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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.


      





Prologue:



EXODUS





One:



YEAR ONE


Housing was still cheap in Norfolk. The recent run of severe cold winters, with winds howling in from the east across the North Sea, bearing their burden of snow, were in no measure compensated for by the increasing warmth of the summers, since that warmth seemed to bring with it, more and more as the years went by, a drifting, light, but persistent, rain. The farmers complained bitterly, as farmers have always complained, come rain or shine. It was bad for the crops, they would say, shaking their heads – and worse for the livestock. The only thing that kept their heads above water was the subsidy from the EEC. Then they would depart, still gloomy, in their late model Jaguars or Land Rovers, and every summer the news would carry stories of mountains of food of one kind or another, stored away in warehouses at great cost as a result of the European common agricultural policy.


The same news, of course, carried the stories and pictures of the starving in Africa, South America, and the East.


The farmers, in fact, couldn’t afford to leave the land, thanks to their subsidies. Anyone else who got an opportunity to move south and west leaped at the chance, even if the cost was the ruinous mortgage they would be burdened with, in trading upward in price, but downward in quality, from a large, comfortable old house near Norwich to a modern box on a housing estate south of London. Which was how the old former vicarage, on the outskirts of town, came to acquire a new owner.


It seemed a little large for one man on his own, with its five bedrooms and the converted coach house standing in the grounds of more than an acre. But he had the money, and he was respectable enough – something to do with the University, though it was never clear exactly what – and the sellers were glad, in their own words, ‘to find a mug and get out while the going was good.’


The conversion work on the building was a minor talking point in the nearby village for a week or two. The repairs to the high wall, now topped off with barbed wire; the refurbishment of the coach house; the computer and other equipment installed in the workshop-cum-laboratory of what soon became known as ‘the Professor’s’ house. But people soon had other things to interest them and gossip about; the election, in which the government, as predicted, returned to power with a reduced majority, but nothing seemed to change; the weather, which, according to the old men in the pubs, was always the worst they’d ever known. And if the Professor seemed to have a strange taste in pets, well, that certainly explained some of the work on the grounds and the coach house.


Within a few months, the Professor was accepted as a part of the surroundings. Quiet, keeping himself to himself, occasionally dropping in to the pub for a pint and a sandwich, but mostly either shut away in the house or off in Norwich, doing whatever it was he did at the University. He left people alone, and people left him alone, in the time honoured English tradition.





Two:



It was the hot patch of sunlight, creeping round the room, angling through the loosely fitting curtain, that woke her. She raised a hand to cover her eyes, automatically, half conscious. The dirty sleeping-bag that had covered her fell to the floor, revealing, if anyone had been there to see, the painful thinness of her limbs and body, flat chested, almost sexless, dressed in a tee-shirt almost as grubby as the sleeping-bag. Both arms and the upper part of each leg were marked with livid, purple-black bruises, in stark contrast to the pale white of the surrounding skin. Perhaps – almost certainly – the girl/woman (her age was almost impossible to guess from her appearance) had once been pretty. Perhaps – just possibly – she could be pretty again.


Her tongue felt as if it filled her mouth to overflowing, and tasted like a carpet covered in cigarette ash. She licked her dry lips, experimentally, but found no relief. Swinging her legs to the floor, she sat up, then leaned forward, head flat on her knees, as a wave of dizziness passed across her. Christ, she thought, I need a hit. Where the Hell’s Tom? Lifting her head again, cautiously, and balancing the weight of her body by leaning on the bed with her right arm, she watched the curtain as it seemed to ripple and wave, moving towards her and away again, as her eyes and brain tried to adjust to the reality of the room.


How the Hell had she got into this mess? Tomorrow, she promised herself (as she did every day), she’d get the place cleaned up a bit, put on a dress and go round to the college. She wasn’t sure just how long it had been since she last went in, but she knew she could make up the lost ground. Hell, it was her final year, after all. She’d done all the real work. Just got to take a couple of interviews, a written paper, piece of cake. Then she’d be a qualified nursery nurse, and she’d get a job, and she wouldn’t have to depend on Tom for the stuff, and anyway she didn’t really need it, much. But she could really use a hit just now, just to get her up. Where the Hell was he?


An adrenalin flush took her to her feet and across to a table, littered with dirty coffee mugs and a McDonald’s carton still containing a part-eaten cheeseburger and some cold chips. She lifted one of them to her mouth, then dropped it back on the table. An empty polythene bag, smeared with traces of white powder, and a hypodermic syringe, its needle crusted with a rusty scar of dried blood, were among the clutter. Energy suddenly drained, she stood at the table, supporting herself with both arms, hands gripping its edge tightly, head down, while she was wracked by a fit of coughing.


Christ, if only she had a hit, she thought, she’d walk out of here, before Tom came back. If she could just get straight, she’d be out of here, for good. And if he tried to come after her – well, she knew enough about him to keep him out of her way, and anyone else’s for that matter, for a good ten years. It’d be worth going down herself just to see his face when they busted him. Just one good hit, and a couple of hours to herself. That’s all she wanted.


When the door opened, she’d slumped to the floor, shivering, but still holding herself upright by the leg of the table. She didn’t notice the sound of the door, or the cool draught of wind. But the voice registered, and she looked up as he spoke.


“Still here, then?”


“Tom! Jesus Christ, where were you? I need a hit, I need it now, c’mon …”


Vaguely, she took in Tom’s companion. A short, dark girl. She looked familiar. Maybe she’d met her in college. Who was she? What was she doing here? The expression on the intruder’s face suggested something was not quite right in the room. But Tom was talking again.


“Pamela.” He said it slowly and carefully, as if talking to a small child, “Pamela, this is Liz. You will be nice to Liz, won’t you?”


He turned to the dark girl. “Look, I’m sorry about this, Liz. Pam was supposed to have the place cleaned up a bit. But I guess she overslept. Maybe she isn’t feeling too well.”


Liz seemed largely unconcerned. Pam, rising unsteadily to her feet, still using the table for support, got a good look at her face, and realised why. The pupils of her eyes were so small they were practically invisible, leaving a bright blue pair of irises with no dark centres. Shit! Tom had got the stuff, and he’d been giving it to this bitch, instead of to her. She turned, reaching for his arm.


“Tom, please.” She smiled. He’d always said how much he liked her smile. “Just a small one, huh? Then I’ll get the place cleaned up, I promise.”


He smiled back, but only with his mouth.


“Well, I dunno. It’s hardly worth bothering. Me ‘n’ Liz, we can cope. P’raps you’d best just get dressed and get back to your own place. We’d like to be alone for a while, anyway.”


His arm was round Liz’s waist, possessively. She leaned against him, head nestled in the crook of his shoulder, obviously now hardly aware of her surroundings. The penny finally dropped for Pam. Liz – this slut – this, this … her brain could find no words. This person was her replacement. She sank back on the bed, trying to puzzle it out. What had happened when she first came here with Tom, was it six weeks ago (or six months)? Hadn’t there been another girl around for a time, before she moved out and left the two of them to get on with it? There was a strange feeling of déjà vu about the whole scene, if only she could get it straight in her head, but with her role very different from last time. Hell, it didn’t matter. All she needed was a hit and she’d be in control.


“Tom, please. Just give me the stuff. Just a tiny bit. Then I’ll get my clothes together. Hey, I can get back to my place, easy … if you just give us a small hit. Please?”


He relented.


“Okay, baby.” He kissed Liz thoroughly, as if establishing his possession of her, and steered her into the one comfortable chair. “Just wait there, Liz, while I help Pam get her things together.” He pulled a plastic bag from his jeans, and turned back to Pam. “Here it is, baby. Just a little one, okay? For old times. Then you’ll be a good girl and run along back to your place?”


“Sure, Tom.” Her eyes were fixed on his hands, as he began to prepare the shot. She’d do anything he said, as long as she got the hit. But once she’d got it, it would be his turn for a surprise. God, it was almost worth the waiting, now she could see it coming and imagine how good it was going to be. She giggled. She couldn’t wait to see the expression on his face …





Three:



YEAR TWO


“Our client, Ms Barnett, is a respectable, wealthy man. He has his own reasons for requiring privacy, and he is offering a good salary. We have not pried into those reasons.”


I bet you haven’t, she thought at the interview. You don’t want to lose your commission.


“But I don’t think I would be betraying any confidences if I hinted at a romantic involvement, the recent death of our client’s companion.” The client had, in fact, directed the agency to say as much. That was his privilege; he was paying the piper, after all. Unemployment was still high – touching five million in Britain alone. Jobs were hard to come by, and anyone lucky enough to get a congenial post in a private home, with flexible hours and no really arduous duties, would have been crazy to risk instant dismissal by blabbing to the world at large about those things that her employer preferred to be kept discreet – especially if her own past contained secrets she’d rather not talk about.


“While respecting both his privacy and yours, we have, of course, informed him that we have every confidence in your own discretion.”


In other words, Pam thought, with a momentary flash of bitterness, you’ve told him I’ve got a record. Then the anger passed. Well, she’d known this would happen. Any employer was bound to ask why someone with her qualifications would be willing to take a job in the sticks, even if it was well paid. And she should have guessed that the prospect might actually appeal to someone who had his own reasons for laying low. But the interviewer was continuing, and the moment of self-pity passed as quickly as the anger that had preceded it.


“Now, the job involves living in, so you won’t be seeing much of the bright lights. On the other hand,” the interviewer glanced at the screen of the terminal in front of her, “it is rather unlikely that any of your former contacts in London will be bothering you up in Norfolk.”


That was the clincher. Six months in prison – they called it hospital, but it still had bars on the windows and locked doors – six months inside had been bad enough, and she was determined not to get caught up in that mess again. Thank God the HIV had still been in the quiescent phase and they’d been able to knock it out of her system; she had that to thank them for – and more. Tom had got five years. Even allowing for time off for good behaviour, she’d be lost in the country before he got out. She shivered again, remembering the threats he had hurled at her across the courtroom as he’d been dragged away. And, of course, she leaped at the opportunity being offered to her.


She moved in the following week. At first, it seemed so obvious why the Professor wanted his privacy, and why he hid the baby from the world. If that was all he had left, after his wife (or was she his wife? Pam was never quite sure) had died, no wonder he wanted both to hide and to protect it from the world. Not that he ever talked about the past, or offered any explanations. Her duties were described, and the contract specifying instant dismissal if news of any of the work going on leaked out, was signed. She never regretted it.


The Professor’s ‘housekeeper’ was young enough – certainly much younger than him – to cause some comment and gossip in the village at first, but she knew when she was well off, and kept out of the circle of rumour-mongers, not even bothering to deny the allegations which were bound to be made. In a way, she was flattered by the attention. She was, however, as eager as the Professor to avoid gossip. Why shouldn’t he have his privacy? There was nothing illegal involved, as far as she knew, and even if there was, she didn’t want to know.


She’d been assured there were no extra-curricular duties expected of her, and her employer had certainly been most correct in that department, almost old-fashioned. No hanky panky. Sometimes, she almost wished there was. The Professor wasn’t at all bad looking, really, and he certainly wasn’t short of a few bob. It was, she knew, income from something he’d invented. Enough income that he didn’t have to work on anything he didn’t want to any more, but could do his own thing. If he was that clever, she thought, maybe he’d invent something else to make a bigger fortune, and maybe then he’d cheer up and decide he needed some real female companionship. Well, a girl could dream, couldn’t she?





Four:



YEAR FOUR


In East Africa guns and tanks were increasingly rare in the fighting; combatant aircraft had vanished from the skies. Not because of any belated reluctance on the part of the so-called developed nations to supply military equipment to the embattled tribes – and nobody pretended any more that this was anything other than tribal skirmishing – but because the opposing forces simply didn’t have any means to pay for weaponry on the world markets.


Once, colonial powers might have taken advantage of the opportunity to move in. But for what? Simply painting the map pink, or blue, or green no longer seemed a fruitful exercise, and with agriculture down the tubes, hostile natives and no resources to speak of, the increasingly arid region lacked attractions for even the most expansionist of governments further north.


White faces were still seen, in and around the refugee camps, but seldom up country. And the trickle of aid did little to alleviate the problems in the camps.


The young girl’s baby was dying. She sat in the scrap of shade provided by the wall around the camp, unmoving in the heat of the afternoon, while flies crawled restlessly over the face of herself and her child, seeking the trace of moisture around their lips and nostrils, even approaching their eyes, only to be scattered, briefly, by a blink. Three years old, but scrawny, with a large, seemingly over-large, head and wasted limbs, carrying the pot belly of malnutrition, the baby still tried, occasionally, to raise his head from his mother’s breast. But the girl, almost equally thin, surviving on the daily ration of gruel issued by the aid agency, was scarcely able to keep her own body alive, let alone provide sustenance for another.


What did it matter? She’d been a good girl, an orphan named and raised by the Catholics who ran a home for waifs and strays. There’d been plenty of children like her, in the aftermath of the bloody years following Amin’s fall, but for a time something approaching peace was established, and her life had been far from hard, by the standards of the region. She’d been ten when the latest government decided to kick out all foreigners, and the school was closed. Under that short-lived regime, forced return to village life had been the order of the day, and she had adapted reasonably well, quietly keeping her head down and out of trouble. But that regime, like its predecessors, and its successors, hadn’t lasted.


As countries created in the middle of the twentieth century by retreating colonial powers began to split apart and revert to tribal groupings, with no real pretence of a central, organised government any more, successive waves of soldiery passed through the village, looting, stealing hard-won food, taking the women they chose, before passing on and leaving the villagers to pick up the pieces. She was thirteen when one group of five self-styled guerrillas, armed with three rifles, a handful of ammunition, two spears and one bow, on the run from a much larger force of opponents, had taken a fancy to her.


She knew what to expect, having seen the inevitable happen many times in the previous three years. She had seen that struggling and resistance ended, as often as not, in death – after the men had satisfied themselves. So she made no protests, never struggled, and tried hard not to cry out as each of the ragged band, most of them little older than herself, laughingly enjoyed her body. As a reward, she was left alive, and pregnant.


Now, the village life was gone. The baby was dying, and she didn’t know why she had bothered to look after it for three years, anyway. Nothing mattered. Perhaps soon, she thought, she would die herself. As the sun moved across the sky, diminishing the patch of shade, the flies began to crawl back across the baby’s unblinking eyes.


Far to the north, another three year old sat on a young woman’s lap, watching, bright eyed, as she turned the pages of a glossy picture book. Pam felt a glow of pride and affection as the odd-looking little boy eagerly responded to each picture as it appeared. “Dog!” he cried out, happily, pointing at the picture. The page turned. “Horse!” Another page. “Cat!” If anyone had tried to tell her he was ugly, she simply wouldn’t have believed them – although she did still sometimes recall, with slight embarrassment, her own initial reaction on seeing the infant. Better if he’d died at birth – the thought had flashed, unbidden, into her mind. But it was quickly suppressed, and afterwards had acted as a spur for her to achieve as much as possible with the poor little creature. Only now, she didn’t think of Adam as a poor little creature. He was hers, as near as made no difference, and she was the only mother he’d ever known, whatever the Professor chose to call her. If Adam could talk intelligently, and was beginning to understand the significance of printed words, it was to her credit as much as his. Maybe he wouldn’t fit in with the outside world – yet – but if she had anything to do with it, he’d grow up into a healthy, intelligent young man. And long before then, she was sure, she would persuade the Professor to allow her to take Adam to school. The old boy was definitely mellowing, even though he still kept himself very much to himself.


The boy was closing the book, looking round for another amusement.


“Very good, Adam.” She smiled, proudly. “Where’s the cat?”


The infant stabbed at the book with his finger. “Cat.”


“No, not that cat. Where’s Lucky?”


He looked around the room, quickly, alertly, and spotted the black and white animal curled up on a cushion in a patch of sunlight under the window. He pointed, yelling happily, “Cat! Lucky cat!”


She hugged him, and kissed him on the head. “Want an apple?” she asked.


“Yes. Apple?”


“Okay. But first, we play a game. First you put the pieces in your puzzle box, then you get an apple. Okay?”


Adam nodded, jumping down from the chair and running across the room to open a low cupboard. Inside, among a jumble of toys, was a large plastic ball, faceted with ten flat sides, that rattled when he pulled it out. He ran back to her, and sat down on the floor. Deftly, his small hands pulled the ball apart in two halves, tugging against the spring that held them together. Ten differently shaped pieces fell out – a cross, a triangle, a circle, and others. Each piece corresponded to a hole cut in one face of the ball. The two halves of the ball snapped back together as he released his grip, and concentrated on sorting through the pieces.


Frowning slightly in concentration, his tongue occasionally licking out of the corner of his lips, he fitted the pieces into the holes, trying them in different ways until they fell back inside the ball.


He half-muttered to himself as he worked at the task. “This one … in here … Another one … in here … No … in here … Where is it? … Square … Round one … In here …”


Soon he was finished and looked up, grinning broadly. “Done! All gone! Apple now?”


She smiled, equally broadly, and reached down to ruffle his hair with one hand, pulling a green, crunchy apple from a pocket with the other.


“Good boy! Here’s your apple.”


The cat stirred, lazily, in its pool of sunlight, and stretched out its paws as it lay on its side. Carefully, delicately, it began licking down one leg, with repeated movements of its head and tongue, while the child crunched happily on his apple. The woman, still smiling, sat in the chair, watching him. Thank God she’d found this refuge.





Five:



Across the eastern parts of Australia, the fires that raged, worse even than those of 1983, were the result of drought – the most severe drought ever recorded in Australian meteorological history (which, admittedly, only went back a little over a hundred years). The climatologists nodded wisely, and said that this confirmed what they had known for ten years, that the features of the southern ocean called the Southern Oscillation and El Nino were responsible for hemisphere-wide flips in the weather, from one condition to another. They pointed to the 110 millimetres of rain at Guayaquil in Ecuador in the single month of November, compared with a normal figure of 8 mm, and the record single-month rainfall, of 723 mm at the same site two months later in January, as ample confirmation of their theories. It wasn’t that the Australian rainfall had disappeared, they pointed out, but rather that rains which belonged in the western Pacific were weak while those that belonged in the eastern Pacific were strong. It would all average out in the long term.


Devastation across one third of Ecuador, with wide spread loss of life, property damage and economic disruption was, however, short-term and immediate. In Melbourne, although firefighters beat back the flames before they could do more than lick the edge of the city suburbs, the sky was dark with the pall of smoke from raging bush fires for three days in February, and the temperature peaked out at 45.7°C, the highest ever recorded there. The rice crop crashed to 57% of its usual production, and the wheat harvest, at 6.8 million tonnes, was only 30% of the expected yield. The long term didn’t do any more good to Australian farmers put out of business and left homeless by the fires than it did to South American peasants drowned in the floods.


When pressed, even the climatologists agreed that something unusual might be going on. They muttered darkly about the increase in annual rainfall of more than 100 millimetres that occurred across Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland between 1946 and 1974, when the world as a whole had been cooling slightly. And they acknowledged that, since the world had now been warming up for the best part of twenty years, the decline in rainfall might well be long term, if not permanent. It was all, they said, probably due to the greenhouse effect – a build-up of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, trapping heat, and caused by humankind’s greedy consumption of oil and coal, not to mention the destruction of the tropical rainforest of Brazil. Chlorofluorocarbons and other compounds essential to the modern world played their part. So what could be done? Human civilisation and the greenhouse effect went hand in hand; halt one, and you’d stop the other dead in its tracks, too.


Why worry, anyway, said the optimists. A warmer world might be a nicer place to live in. And devotees of the burgeoning Gaia cult took comfort in their view of the ecosystem of the Earth as a single living organism, a benevolent Earth mother working for the good of all to maintain conditions suitable for life on Earth. They ignored, if they were ever aware of, the remark once made by Jim Lovelock, father of the Gaia hypothesis. “Gaia,” he’d said in a video interview, “isn’t out to protect mankind, she’s out to protect herself. Maybe the best way for Gaia to protect herself is to get rid of the irritations being caused by human activities.”


The interviewer, walking into the trap, had responded, “How could she do that?”


And Lovelock, smiling his patient smile, quietly replied, “The same way that you would stop the irritation caused by mosquitoes.”


Question and answer never made the broadcast version of the tape, but was one of the highlights of a bootleg collection that made the rounds of the studios that Christmas, showing all the fluffs and cockups over the past year, and, best of all, the smooth, slick front man for once being completely wrong-footed by his intended victim.


In Europe, civilisation proceeded pretty much as before. The funny weather didn’t have very much effect on crops in that favoured, temperate region of the globe. A little more rain here for a few summers; a little less rain there. Certainly not worth cutting back on the amount of coal and oil being burned in power stations and factories; the ‘cure’ would, in economic terms, be worse than the disease. Besides, if the change in climate was a result of human activities, human ingenuity would find a solution. Wouldn’t it? Even the ponderous machinery of the European agricultural programme was able to cope with the changes so far. And the harvest failures in other parts of the world were quite useful, really, since they enabled the administrators to get rid of some of the politically embarrassing surpluses, if only as food aid. The Australian bush fires, and the floods in South America, were, for most people, simply something to gawp at on the screen, secure in the knowledge that it couldn’t happen here.
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