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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

IT WAS A fine summer morning—perfect for Extermination Day. Rura had the gefcar on medium lift, medium cruise, which was about right for the rugged Cumberland valleys. One hundred and fifty kilometres per hour, one metre above the ground. At that speed, one would be unlikely to encounter any surprises. There was plenty of time to get to the Scottish Highlands and show blood before darkness. In any case, the spotter chopper that circled lazily overhead might report suitable targets long before they got to the Highlands. Some of the regressives were getting bold enough to advance south.

Rura was tired. So, probably, were her companions, Moryn and Olane. The traditional Extermination Eve orgy had been a record breaker. No doubt it would go down in college history as one of the great ones of the twenty-fifth century. Rura could remember making love to three girls. After that, things became hazy. Goddess knew how many girls had then made love to her.

Now the gefcar was hissing along the side of Windermere. Sunlight slanted on the fells, translating hills, rocks and moorland into textures of infinite beauty. On such a day as this … On such a day as this, thought Rura, what a drag it was to have to hunt down men and daub one’s self in their revolting blood. But tradition was tradition. Graduation Day at the College of Exterminators had always involved this symbolic blooding. It was an affirmation of faith, and the end of two years of intensive training.

‘In two more weeks,’ thought Rura, ‘I shall be twenty years old. I shall be entitled to full Womanhood. I shall wear the gold skull and crossbones of a qualified exterminator. Women will desire me. I shall be able to choose.’

Rura felt guilty. She should have been happy. But she felt guilty. Guilty because not happy? Then why not happy? She did not know. She tried to remember the girls she had held and loved. She tried to remember the wide look of surprise in their eyes. She tried to remember lips, breasts, touch, closeness, giving, receiving. But the only thing she could remember was emptiness. Perhaps she had been working too hard.

“Take to the water,” said Moryn. “Darling, take to the water. Let’s make a valley of foam all along Windermere. Let’s make foam in the sunlight. Let’s leave a trail behind us to mark Extermination Day.”

Rura smiled, and swung the ground effect car on to the lake. It had been such a still lake, like a sheet of glass. But now the blast of air from the gefcar gouged into it, flinging up walls of fine spray through which the sunlight made transient rainbows.

Olane looked back at the dying wake. “We write in water, we write in air,” she said strangely. “None of us will ever write in rock.”

Olane was one of the girls that Rura had kissed and held and driven to ecstasy on Extermination Eve. She glanced at her, saw the sadness in her eyes, instantly became depressed.

“Olane, darling, we cannot live for ever.”

“Sometimes,” said Olane, “I think we simply cannot live.”

Moryn sensed the melancholy and combatted it with instant gaiety. “I have a bottle of brandy with me,” she said. “Let us all drink to a fine blooding.”

Rura was surprised. “Alcohol is strictly forbidden on Extermination Day. We could be expelled.”

“Who will know? There will be blood on our faces, and the brandy bottle will be at the bottom of some Scottish loch. Let us drink and be merry, for today we kill.”

Rura spilled her brandy as she pulled away from Windermere and lifted over the mountains. Altogether, there were five gefcars and fifteen novices on the hunt. But no other gefcars were in sight. Only the chopper, circling and hovering like a bird of prey, as indeed it was. Lieutenant Kayt was in the chopper. Rumour had it that she could spot a man at five kilometres.

Olane was hitting the brandy pretty hard. “Darlings, don’t think me silly, but I’m afraid of the blooding. I don’t know why. I’m just afraid.”

Moryn kissed her. “Sweet, there is nothing to be afraid of. I speak truly. There is nothing to be afraid of. The pigs have nothing but swords, knives, spears. Maybe crossbows if they are lucky. We have grenades, we have gas, we have laser guns. So who can harm us?”

“Perhaps we shall harm ourselves.”

“Don’t be silly. Do you hate men?”

“Of course I hate men.”

“Then there is no problem. Kayt will give us a target. We shall blood ourselves and go home. End of Extermination Day. End of two hard years.”

“Two years.” Olane sighed. “I never really wanted to be an exterminator. My mother was ambitious for me. It was what she had always wanted.”

Moryn raised an eyebrow. “You have a womb mother?”

“Don’t be catty,” snapped Olane. “You know I was cloned — one of a four-clone. It doesn’t make any difference. I still think of Siriol as my mother.”

“She is only your clone senior.”

“Rot you! She’s my mother!”

“Children! Children!” soothed Rura. “Are you going to quarrel, today of all days?”

Moryn poured more brandy. “Darling, I’m sorry. If you want Siriol to be your mother, she shall be your mother.”

Olane was contrite. “My fault. I shouldn’t be so edgy. I’ll feel better when this wretched blooding is over.”

“I’m going to call Kayt,” said Rura. “Find out what’s happening.” She flicked the transceiver switch and spoke to the chopper.

In the rear seats of the gefcar, Moryn and Olane relaxed, drank brandy, watched the mountains and moors of Cumberland flash by, looked ahead towards Scotland, impatient to reach the Southern Uplands — the beginning of regressive country. Pig country.

“Kayt says the other four are about ten kilometres ahead of us,” said Rura.

“Damn! They will blood before we do!” Moryn looked at the map. “Rura, let’s take a short cut. Ask Kayt for permission to go over the Solway Firth. If we take the sea route, we can save fifty kilometres.”

Rura conferred with the chopper. “Permission granted. But Kayt says she must stay with the other four. If there are any targets before we rendezvous in the Southern Uplands, the others will get the benefit.”

“Pouff! We’ll find our own targets. You can go flat out across Solway and put us half an hour ahead. We’ll be blooded before the rest get there. Besides, the sea will be lovely this morning. Have some more brandy.”

“No thank you.” Rura was emphatic. “I have to pilot this thing. If the blood on our faces turned out to be our own, we should be the laughing stock of London.”

Rura swung the gefcar in a tight turn, lifting it over the thousand-metre heights of Skiddaw. It was a clear morning. Fifteen kilometres ahead was the sea, blinding in sunlight, beautiful.

With Skiddaw behind, Rura put her foot down. The gefcar leaped forward. One hundred and eighty kilometres per hour. Two hundred. Two hundred and twenty. Maximum speed, medium high lift. It was wonderful to be racing like this on a column of air to the sea.

It was a golden day. What a pity to spoil it with death, even if only the death of a man.

“Goddess be praised,” shouted Moryn, drinking more brandy. “Goddess be praised. We are the élite, the invincibles, the immortals. This day men will die at our hands. I know it. This day we shall remember for ever.”

The sea was not as flat as Windermere. But it was a gentle sea with the lightest of swells. The gefcar pitched a little, but no one was sick. The sea was gold and blue and hypnotic.

Olane began to cry as the coast of Scotland loomed ahead. “I don’t want to kill anyone,” she sobbed. “The day is too lovely for death.”

“You will not be killing anyone,” said Moryn. “You will only be killing men. A man. A man is nothing. A man is an animal. Do you want an animal to lie on top of you? Do you want it to force your legs open, bite your breasts, fill your womb with the seed of destruction?”

“No! No! No!”

“Then listen to me, little one. We shall find our animal. We shall hunt it and kill it. We shall feel its blood upon our faces. And then we shall return to London like conquerors, like true women. We shall be free in our minds and in our hearts. We shall have destroyed the great confidence trick, the million-year degradation.”

“I don’t want to kill.”

“Rest easy. Rura and I will do the killing.”

Rura said, “Shall I follow this river, or shall I turn east to rendezvous with the others?”

Moryn looked at the map. “It is only about thirty or forty kilometres out of our way. Follow the river. Men need fresh water, and — for once — we need men.”
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