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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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It had all begun, Jorn Birn thought dispiritedly, with the exploding star.


The thought did not cheer him much. It is a hard thing to have to blame one’s troubles upon an event which took place three hundred years ago, particularly when one’s troubles are present, immediate, and full of nagging little details which seem to have nothing to do with history at all—let alone with so remote a subject as astronomy.


Take for example the present instance. Given, to begin with, a young bachelor sitting alone in his government-allotted room in an all-male “residence conclave”—the government’s totally transparent euphemism for a barracks or dormitory, combining only the grimmer features of each. Given, secondly, the morning television newscast, with its usual quota of stories which seemed to differ from day to day but actually were always the same: the swearing-in of the first World Legislature to be composed entirely of women delegates; the failure (again) to meet the year’s food production quota, despite the most intensive, back-breaking exploitations of hydroponics, undersea farming, cloud culture, desert irrigation, deep-tank mass cell culture and half a dozen other techniques the names of which conveyed absolutely nothing to Jorn; the successful landing of a robot-probe expedition on the tiny, sunbaked, and intransigently useless planet nearest the Sun, whose name fled out of Jorn’s head as slipperily as it had skidded in on the oil of the newscaster’s voice; the verdict in a sensational trial involving a minor government functionary who had brought a paternity suit against someone in her official familias—sensational only in that the usually conclusive blood tests having failed for some complicated genetic reason, she seemed to want to establish paternity, rather than to disavow it and thus take the child into her own crèche (and two seconds after he had heard the verdict, Jorn could not remember whether she had won or lost, and could think of no reason why he should care).


And given, finally, the spectacle of an unusually intelligent young man, still almost fully in possession of the standard engineer’s education of his time, desperately sitting through this barrage of unchangingly insignificant news stories, as daily and as interchangeable as a dish of catmeat, in the sole hope of hearing something which might lead him to a job. Of course a television newscast is a wholly inappropriate medium in which to run a Help Wanted column, since the listener cannot decide whether or not he is interested in a given bid until he has heard it all, by which time it is too late for him to write down the address and the telephone number and such other details as he may need to study or to carry out onto the beltways with him. Employers who were really seriously in search of skilled help invariably still resorted to the newspapers, and in the very rare cases where they also inserted a television appeal, they took it for granted that anyone in whom they were likely to be interested would be making a telefax transcript of the entire job-openings announcement. This was nonsensical, since nobody but an unmarried male would be desperate enough to hope to locate a job through these television announcements in the first place, and the sets in the residence conclave rooms did not include telefax equipment; it was of course true that the set in the recreation hall had a telefax attachment, but no bachelor in his right mind could hope to compete with two hundred others for that single sheet of blurrily printed brown paper, which even when new looked as though it had been rescued almost too late from a fire, and still have any time left over for tracking down the very few jobs it announced. If you had hoped to have a hearing at all, you had to hop, the moment you got the word. You couldn’t afford to waste time hanging around the orifice of a community telefax, until it should choose—as it did only once an hour—to protrude the long sickly brown tongue of its transcript.


All this was difficult enough to blame upon a star that had exploded three hundred years ago; but in view of the persistent triviality of the news, and the high unlikelihood that the job-opportunities commercial could offer anything whatsoever worth pounding the beltways to get, Jorn managed. In a world in which hardly anything satisfied him, it was easy enough to wonder how today might have differed from itself if history could somehow have been re-arranged; and the exploding star was a natural beginning to such a daydream, since before that event nothing, really, could be said to have happened at all.


Oh, there had been the usual wars, the usual pestilences, the usual migrations, the usual births and declines of nations, but the details of daily life for the ordinary human being hardly changed from age to age. The industrial revolution, of course, overturned all that; in the short course of slightly more than a century, the average citizen of the wealthier countries found himself in possession of riches beyond even the dreams of kings of any earlier time; but even that great event was dwarfed by the supernova. In fact, if Jorn remembered correctly, the industrial revolution had been still in progress when the star exploded, though how far along it had progressed he could not be sure—his historical daydreams being more than a little impeded by the fact that history had always been his weakest subject; the might-have-beens kept getting mixed up with the facts.


In any event, when that mighty star rose in the night, everything was changed. For a week it grew brighter and brighter, until it far outshone any other object in the sky but the sun. At the peak of its 55-day life, it was clearly visible in the daytime, a spearpoint of light too intense to be looked at directly. At night, it cast distinct shadows and indeed was more than bright enough to read by, so that for a little while the night as everyone had known it in all the centuries before was effectively abolished.


Thereafter it waned, slowly. It was still there, and could still be seen by the naked eye if one knew where to look: a dim, ghostly blob of light, like a flower in a medieval field of uncut grass, of about the eighth magnitude. Through the telescope it was a spreading, crawling cloud of incandescent gas something under two light years in diameter, vaguely crablike in shape, still expanding in the sky at the rate of about four angular seconds per year. Its apparent diameter was already so great that a half-credit coin held at arm’s length would not quite cover it, although of course the nebula itself was quite invisible to the naked eye. There was still a star in its heart, but it was a shrunken corpse now, well on its way toward becoming a white dwarf.


But the naked eye had not been the only observer even then. By an amazing stroke of luck—bad luck, in Jorn’s soured view—one of history’s greatest astronomical theorists had been watching it, through one of history’s first really efficient large electronically amplified telescopes, at the instant it had exploded. Since it proved to be located in a thin dust cloud, undetected until then, the expanding globe of light racing outward from its first brightening afforded a direct visual check of the speed of light, in the vastest laboratory imaginable; while successive spectrographs of the entire cataclysm unveiled the secrets of not just one, but a whole series of nuclear reactions, several of which proved to be duplicatible—with considerable effort—on a controllable scale. The Age of Power had arrived, borne upon starlight.


A head poked around the door into Jorn’s ruminations.


“Got the news on?” it said. “Who’s ahead?”


It was Jurg Wester, a fellow resident; Jorn was not particularly fond of him, but a prudent man did not invite animosity in quarters as close and lacking in privacy as a conclave. Today he was looking unusually seedy; his state-issue suit looked as though it might have been slept in. But then, they all got to looking like that after a while; the fabric wrinkled readily and getting the wrinkles pressed out was too expensive for a bachelor to undertake very often—too expensive, and mostly too purposeless.


“The women, who else?” Jorn said. “Sit down and shut up a minute, Jurg. I want to hear this.”


“You want a job shoveling garbage?” Jurg said, but he subsided after that accommodatingly enough, his eyes slowly glazing as he watched the screen. Jorn, only a little distracted, did not find it difficult to recapture the skein of his musings.


For the Age of Woman had indeed followed almost directly upon the Age of Power, though nobody had accurately foreseen it at the time. Probably such a prophet, had he existed, would not have been heeded anyhow. The relevant technique was called sperm electrophoresis, a ridiculously simple trick to perform in glassware—and the pharmaceutical manufacturers had quickly come up with a medium, an anion or cation exchange gel, which made it equally easy to perform in situ. Its purpose was sex determination of the child at conception.


By hindsight, Jorn thought gloomily, it ought to have been realized that the first several generations to have the trick made available to them would respond by “starting with a boy.” That preference had already existed, and indeed was so primitive that it might possibly be instinctual. The result, in any event, was the world of today, heavily overburdened with males, most of them useless—at least in the sense that neither the economy nor the society could find places for most of them.


Being a man, Jorn was inclined to think that the real death blow had been struck by the release of Selektrojel to the populace as an over-the-counter or nonprescription item. Possibly if its use had been restricted to couples psychiatrically certified to need a baby of a given sex—like, say, a couple to whom unaided nature had given only a string of five daughters, or, no, better make it nine… But that would not have worked either. The demand for the stuff had been far too great. Like alcohol, the trade in it could be regulated more or less effectively but it could never be restricted in any meaningful sense.


All the same, Jorn was aware of his prejudices, and it was clear enough to him that radical changes in the social mores had been in the making even back then. Had it not been Selektrojel, it would have been something else. That had appeared almost simultaneously with another dangerous triumph of the pharmaceutical research laboratories: a cheap, simple, safe, foolproof oral contraceptive. This, coupled with the fact that venereal disease had disappeared (as a natural consequence of the virtually complete conquest of infectious disease by chemotherapy, immunology, and universal sanitation), might easily have destroyed the immemorial family system entirely, by making sexual relations so free of any unwanted consequence that they could hardly seem worth the price of a lifetime contract, especially to the innately roving-eyed male. (“In fact,” one of the leading doctors of the time had remarked in an immortal burst of unconscious humor, “venereal disease is now almost as pleasant to cure as it is to catch.”) Legal protection could still be afforded the woman afflicted with an accident of impulse, since modern genetics made it possible to determine the parents of any child ninety-nine times out of a hundred by blood tests alone.


That much had been predicted, by one of the most brilliant novelists of the period; but it had not worked out that way—not entirely—and for this Jorn had reluctantly to give the credit to Selektrojel. Sexual customs were indeed immensely less constrained now than they had been in the times of Jorn’s grandparents, but the family had not been shattered. Being able to choose the sex of their children had given people enough of a stake in the family system to turn the tide in favor of retaining it. To be sure, the present prevalence of harems of male concubines, and the way women officeholders had of recruiting male staffs by marrying them—that was not yet official, but it would become so on the inevitable day when the first woman World Director was elected and chose her cabinet that way—would have stunned and revolted Jorn’s grandparents, but it was still recognizably a family system…


… Which did Jorn Birn no good whatsoever. The fourth boy in his family—which, since his mother had been moderately well off, had provided him with three people to call “father”—he had been farmed out to a crèche not long after infancy, as a luxury his mother had decided she could no longer afford. He had been state-raised, state-educated, and state-supported ever since. Nor did he have any hope of marrying into some influential woman’s staff, or indeed much hope of marrying at all; though he had never heard of Cinderella, he recognized the standard plot of the usual television drama for the opiate it was.


Engineering or no engineering, it sometimes seemed to him in his worst moments that he had no prospects but those of becoming a public gigolo. But he was invariably brought up short by the realization that he was not really attractive enough to make a living at it against the widespread competition; and in any event, his powers in this field were at the age of twenty-five not only unpracticed, but outright untested. Jorn Birn was simply a glut on the market, any market, and that was the end of the matter.


“And winds from the northeast, moderate to fresh,” the newscaster was saying brightly. “And now, let’s see what’s stirring in the way of job opportunities. We have an unusual item to lead off with. And there’s no use listening to this one, girls, because it’s for a man.”There was an appreciative giggle. “Here’s an outfit that says it wants a young male with technical training. It won’t pay him much and he’ll have to work long hours in all kinds of uncomfortable and dangerous situations. ‘Death not unlikely,’ it says here, ‘but survivors may become famous.’ Well, well. The address is room a-ten-prime, Research Tower, Central City. Here’s a big chance, fellows—be the first man in history to circumnavigate the sun on skis, or something! And now, let’s get down to serious business. Continental Atomics informs your communicator that it urgently needs five young women, in the twenty-to-forty age bracket, to administer a new power-conversion project. Although previous experience is preferred, the firm—”


Convulsively, Jorn switched the set off. That was that.


“But why’d you bother to write the address down?” Jurg said immediately. Jorn was startled; somehow, he had assumed that the other man had fallen asleep with his eyes open. “It’s all klax anyhow, you ought to know that.”


“I don’t know. I do it by habit. And a good thing this time—she was so busy being funny, she forgot to repeat it.”


“Klax,” Jurg said firmly, and ran his index finger under his nose. “If that job’s a good thing, I’m a town clock with sixteen chimes. The witch was right—it’s a recruiting poster for one of those space medicine slaughterhouses. They’ll squirt you off to an orbit a thousand miles out from nothing at all, record your blood pressure and a little muffled cussing by radio—and then, when they somehow don’t manage to bring you back, they’ll shed a tear and scratch your name onto some imperishable back fence with a blunt nail.”


Jorn grinned in spite of himself. Jurg undoubtedly had hit the target pretty close to dead center: that item had had all the ring of a lure of some kind of space travel experiment, which was already no more than a nearly-standard way for a young man in despair to commit suicide… especially since the money involved, even if you did survive, was invariably less than the residence-conclave dole.


And yet, and yet… perhaps only because he had been observed writing the address down, perhaps only because he a little bit disliked Jurg’s habitual air of knowing all the answers in advance, he felt himself turning stubborn.


“Maybe so,” he said slowly. “But I’ve heard a lot of those ads. She said, ‘Survivors may become famous’—I can’t remember ever having heard that hook before, except when I was a little boy. It certainly doesn’t sound like the lunar colony project, just to begin with.”


“No,” Jurg agreed, “there’s too many people settled on that rock-ball already. It’s just the usual guinea-piggery—a satellite, or maybe an interplanetary probe: tell us what you can see, old man, until we can’t hear you any more, and then s-t-r-e-t-c-h that last can of cream-of-fungus-mycelium soup. Besides, why do you want to be famous, anyhow?”


“I don’t, exactly,” Jorn said, irritated. “But if it meant what it said… well, fame is negotiable, if you handle it right.”


“How do you do that? By marrying the next World Director?”


“No. For that I’d have to be lovable, too—all the video shows tell you that, don’t they? But being famous might help. A lot of women these days think a little about good genes before they decide who they’re going to marry next. If you weren’t born of a rich mother, or one with political connections, it couldn’t hurt to have something else conspicuous in your record—something that shows that you’re pretty good in your own right.”


“Dream on,” Jurg said. “That’s how they got us in this trap in the first place, and that’s just how they mean to keep us there. We aren’t ever going to get out of it by swallowing their little myths down whole, I’ll tell you that much.”


“Well, tell me some more while you’re on the platform. How are we going to get out of it?”


“The time will come,” Jurg said, a little portentously, scratching under one armpit. “I don’t think you’re really ripe for it yet, Birn. But you’ll come around to it on your own before long; I know the type. I just hope it isn’t too late by then.”


“Suit yourself,” Jorn said shortly. He had heard nonsense like that before, often enough to know approximately what it was supposed to mean. He looked at the address again, and then at his two-credit state-issue watch. What harm could it do to follow the item up? After all, he had nothing else meaningful to do. His choices were restricted to listening to Jurg become more and more cryptic, throwing Jurg out and watching the next episode of “Pat’s Other Jon,” or sitting in a park surreptitiously chucking gravel at the birds. A choice between another day of despair… and room a-10-prime, Research Tower, Central City.


“Excuse me,” he said. “I think I’m going for a walk.”


It was high summer at its worst outside. The massive blue-white supergiant sun, an undulating variable with more than a hundred different overlapping periods, was at one of its thousands of possible peaks of three or more cycles. It turned the air into an invisible cauldron, which might at any moment boil up into a storm, very possibly one too violent for Weather Control to cope with—there had been an increasing number of those in the last few years.


Nevertheless, Jorn elected to take the beltways. He was lucky enough to be in Central City to begin with; but also, he had bought three books this month, which had nearly wiped out his carfare budget.


The sensed threshold of violence in the weather forced his thoughts reluctantly back to Jurg Wester, and the vague rumors of revolution which Jurg had been attempting to float. Jorn had heard them before, and not always from Jurg; they came drifting through the residence conclaves as ominously and unpredictably as thunderheads. It was a minor cross to Jorn that he was still unable to take much stock in them.


He had, to be sure, every reason to believe that the vast sexual proletariat of the bachelors was bored and desperate enough to welcome almost any imaginable kind of trouble. It was not hard to suspect, too, that the husbands and concubines were just as unreconciled to the role of belonging to the inferior sex. Anyone seriously examining the change which had come over the statistics of crime in the last two generations would draw very much the same conclusion.


All the same, he could not bring himself to hope that any open conflict between the sexes—as opposed to the natural, buried, and eternal conflict—could end by changing society more than slightly. You could of course change human nature, since in the long run that meant nothing more than changing human behavior; that had been done over and over again, quite often by design. But the one thing you could not change was human needs. In any formal war between the sexes, the defections from both sides would in the end wipe out even the possibility that either side could win, exactly as an ancient play Jorn had been forced to read at school had devoted five acts to insisting.


Damn Jurg Wester; but still, it was a nice notion to daydream about on an afternoon of incipient thunder. At least it helped Jorn to ignore the fact that he was hopelessly stumping the beltways again, the pockets of his SI suit without enough credits in them to clink against each other.


The beltways were depressingly well populated with men of all ages. Those who looked to be about Jorn’s age or younger were dressed in a wild variety of styles. Though the SI suit was predictably in the majority, even that was often modified enough to accommodate the one mandatory feature of all the current styles, an outlandishly stuffed and padded codpiece. Where the men involved had the money for it, the suits were replaced entirely by shadow-cloaks—fundamentally a cross between a tailored toga and a front-split kilt. This was made of a synthetic fabric which took permanent creases almost as well as paper did, and hence could be folded and pleated by its owner to his own taste, so that in motion it afforded frequent but not quite predictable glimpses of whatever good points he thought he had. Here and there, too, Jorn saw a man in the highly conservative “business” coverall which was this year’s uniform for the prosperous homosexual, a far more powerful class among career women than any of the normals were; these he eyed with a malice he knew to be at least half envy, for he had long ago determined that he had been born without the talent. All in all, his sex was a colorful aggregate; and all in all, they made him want to spit.


A male revolution? No, Jurg was wrong; it wasn’t likely. There were already too many different kinds of males in the world, all intent upon maintaining their differentness, and if possible, parlaying it into the unique. They had suffered themselves to be divided—and from now on, they would be ruled.
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Room a-10-prime, Research Tower, Central City, was an absolute madhouse.


It consisted primarily of a huge waiting room, almost as big as a hall, most of which was fenced off from the milling applicants. The fenced-in area was occupied by closely spaced desks where interviews were conducted, or dictation given to standard government vocoders. Outside the fence there was an oblong of floor mostly taken up by massed ranks of folding wooden chairs, like fugitives from a funeral. Here the applicants sat waiting their turns to stand at one of the writing banquettes along the wall and fill out a limp, gray legal-length questionnaire which offered not a single clue to what the victim was applying for.


Those who got past the first screening at the desk by the gate, as Jorn eventually did, were transferred to an interviewer; and if the interviewer was satisfied–though “satisfied” was hardly the word, for the young women who did the work somehow managed to look as sour upon finding someone they could pass as they did when (far more usually) they sent the applicant ignominiously out–the legal-length form was promptly reduced to a series of punches in three stiff colored cards. The floor around the interviewing desks was drifted over by the little red, yellow and blue checks which had snowed down from the busily snipping punches; they were also all over the tops of the desks and even on the seats of the chairs. They clung to the hair, settled into the creases of the SI suits, became airborne at whim and floated up the nose, and every so often, immediately following an explosive sneeze, went flying in all directions toward the ceiling like chaff through a silo. When this happened, the young woman interviewing the hapless sneezer usually changed her expression from routine disapproval to implacable grimness and sent him packing, dropping his cards into the waste-can.


Jorn somehow managed to pass this test, though still without learning anything at all about the job. He was sent back to the ranked folding chairs to wait while his cards were processed, with an enormous roar which made all talk in the room impossible except at a driving shout, by a computer which seemed to be not so much analyzing the cards as chopping them completely into more vari-colored little checks. After more than an hour, during which the heat reduced Jorn’s SI suit to an assemblage of clinging dishrags and the folding chair became increasingly impossible to sit on comfortably regardless of how he tried to accommodate himself to it, one of the young women took a red card out of the stack in the computer’s return basket, stared at it with astonished disapproval, and came to the rail to call Jorn’s name. Simple though it was, she had no difficulty in mispronouncing it; obviously, she had had practice.


He was directed off the floor into a room not much bigger than a closet, but which at least seemed to be air-conditioned. Here a middle-aged woman doctor asked him another hundred questions, these of such astonishing intimacy that he did not himself know the answers to nearly half of them. This, for some reason, seemed to satisfy her profoundly; he was told to step into the next room and take off all his clothes. Since the heat in the waiting room had long since converted the suit into a clammy, slowly disintegrating shroud, he was a little reluctant to do so, out of the conviction that he would never get it on again in one piece. Nevertheless he complied.


The disrobing awoke Tabath, his familiar, who raised her tiny crested head from his wrist to stare with unwinking yellow-eyed hostility at the glare and confusion. Though both glare and confusion were commonplace enough at the residence conclave, no one really yet knew how much the little basilisks learned from experience, even after nearly a century of studying them. Jorn was personally quite convinced that Tabath was unusually intelligent for a familiar, but he had the saving good sense to know that everyone thought well of their own–that bias was absolutely necessary in so personal a relationship, but that did not make it necessarily true.
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