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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 I



The Beginning of the End


IT was as though Nature herself sensed that something was wrong. Strange, brooding heat of the late summer day was oppressive rather than pleasantly warm. It was the kind of heat that makes the flies gather round an abattoir. The air was filled with the noise of men and the noise of machines.


A train ran by along its lines, rattling and jolting over the rails. A bus wound its way up a hill, and the driver cursed because his handbrake was not of the best, and there was a level crossing at the top of the hill, and the gates were shut to the bus, to allow the train to pass through.


The driver of the train was three and a half minutes behind schedule, he was pushing his locomotive as hard as he could along that particular stretch of line.


Two guards, one off duty, the other travelling in an official capacity, were sitting in the van, playing a rather macabre game of nap on a coffin. As one of the guards said, it was a singularly useful kind of table, and in all probability the gentleman inside wouldn’t mind, even if he had been aware of what was going on. There were various people in the train, just ordinary people, and in their ordinariness they were too numerous to mention. It didn’t mean that they were unimportant, they were vitally important. Guards, drivers, porters, signalmen, passengers, men, women, children; all of them, vitally important, all of them living human beings, and none of them knowing that the End was very very close. The passengers in the bus; they were ordinary human beings, too, and they were just as important as the passengers in the train.


Bus and train passed very close to one another. A little boy in the train waved to a little boy in the bus, who promptly waved back, with the friendly cheerfulness and the innocence of childhood. An old man on a bicycle made his way slowly up the hill, decided that the incline was too much for his ageing legs, and wobbled rather precariously as he dismounted. The train passed and the old man moved his bicycle through the lych gate. The crossing keeper beckoned to him to come forward. The old man advanced, smiled gaily to the crossing keeper, passed through the second lych gate, remounted his machine on the other side and began descending the hill. The crossing keeper put his hand on the bolt that operated the gate. He was not destined ever to get the gate fully opened. The End was now very, very close.


The Cold War had reached a point where technology and balanced power had decreed between them that hovering over capitals and other important areas of the Great Powers there should be satellites. These satellites were filled with deadly explosives, nuclear explosives. This nuclear explosive was permanently ready, permanently fused, permanently capable of instant detonation. The balance was also such that should any one satellite move from its destined spot, then hell, in the form of atomic satellites, would come down with fury and with violence, and with only one possible result … and with only one possible consequence. Something had been overlooked, something so simple that it had really been overlooked because of its very simplicity. That something was a meteorite.


Very clever men had carefully calculated the odds against a meteorite landing anywhere near a satellite. ‘Landing’ was perhaps not the best term to use, striking a satellite; coming near enough to affect one of the satellites. Meteorites were few and far between and so were the satellites, considering the enormity of space. But the impossible had happened. There were a series of rather unhappy coincidences. Each of them would no doubt have been described as ‘regrettable’ in the language of officialdom. Between them they added up to the beginning of the End.


Automatic devices “saw” that the satellites of other powers were going down, and what was known in the text books of the politicians and the generals as “massive retaliation” also went down.


The first satellite was hit by accident, the others followed it automatically, like a flock of poisonous sheep following a leprous bellwether. There wasn’t even the old Music Hall joke about the four-minute warning. There was no four-minute warning. One or two people knew about thirty seconds before it happened, for it happened with incredible suddenness.


The state of balance in the Cold War had been so perfectly balanced since the satellite system, and the mutual threat had been established so well, that nobody had really been expecting it to materialise. The satellites had been regarded as the final peace-preserving deadlock. Now the final deadly rain was falling. Humanity sat in buses and trains; humanity worked in fields, and offices, and shops; humanity sat in cinemas and theatres, and around television screens, and humanity did not know that this was the End.










CHAPTER II



The End


NOW the lucky ones were in what is known as the flash area. They died of incandescence, for want of a better word; they died by being volatilised, by being energised; by being turned from flesh and blood into part of an enormous incandescent something that swallowed everything in its path. It was so fast they knew absolutely nothing about it.


The areas nearby, close to the flash area, were known as the areas of total destruction, and here, too, the people were the lucky ones. They were killed outright, with speed and with certainty, that had about it a rather horrible mathematical precision. A mile or two further out from the point of impact was an anulus of very heavy destruction, and here there were practically no survivors, and those who were did not retain the title for very long. Some of them lay amid smoking, smouldering ruins, radio active ruins, for a few minutes. A few of the less fortunate ones actually regained consciousness and were aware of the agony of their own mangled bodies. But a mangled body was only part of the statistician’s units, it is not even a very significant part when the statistician is working in terms of mega-deaths.


As the waves of destructive horror moved further from the incandescent heart of the destructive atomic satellite, so the damage to man and property became less and less severe.


It was here in these fringe areas that the luck ran out; it was here that the real danger, the real suffering, began.


Some of these radioactive zombies staggered about for several days, in a nightmare world that almost beggared description. It was a world in which food and water were almost hopelessly contaminated, if they were available at all. It was a world that had become completely and utterly disorganised. It was a world in which there was no hope of tomorrow, and only a few blistered remains of yesterday.


Survivors began to die off like flies, mainly of radiation sickness, as the thick, poisonous clouds of death-dust moved over the surface of the earth.


There was a terrible feeling of hopelessness, they felt as men feel in the condemned cell. They felt nothing could save them, and ninety-nine per cent of them were absolutely right. Nothing could save them, nothing did save them. They were paying a slow agonising price for the Cold War that had suddenly gone mad … they were paying the price of statesmen’s folly, and man’s inhumanity to man.


The statesmen had also paid the price. They had been unable to go into the deep bunkers prepared for the favoured few. The End had come too suddenly. Politicians and people together had either been volatilised or blasted. Some had been bombarded with fatal doses of radiation. The Man in the Street, John Citizen, bad become a walking zombie. It was no consolation at all that his leaders had become zombies as well; he need not be jealous of the privileges of authority, or rank, or position, because in a conflict of this kind there were no privileges. The radio activity, like George Orwell’s Secret Police, in “1984”, was certainly everywhere.


As if radiation sickness wasn’t enough, bacteria and micro-organisms in general were having a field day! Death in the form of virus infection was no respecter of persons, and it was also a great leveller of the social scale. The virus was as ubiquitous as the deadly radiation. The virus, the microbe, and the gamma ray, between them, dealt such devastating blows to the tottering remnants of humanity that those optimists who had talked in terms of reorganization after atomic attack, saw, if they were still alive to see, just what arid foolishness their words had been.


The countryside was a poisonous yellow. The waters were polluted with dead animals and fish. The sky reflected strange colours like the funeral pall of a planet.


Animal life and vegetable life had been so scarred, damaged by the devastation of the explosions and the radiations that followed, that the whole earth looked more like a gangrenous corpse than a planet with life on its surface.


Those survivors who were not too numbed to think, reacted to the End in different ways. Some of them prayed and some of them cursed; some of them blasphemed; some of them laughed, wildly and hysterically, as though the very incongruity of it all was some hideous, diabolical joke, which they were going to share, even though it had been perpetrated upon them. Scarcely any of those battered, radioactive relics realised, deep down within themselves, really just what had happened. Nobody could bring themselves to realise what had happened. The End had come. The sky reflected it back to them. The End had come.


The poisoned, radio active waters murmured it as they rolled down into the sea. “The End has come”. The torn, devastated, scorched land sobbed it quietly back to Mother Earth herself. “The End has come”. And yet they said it, Man and Nature, as tired priests will repeat a liturgy that has become meaningless. They will say it with their lips, but not with their hearts. The End has Come. And yet, by the miracle of air and water currents, there were tiny pockets of lesser radiation and pollution. There were places where the devastating radiation was not quite so cataclysmically destructive. …










CHAPTER III



After the End


WHEN a great civilization falls, whatever the reason, there is often a period that later historians term The Dark Ages. This happened in Crete after the fall of the Minoan civilization. It happened in Greece, after the end of the Mycenaean civilization, and before the dawn of the New Greece, which began with the reforms of Solon. It happened in England when the Romans left and the Barbarian hordes came in; but throughout the Dark Ages there were those who kept safe the old learning. Mycenaean Greece had its Homer, the Dark Ages of England were lightened by the monasteries, and culture lived in the church. Perhaps the ghost of Minoan culture travelled with colonists to found what ultimately became Philistia. From Philistia the ghost of that same culture travelled to Carthage, from Carthage to New Carthage, to perish in the Punic Wars.


At the end of the Dark Ages, comes the Renaissance, a re-birth of culture, and the dry, dead stalk blossoms again into the fragrant flower of civilization. After the end of Mycenaean Greece the ultimate pinnacle of 5th-century. BC Athens and Pericles, was a glorious triumph. The later flower exceeded the former. After the collapse of the Roman Empire and the preservation of rare knowledge in the peaceful walls of lonely monasteries, came a new wave, a new surge, a new current of thought. A new movement in the minds, hearts, and souls of men. A political renaissance, and a religious renaissance, and finally a complete renaissance, and a liberation of the spirit of man from the darkness which had enshrouded it for so long.


After the End there came to those pockets which had survived, something which was very akin to the Dark Age. The pockets were very few and far between. They knew of each other’s existence more as legends than as actual facts. Those places that had survived were mainly remote and rural. A handful of crofters in the northernmost Scottish isles, a few Devonshire fisher folk, a Welsh shepherd or two. There were one or two primitive tribes overseas, in the dark heart of Amazonia and the steaming jungles of Africa, who were scarcely aware that a cataclysm had taken place, save that a whisper went round the jungle that the rule of the white man had ended, but as the rule of the white men had hardly penetrated, the knowledge that the gods of fire had fallen from the sky and killed the white men made very little difference. Some Eskimo and Lapps survived, but compared to the two thousand million human souls who had lived and moved and had their being together across the planet’s surface, these pockets of survivors were infinitesimally small. England rapidly became a weird, dark, jungle. Roads and houses were overgrown everywhere except in those small isolated pockets of resistance. Buildings collapsed with the passage of the years. Radiation had produced some very weird effects in the genes and chromosomes of both plants and animals—and men. For not all of the staggering zombies had collapsed and died. Life is very tenacious, and here and there, things that were not men had lived, and they had passed on their freakishness; the radiation level was still high in many places. Because of it the genes and the chromosomes continued their mad, dervish dances, and dark forms grew in the Dark Ages … The radiation effects, however, were not entirely malevolent. Here and there, in the pockets of lesser radiation, some of the mutations were decidedly beneficial. Gradually there began to grow up a race of men who were both physically and intellectually superior to any race the world had yet produced, like the phoenix rising out of its own ashes, men began to find their own feet again, and almost, metaphorically, to find their wings. …


The young men in the Welsh mountains and amid the rugged beauty of Devon and Cornwall, were no longer completely contented to remain in the safety of the settlements. Outside the little settlements there was radioactive danger it had now been greatly reduced, by the passage of time, but the effects that it had had were all too evident. There were things out there, things more like devils than like men, things with claws, and things with fangs, things that once had had human ancestry. There were great beasts that roamed the jungles. Beasts with eight legs, beasts with six legs, beasts with two heads, things with poisonous stings in their tails, piebald, lecherous, blotchy beasts, things of ugliness and sickness; there were strange tribes of distorted, mutant humans living wild, diabolic lives in their own weird, subhuman way.


The rest of the civilised areas had become fortresses and citadels because sometimes the weird things in the jungle beyond tried to break through, and when they did the killing and the suffering were such that the settlers improved their defences so that this kind of tragedy could not strike again. There was a settlement down in the south-west. Part of what might have once been Devon or Cornwall.


All the old roads had long since been overgrown. A pure, clean stream ran through the settlement, and it was well protected by hand-built stone walls of great strength and size. The settlers used bows and arrows to defend themselves against attacks of wild mutant outsiders. There was talk among the settlers of tales handed down by their great-great-grand-parents who remembered tales handed down by their great-great-grandparents, who had in turn received them from their great-great-grandparents as part of the ancient Oral Tradition, that once there had been fire sticks, and weapons of even greater power. There was a sinister forbidden legend of the Atom Gods—but in this settlement men only breathed that name in dark, silent places, for it was worse than an oath, and worse than a blasphemy, and to have said the word in public would have been to invite death at the hands of the other settlers. No one spoke of the Atom Gods—the very words were forbidden. They were the strictest of all taboos. Yet somehow, everybody knew of the Dark Wisdom, and everyone knew of the legend that somehow, somewhere, perhaps the Atom Gods yet lived.


Out in the mutant jungle beyond the settlement, beyond the protection of the stone wall, out amid the curiously twisted plants, where the beasts dwelt, the mutants were massing. They had been massing for years, but recently there had been some extra purpose in it—as though they were determined to sweep away the settlement at all costs. In the settlement was a child, scarcely a year old, and his name was Nathkrull. His parents suspected something, though they had as yet not breathed their suspicions to anyone. Sometimes he did not look at them like a child, but like a man, and they wondered in their secret hearts whether Baby Nathkrull was one of those mutants whose minds are so far ahead of even the wisest elders in the tribe that it would be considered too dangerous to allow them to live. It was for this reason that they had not dared to mention their suspicions. …


Nathkrull’s mother bent over the wood and leather-bound cradle and looked into those incredibly intelligent little dark eyes.


“I wonder,” she whispered, “how intelligent are you, my little one?”


The little dark eyes looked up at the woman, and suddenly she heard a voice inside her own mind, and she knew that the child was in telepathic communication with her. So she and her husband had been right! The child was other than he appeared. He was one of the dangerous ones who could not be allowed to live, and yet—she had not the heart to tell the elders. She took a pace back as she received Nathkrull’s telepathic communication.


“The mutants are massing,” signalled the child.


Less than a year old, and he knew of the mutants outside!


The settlement will fall. He knew about the fear. Perhaps the fear lived in the tribal mind? Perhaps they unwittingly passed on the fear? “The Jungle is full of mutants and dangerous beasts, if you try to escape you will be killed.”


What was he saying? What was he saying? Wondered the woman. “I am sorry but there is no way I can save you.”


It seemed incongruous, utterly ridiculous, a little child like this talking of saving adults. He was scarcely able to toddle.


“There is a chance that I will not be destroyed. Sometimes mutants take normals and raise them in the jungle.” He was telepathing fast. “If they raise me, then I see many great possibilities opening out. I want you to take me to the holy place in the middle of the settlement. The mutant natives are very superstitious. If they think I have been dedicated to the holy place they may think that I will bring them good fortune.”


Nathkrull’s mother nodded, as though to show her understanding of the child’s telepathic communication. Tears ran down her cheeks. “Do not cry for me,” telepathed the child, “weep for yourselves. …”










CHAPTER IV



The New Beginning


THE infant Nathkrull toddled towards the sacred shrine of the settlement. The shrine was erected round a number of sacred, forbidden objects. The whole area was taboo. The first of the objects in the sanctuary within the shrine was a square box; the square box contained a number of intricate looking mechanical objects, round things about the size of a man’s thumb, made of glass and metal; there were many wires and strands of copper. Some of the most incredibly ancient of the elders, whose minds could go half-way back to the dim, forgotten times, who had actually known those who had known those who claimed to have remembered the destruction, such old men said that this was called a teevy. Other shrines in other settlements also had sacred objects, which dated back to before the destruction. From time to time warriors and hunters in the jungle would actually find such objects. Perhaps a man would be digging a pit for a mutant, or one of the great savage beasts that roamed through the thick forests, and as he dug his pit he would find something that had belonged to the ancients.


He would take it to the elders of the village, and they would read in the sacred books. There were sacred books in each of the villages, and although very few of the people understood what the books were about, almost the entire population could read and write. Some of the books were quite simple and straightforward. Others seemed pointless—great lists of names and numbers that must have had some particular significance to the ancients who had lived before. The End, but neither the names nor the numbers had any significance now.
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