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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.


      





PART I





The boy was walking slowly, for there was no hurry, he was not going anywhere; the clay over which he walked was sticky and impeded him, it gathered in sucking gouts on the soles of his bare feet, and he thought that perhaps it was time to be looking for some new shoes, although with the summer coming, perhaps it was not too urgent. He knew the summer was coming, for the days were warmer, and there had been a lot of rain, and this day in particular was very warm, the air was still, and everything was very pleasant. This morning he had seen a bird, and it had been singing, and the sound had excited him until he had tears running down his face, and he had been very happy. It was a long time since he had heard anything at all, except the sounds that he himself made. The bird had seemed to stir something in him, and he had enjoyed the experience, although he had felt it to be dangerous. It was foolish to set up longings for sounds, and other beings. They were not often to be obtained, so one must not become attached to the idea of them; it was the only way. The boy had learned that years ago; it was a conclusion that perhaps he had been taught or that he had come to himself. It was for this reason that if he ever saw another human being, and sometimes he did, he would avoid contact, and he knew that this was right, for in this way, trouble was avoided. No person he had ever met had approached him, either; everyone felt the same. But it was not often that he saw anyone. Last summer he had seen an old man standing on top of a hill looking upwards at the sky, but before that, he could not remember when—there had been a girl who had waved her arm and shouted once, but he had run away, for the girls were more to be avoided, he could feel it, and seemed to remember being told it, long ago, as a very serious and definite thing.


He had been walking slowly uphill all morning with the sun on his back, feeling with pleasure the warmth through his shirt, which was a new one, a very smart pin-striped Clydella with a button-down collar, and with it he wore a tie made from a strip of brown leather which he fondled from time to time because it felt nice in his hands. He had liked the ties immensely when he had seen them; there had been several to choose from, and this one had looked especially well with the shirt, which was a pale fawn and green, light and soft. He wore a pair of trousers which belled out at the ankles slightly, made from white vinyl, but these he did not care for so much, they were not as useful as the last he had had, for they fastened at the side, and did not suit his bodily functions. The last trousers had been very good because they had fastened up the front with a zip. The material, however, was good; it could be washed in any running water, and did not soak through, cold and uncomfortable. The boy liked to have his clothes clean, he did not care for his own smell, and loathed marks of dirt on himself. Today he hoped to find a stream where he could wash his hair; it felt rather greasy and lank, and in his pocket he had a bottle of shampoo that smelt of almonds. He brushed the offensive hair away from his shoulders, lifting up a strand to look at it, admiring the colour, fair and golden when clean, and the curl in it which sprang back off an extended finger.


“I think my body needs food,” he said suddenly, feeling that his inside hollow was very empty. Perhaps there would be a fish in the stream, if he found a stream. Or perhaps he would find something else to eat, although now he was out of town, there was not so much ready-made food, not so many houses and shops. Fruit perhaps; that would be nice.


He felt he would like to rest, and turned round to face downhill, and sat down on a stone that had a bit of grass growing around it. Everything was wonderful, the world stretched in front of him for miles; square upon stone-edged square of earth, many colours, brown, red, grey, black, white, yellow. There were two trees, far away, close together, and these he gazed on for a while, interested because they moved slightly in the gentle but definite wind. And a silver-gold stream. If he continued upwards for a while, he would come to the stream where it wound out of the back of this incline. It would be sometime after the zenith, which would be just right; by that time his appetite would make him more careful in his fishing.


The ground was more stony the higher he got, for the clay was washed off the top of the hill. The boy scraped his feet and wiped them on the grass round the rock where he sat, grimacing with disgust, but at the same time finding the soft clay curiously pleasant between his fingers. It was yellow clay, and he absorbed the feeling of the colour, looking and looking, until all the world was yellow, and when his feet were reasonably clean, he stood up, and perceived that the world was many colours. He turned and began to walk again, slowly, more slowly, for there was no hurry, and sitting down had made him tired. It was odd that whenever one rested, one became more tired and it was more effort for a while, when one started to walk again.


Among the rocks the boy noticed bits of rubbish; a polythene bag, a tin can, little bits of paper that had once wrapped sweets, a pair of shoes with narrow heels, in black-and-white leather. He did not pick up any of these things, they repelled him, but they were interesting. The tin cans were not all rusty; this meant that someone had been there recently, and the boy hoped that that person was not now near the stream over the hill. It would be unpleasant to have to retrace his steps, and he wanted very much to wash his hair today; the shining sun would soon make it dry, and he would be able to lift it up across his eyes and see the yellow light. Days like this, near a stream, were ideal for washing hair, and for catching fish, if there were any fish. Maybe a trout or a salmon, high up, in a pool. He took from his pocket a packet of paper tissues, and blew his nose, throwing the dirty pale-blue paper on the ground, and it stirred in a slight breeze but did not blow away; he left it behind.


Then he stood rigid with attention, for he could hear a sound, thin and far away. This sound was entirely new to him, he had never heard anything like it before, and it frightened him considerably. It was an animal noise, that he was sure, and it made him very wary indeed. A wild cat or dog could be formidable if one had no food to offer. He felt a prickle of sweat forming on his back, and he took a breath to steady his listening. He lifted his hair away from his ears, became calm, and listened.


The sound was like two animals fighting and he hoped that a larger animal was killing a small animal, so he would be safe. But both parts of the sound were extremely distressed. There was one louder and stronger than the other, a bellowing and sobbing, and the sound of the hopelessness in it moved him to pity. He began to wonder if it could be a man over the hill, who had hurt himself. If that was the case then he must go away directly, there was no hope of having the stream to himself if a man was already there, not walking.


He listened carefully, and could certainly hear two sounds. One was high and thin, not unlike the other sound, but not so distressing to hear. He stood, uncertain what to do, and as he considered whether or not to wait a little while or to go back down the hill, the more distressed of the cries became fainter, and changed, until he could hear a continuous moan, softer and softer, and then it faded away altogether. The other sound continued.


He began to walk upwards again, and in a few minutes he had reached level ground, and bent down cautiously to look around him. He could see no one and nothing, except the stream about a quarter of a mile away, glinting in and out of the rocks. The landscape was similar to that on the other side of the hill, except perhaps it was a little steeper, and there were more rocks. The sound of the animal was coming from some distance away from the stream, and he thought that perhaps he would be able to reach the water without danger and wash his hair and look for fish without being disturbed. He made his way across the ground towards the water, fingering the bottle of pink shampoo in his pocket, looking forward to the smell of it, and the lather rising in his fingers as he rubbed.


He reached the bank, and was pleased to see a clean stream with a stony and sandy bottom. Streams with mud floors were not very good for washing hair; the mud rose, and rinsing properly was impossible. He knelt down at the edge of the water, and began to undo the knot in his tie. The sound of the animal continued. He stood up again, and it was in the back of his mind that it might be a rabbit although he knew this was a remote possibility, as he had only had one rabbit in his whole life. Perhaps this rabbit was caught somehow, and was crying out. If that was so, then he would be able to kill it with a rock, and make a fire and roast it. That would be a great delight, and he was going to investigate the noise, but he must be cautious.


He moved towards the sound, bent down, all his senses alert. He felt chill with apprehension as he advanced, for he felt that there were no animals or men that sounded quite like that. It was behind a pile of rocks, and he scrambled up, hesitating slightly at the top, knowing that with one movement he could now look over the top and see what was making the sound. He listened to himself, to hear what he told himself to do. Everything said, “Retreat now.” He could feel all his instincts straining to make him turn and run, but his curiosity also was working, and he knew that it was going to win over the instincts. It was a dangerous situation to be in. He lifted his head and shoulders over the edge of the rock to look downwards, and was paralysed with horror at what he saw.


Everything in the hollow was red and white. A figure without clothing lay spread-eagled against the sandy slope below the rocks, its face directly beneath his own, looking at him with wide open upside-down eyes, its mouth open also, and he could see the teeth and tongue. He saw the body of the figure all white, and was horrified to see that the body was female, with huge round breasts, with purple veins he could see, and the breasts had large brown nipples, with little black hairs. The belly of the woman was a soft mound of wrinkled skin, with a fan of black hair, all wet with red blood, and her legs lay wide, striped red, and between them lay a tiny baby, wet and streaked with blood and shining moisture, a silver cord of great elegance stretching from the centre of its belly, right into the woman, up into the black hair and blood, and the baby cried and cried, its arms stretching out and in, clutching air, and its legs convulsing. The smallness of the baby and the loudness of the voice that came from its mouth could not be resolved as a sensible combination, but there it was, crying loudly, on and on, its sound running through and through the boy as he listened and watched, and cast his eyes again and again across what he had found.


Death and the dead must at all costs be avoided and, here, not a foot from his face, was the face of a dead woman, her brown eyes staring up at him, and they seemed to express an appeal, and he knew what the appeal was. The baby was very much alive, and it appeared to be normal and healthy. It was like himself, with the right number of arms and legs, two eyes, a mouth, a nose. But it was not like himself, for he noticed that the baby was a female. There was no penis to be seen, only a crease in the flesh, with two small pink lips emerging like flowers.


The boy, full of shock and distress, backed down the slope of rocks away from the sight and sound. He should not have allowed his curiosity to overcome him, it had been a foolish thing to do. Now he had to go away again, leaving the baby to die, having seen it and had his pity excited. That was the awful thing. If he had only gone away as soon as he had heard the sounds, all would have been well, there would have been no disturbance. Now he would be upset. He loathed anything like this. He had once come across a dying old man who had pleaded with him for water, and he had had to go away, and be uncomfortable for many days afterwards.


He supposed the baby to have come out of the woman: that she had given birth to it, and had died in the act. The baby must have torn her, and she had bled to death. The woman had made the bellowing noise through pain. And perhaps from knowing that her baby would die, for were not babies helpless? The boy knew almost nothing about babies, he had never seen one before that he could remember, he only knew that he himself had been a baby once, all people had been babies that grew in women. The boy sat crouched, rubbing the back of his neck to soothe himself, and he felt that he could have wept again, making twice in one day, for now he would not be able to wash his hair. He would have to tolerate its condition until another day. There was no question of staying here, with death in the air, but he felt too weak to get up and move; he must rest and collect his senses.


All the time that he was trying to bring himself round from the shock, the baby went on crying, a rhythmic shout followed by a scream; it was using all its strength to scream, that baby, and the sound deafened the boy, so that he could not think, or decide what to do. He hated having to retrace his steps; one might meet something or someone that had been following. The best way of walking was always ahead, on and on, and if one wanted to return to a place, say a town with particularly good things, then the best way was to go in a circle.


The boy was fourteen years old. He had been walking alone now for ten years, and in all that time had encountered nothing like this. There was no precedent for it, he could not even remember being told anything about it. He supposed it was the same as everything else really; it must be left. He must walk on, and away.


But the sound of the crying baby went on and on, it was persistent, undeniable, continuous, and it pierced him, and he knew that it called him, and he knew that he wanted to go again and see the sight in the hollow. He got up and climbed over the rocks, and down into the hollow, being careful to avoid touching anything that had blood on it. He knelt between the feet of the dead woman and looked down into the face of the infant. Even though he reacted strongly with disgust at its slimy condition, he reached out with his hands to pick it up, and only just prevented himself from dropping it in horror, for it moved in his grasp, making him shudder. He realised that he could not hold it to him, which was what he was wanting to do (that he knew) for it was still attached to the mother by the beautiful silver cord. He grasped the cord and pulled gently, feeling a little resistance, and looked away from the body of the woman as he pulled a little harder, and was astonished when, with a sudden splash, a great, red, wet lump emerged from the woman, completely detached from her, but still attached to the baby. He knelt there, dizzy and sick, and did not know quite what to do next. He was determined to pick up the baby, but this red lump puzzled him. Did all babies have this, or was it a sign of abnormality? Should he, after all, go away and leave it? He looked again into the tiny face of the baby, and made a determined effort to overcome his disgust, and picked up the small body with both hands. Its head leaned far backwards at what seemed an unnatural angle, so he put it down again, and this time supported its head on his forearm, putting his hand under its back, and picked up its attachment, placed it across the baby’s body, and cradled the entire bundle in both his arms; he staggered to his feet, feeling a sense of triumph at what he had done.


Slowly he walked over to the stream and crouched at the water’s edge, and began wetting and rubbing the baby with the icy-cold water to remove all the blood and curious slime. The baby seemed to produce twice as much noise as before, it seemed to hate water, it screamed such high notes, and protested so much, its face turned purple. Gently and with great determination, the boy continued to clean the little body, the cord, and the attachment, which although it seemed to be made of blood, was covered with a shiny membrane, and was now cleaner. The feet of the baby were blue and very cold to the touch now, and the boy began to take off his shirt with the idea of rubbing the baby with it to get it dry and warm. He scrubbed its tiny feet with his shirt, and turned it over onto its front to scrub its back, and it began to look a better colour, more red than blue, although it still made a fearful din. He wondered if it ever stopped making this noise, if it ever slept. What did babies do? Did they do anything besides cry? He laid his shirt out on the ground, and put the baby on it, and folded its cord and attachment carefully, and then wrapped the baby in the shirt, the collar framing its little face and crossing over under its chin. He took the sleeves and tied them together firmly, and then picked up the bundle and held it against him. The baby turned its head towards his naked chest, and began to search with its mouth, and fastened on his small pink nipple, attempting to suck it into its mouth. This action of the baby filled the boy with wonder, and it thrilled him physically, this curious small kissing of his chest. Why was the baby behaving like that? Was it trying to eat him? Surely not. But perhaps it was hungry … the breasts of the woman … of course! It was looking for those. Like a kitten sucking its cat, it was looking for milk. He had seen milk, white it was, and that was what the baby had hoped to find. He had none. He cupped a little water in his hand from the running brook, and tipped some drop by drop into the mouth of the baby, who smacked its lips, but choked a little bit, coughing and spluttering. Having taken some of the water, however, it seemed less disposed to cry, and nestled in his arms, seeming content to be held close to him, and soon it was asleep.


The silence after the continual racket of the last few minutes—or was it hours?—seemed huge and hollow. It was his own familiar silence, he lived in it all the time, but after the impact of the noise of the baby, it seemed to have changed. The world seemed quieter than it had ever been, and so the boy began to sing, to fill the void, and he sang a happy and consoling song, about the bird he had heard that morning, and how the sound had made him cry, and of how the summer was coming, and when he sang like this, he rocked back and forth slightly, watching the baby, to see if his song was going to start it crying again. But the baby slept. He looked at its face all the time, he could not seem to look away, and he examined closely the softness of its skin, the little folds and wrinkles in it, the tiny nostrils, the minute pink lips, moist and shining, pursed up into a tight round knot, the soft fine hair that grew right down from its scalp onto its face, the softest downy covering on the skin, and the lashes round the eyelids, which were so fine that he could see the veins in them, and, as he lifted back the collar of his shirt slightly, he could see beneath its hair, on the top of its head, a throbbing pulsing drum. The boy felt at the top of his own head, but it was solid. He hoped that all babies were like this in the tops of their heads. If it proved that this baby was abnormal, then he would have to kill it. That he was sure of, and the thought chilled him with horror, and he clasped the baby closer to him. Just having the baby in his arms made him feel happy. It was a superior sensation to anything he could think of, even the bird this morning (how long ago that seemed), or the discovery of some especially good food, such as lychees in syrup; or the washing of his hair. He now remembered his hair. For today, that would have to be abandoned. It would do until tomorrow. But what about tonight? He would be cold without his shirt, there was nowhere sheltered to sleep, and it would be a long walk before he found a house or a shop; and he was still hungry. He began to feel slightly anxious. The baby would be wanting food soon and he wondered what sort of nourishment would be suitable. It had no teeth for chewing, and indeed did not look as if it were likely to want to chew, only suck. What would it suck? Milk he supposed, and if milk alone, then things would become difficult for he had none and did not know where to get any. Maybe there would be milk in tins, and perhaps that would do, if he could get to a town soon enough, and find some.
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