is too weak to be worth saving anyway.” Abruptly Lyra laughed, her tones high and clear. “Are we children to be afraid of shadows?”


“I’ll decide later,” grunted the old woman thrusting aside the papers. “Now I have a plan of my own.”


“Yes?”


“I have been compiling a list of names of those who are dangerous to the peace and safety of the world. I want them eliminated.”


“Assassinated?”


“Must you call it that?” The Matriarch frowned. “It sounds nasty, and I hate nasty things. I just want them put out of the way.”


“I understand,” Lyra held out her slender hand. “Give me the list, I’ll take care of them for you.”


Briefly she studied the long list of names, then glanced sharply at the squat figure of the old woman.


“All of these?”


“Yes.”


Slowly Lyra returned the paper, the old woman watching her from her pale little eyes.


“What’s the matter?”


“I suggest that you get rid of personal desires for vengeance,” the secretary said grimly. “You have the names of some of the foremost statesmen alive on that list.”


“What of it? They are men aren’t they?”


“Meaning that they are useless anyway?” Slowly Lyra shook her head. “I know that it is a temptation to avenge ourselves on imagined insult, but it is the wrong thing to do. As Matriarch you should be above such human frailty. What does it matter to you that a woman named Jones once slighted you? Haven’t you proved that you are better than she is? Does it matter that Doctor Moray is a man? He is also in sole charge of the volcanic power project, will you endanger that for the mere accident that he is a man?”


“It isn’t because of that,” snapped the old woman.


“He is working for you, isn’t that enough?”


“I am Matriarch,” snapped the old woman. “Do as I order.”


“Very well. I’ll see that the assassins have their orders. Is there anything more?”


“No.”


“Then I may leave now?”


“Get out!”


“As you wish. Goodnight, Madam.”


The old woman didn’t answer, but glared from her little eyes at the regal figure of her secretary. Shame, mingled with spiteful hate struggled on the heavy features. Arrogance, coupled with jealousy and a pathetic envy mirrored themselves on her plain face.


“Wait!”


“Yes, Madam?”


“Forget the list. Forget it I say.”


“Yes, Madam. Anything else?”


“Get out of here!”


“Goodnight, Madam.”


Softly the door closed between them.




CHAPTER 2


The Killer


IT was good to be alone, to be back in the snug warmth of her own room. The light was restful after the harsh glare favoured by the Matriarch, and it was good not to feel the jarring impact of a mind not quite sane. The low murmur still whispered from the concealed speaker, and for a moment she concentrated on what it said.


“Professor Whitehead died from heart failure at his home today. His death will necessitate a new election and it is certain that the feminist group will win. Three men committed suicide after being divorced. Labour unrest at the sterile soil sites has been blamed on Green influence. A new law makes inheritance descend through the female side of the family, hereditary titles will descend to the eldest daughter instead of the eldest son. The death penalty has been decreed for all crimes against women…”


Lyra sighed, and switched off the speaker. Silence seemed to fill the room with an almost material solidity. For a moment she rested at the wide desk, supporting her head within the cradle of her hands, then abruptly stirring, Lyra pressed concealed buttons beneath the rim of the desk.


A panel opened a crack, she slid it back and removed two tiny instruments. One she clipped behind her ear, where it rested hidden by the thick black hair. The other she pressed to her throat.


Power surged for a moment, then…


“Yes?” The voice echoed emotionlessly against the bone behind her ear, sounding like the faint buzz of a tiny insect.


“Contact three eight seven.” Her voice died even as it reached her lips.


“Contact three eight seven. Proceed.”


“Report. As suspected, unstable mentality, strong traces of paranoia, emotional, potentially dangerous.”


“Nothing unsuspected,” whispered the voice. “Assumption of power can however render any prognosis useless.”


“Revenge fixation?”


“Strong. Immediate list of more than twenty names. List recalled and there is no immediate danger.”


“Should we guard?”


“Some. Others of no importance. Names to guard as follows: Doctor Moray. Sam Weston. D’Bracy. Fenniss.”


“Are you accepted?”


“For the moment. Suggest usual procedure in such cases.”


“It will be attended to. Report finished?”


“Finished. Off.”


The power died. The tiny voice died and for a moment Lyra felt terribly alone. Shrugging, she replaced the instruments, closed the panel, and straightened as a soft knock sounded from the outer door.


“Enter.”


The door swung wide and a man strode into the room.


“Are you free?”


“Certainly.” Lyra smiled at him and gestured towards a chair. He grunted slightly as he settled into the cushioned softness, for a moment they stared at each other in unashamed interest.


Like all men he was attracted by her beauty, by the soft ripples of her hair, the faint bronze of her skin and the enigmatic pools of her eyes. Yet he did not look at her as a man looks at a woman, his was the gaze of a connoisseur of beauty, the frank stare of the art lover rather than the calculating gaze of the potential lover. He admired her and yet he respected her more.


In turn she stared at him. He was noticeable only by his utter lack of character, his extreme ordinariness. If ever there had been a Mr. Average, this was him. A man of medium height, of medium colouring, of medium weight Thin brown hair swept back from a round face almost pudgy in its smooth rotundity. Eyes of neutral hue stared from either side of a nose without any definite shape. To describe him would be to describe a thousand men, and yet no description could do him justice.


He was the chief of the Security Police, the head of the official assassins, a man who had killed more often than any other man in history. A man who had carried murder to a fine art.


“Have you seen her yet?” He gestured towards the closed inner door.


“Yes. Have you?”


“Just left.” His voice was calm, rather deep, and wholly pleasant, the voice of a man who never permitted himself to feel emotion.


“What do you think?”


He shrugged. “Much the same as them all. She will keep me busy, and my last job will probably be to eliminate myself.” He shivered a little. “I don’t like it, Lyra. The woman’s not quite sane.”


“Why do you say that, Le Roy?”


“Her fanatical hatred of men.” He smiled a little at her expression. “Don’t misunderstand me, I just work here, the people elect their own rulers, and they get the rulers they deserve, but sometimes I wonder if they know just what they are getting.”


“You should know all about that,” she said quietly.


He smiled. “I plead guilty to being what I am, and yet am I so bad? What would you rather have, screaming politicians urging their peoples on to destructive war, or a quiet funeral for one? We cannot afford armies now, Lyra. We certainly cannot afford another war. If a little subtle assassination can keep the earth free of war and destruction, who can say that it is wrong?”
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