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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.


      






Rules of the Hunt


The Hunt is open to anyone eighteen years of age or older, regardless of race, religion, or sex.


Once you join, you’re in for all ten Hunts, five as Victim, five as Hunter.


Hunters receive the name, address, and photo of their victim.


Victims are only notified that a Hunter is after them.


All kills must be performed in person, i.e., by the Hunter or Victim himself, no proxies.


There are severe penalties for killing the wrong person.


A Tens winner is awarded almost unlimited civil, Financial, political and sexual rights.









Prologue


The Hunt has gone through various stages since its beginning in the early 1990s.


It had its origin in a practice dear to the human heart: the righting of wrongs by violent means.


Back in those early days, everyone wanted to be a Hunter. No one wanted to be a Victim. The peculiar social and psychological rewards of Victim status were discovered only later, in an intermediate period, when the Hunt was set up on the basis of random selection and computerized pairing of Hunters and Victims.


Back then, due to the scarcity of volunteer Victims, the Hunt Organization selected its first victims from those groups that engaged in violence on a regular and habitual basis. These people were, for the most part, death squad participants and terrorists of all political persuasions. They were aggressors who never seemed to get aggressed upon.


Therefore the Hunt Commission thought it appropriate that they should be chosen as Victims, without, however, the later-day formality of advance warning.


This went against the Hunt ethic. But The Organization had to produce “motivated killers” very much against its own aesthetic in order to find people who would proceed with killing.


The Hunters back then were what we would call “motivated” killers. In those days there was very little understanding of the purity of the Hunt, its austere ethic. It would need a later age to perceive in the Hunt the ultimate art form and to refine the rules so that personal motives could play no part.


Today we can recognize a spiritual quest for what it is. We recognize the dawn of the modern consciousness, the search for the ultimate purity, the conscious acceptance of our place on the great turning wheel of things by consciously going forth to kill or be killed.


Even in those early days, much of our present-day Hunt structure was already in place: the awarding of bonus money, for example, from funds put up by rich liberals, and the use of Spotters to help a Hunter or Victim locate their aggressor. The Hunt Committee tried to maintain some degree of impartiality even in those early days of “righteous killings.”


What was apparent, even then, was the Hunt’s long-range goal: to convert mankind from its addiction to war by giving it instead the individual two-person death-duel as a panacaea for all its woes.


Today, war is as unthinkable as the institution of the Hunt was in the 1990s.


In the Hunt’s intermediate stage, during the brief hectic flourishing of Esmeralda, the new rules had just come into being, but they were still flexible. Perhaps some ambiguity was necessary: the Hunt was not yet universal; it was legal only in a single island republic—Esmeralda in the Caribbean, where it was not only the national pastime, but also provided most of the income. This income came from tourists who flocked to the island from all over the world—some to Hunt, others to watch the various contests around them. All took vicarious pleasure in the death of others, and an international audience could watch the infamous Games with their shocking Big Payoff. Watch and enjoy.


Hunters in the earliest days had to contend with a population not yet completely in favor of the Hunt. Although most people found it attractive to one degree or another, the various forces of law and order disapproved and were constantly on the lookout for participants. The police back then tended to treat a Hunter much like any other common criminal.


After many centuries we have rediscovered nature’s way of keeping populations in hand. Nature does it the old-fashioned way, by killing people.


So much of the literature in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries had to do with lonely people, growing older and eking out their miserable, solitary existences. That would be unthinkable nowadays. The level of the Hunt has risen to such an extent that old people don’t last long: they don’t have the speed or agility to scramble away from the gunfire, which fills our streets as rain once did.


Children, conversely, show themselves to be extremely adroit at staying out of the line of fire.


Nobody says any longer, “When will the killing stop?” Now we know that the killing will stop only when life itself stops.
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At the town meeting in September, the citizens of Keene Valley, New York, voted to arm Harold Erdman with the town’s best handgun, a vintage Smith & Wesson.44, and send him south to the island of Esmeralda to enter the Hunt.


Harold had been picked because he had volunteered, had no living kin, was single, healthy, pretty good in a fight, and was considered honest enough to carry out his part of the bargain, namely, to send back fifty percent of his Hunt prize money to the town, assuming he lived long enough to collect any.


In order to get into the Hunt he’d first have to hitchhike and take buses down the American coastline to Miami. From there he could just afford the air fare to Esmeralda, the small island in the southeastern corner of the Bahamas where the Hunt was legal.


The journey from upper New York State to Florida was known to be dangerous in the extreme. There were said to be bandits of incredible ferocity lurking along the way, men filled with bloodlust and delighting in cruelty. There were devastated regions where foul mists from long-buried industrial dumps burped noxious gases under a traveler’s feet, as though the earth were trying to rid itself of its burden of concentrated chemicals and radioactive wastes. A burp like that could poison you in midstride, and you’d be stone dead before you hit the ground. And if you got by all that, there were still the rapacious towns of the south to contend with, places filled with scarcely human creatures who killed anyone they came across, took his belongings, and sometimes ate his flesh.


That’s what people said in the word-of-mouth travel advisories by whose means fable is spread, and sometimes fact.


Harold was not much bothered by these stories. He was willing to take a lot of risks to get out of this dying village wedged into a fold of the polluted Adirondacks. He wanted to do something with his life, and the Hunt was the only chance open to him.


Harold was large, but he moved lightly for a big man, and he was faster than he looked. He was a big, round-faced, amiable-looking country boy with an ingenuous smile and calculating eyes. He had black untrimmed hair that came down over the collar of his worn red plaid mackinaw, and a few days’ stubble on his face. He was twenty-eight years old at the time of his journey and he looked like a bear who’s been woken up before he’s finished hibernating. Large and sleepy and sort of cute. Which goes to show how much you can judge by appearances.
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“So you’re really going,” Allan said. “You’re really going to Esmeralda.”


Harold nodded. It was an hour after the town meeting.


They had eaten together, and now were sitting on the front porch at Allan’s house on Spruce Hill. The sun was just going down over the mountains.


Allan was Harold’s best friend. He wanted to go Hunting, too, but he was the only support of his mother and two kid sisters. To leave them in times like these would be the same as killing them. Harold had no one. His mother had died of tuberculosis when he was fifteen. His father, a sour, silent man, had taken off soon after her death, gone to look for work in the south. Nobody had ever heard from him again.


“It’s warm all the time down there in the Caribbean,” Allan said. “That’s what I hear. And they’ve got everything modern and new. Like in those old magazines in the school. They’ve got bathrooms with hot and cold running water. They’ve got restaurants with real food. Everybody’s well dressed and happy.”


“That’s because all they got to do is kill each other,” Harold said.


“Well—nothing so tough about that, is there?”


“I don’t know,” Harold said. “I haven’t killed anyone yet. But I figure I can turn my hand to it.”


“The trick is not to get killed yourself,” Allan said.


“So I hear,” Harold said.


“You’ll see Nora down there.”


Harold nodded. Nora Albright had left Keene Valley two years ago when the buses were still running between Montreal and New York City and stopping at Plattsburgh. She left with four other girls to find work. There was always more work for good-looking women than for men, though some of that work wasn’t too savory. The wealthy foreigners, the Asians especially, liked to hire pretty American girls for domestic service, just as Americans once used to hire pretty German and English girls for servants and nannies. The other girls from Keene Valley got jobs in the south, but Nora went all the way to Esmeralda in the Caribbean, the independent little island that lived under the laws of Huntworld. She sent back money regularly.


“You take care of yourself, OK?” Allan said.


“Yes, I’ll do that.”


“And tell Nora hello from me.”


“OK, Allan.”


They sat for a while and watched the sun go down over the mountains, the light draining out of the sky, the lonely chill of the north coming down over them. Evening comes down majestically in the Adirondacks. It occurred to Harold that he’d probably never see that sight again. A lot of others, but never that one.
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He left Keene Valley the next day, with the Smith & Wesson, thirty-four cartridges, and two hundred and seventy-six dollars and seventy-three cents they had managed to collect for his expenses. Although it was still September, there was a chill of impending winter in the air—the winter that follows the fall so quickly in upper New York State you’d think they were related.


Everything he had fit into a light knapsack. He carried the Smith & Wesson in his belt, the rounds in his right pants pocket where they’d be handy. He wore his only suit, a heavy almost indestructible serge handed down to him by his Uncle Luke who had died last spring of the Τ virus.


He took his last look at the mountains, early sunlight glinting off their rocky faces, a scattering of trees still remaining since the last blight, and swung his knapsack into the cab of Joe Billings’ truck. He’d said his goodbyes the previous night. They drove off and he didn’t look back.


Joe Billings was going as far as Glens Falls to pick up parts for the Farmers’ Cooperative tractors. It was getting tougher and tougher to keep the old McCormicks running, and the harvests were so poor they seemed hardly necessary. But there was also a shortage of horses and mules, and the newly introduced yaks hadn’t reproduced yet in sufficient numbers to make a difference.


Human shortsightedness had finally caught up with America in the late twenty-first century. The forests were gone. The overbred grains and cereals were failing. The American countryside was filled with poisonous places where radioactive wastes or chemicals had been dumped. A lot of the soil had simply given up trying to regenerate itself. Even the air seemed to be going bad. There were no jobs because nobody had any money. Machinery was breaking down and so was the machinery to fix the machinery. Worse, the will to fix things seemed to be gone.


The Cold War still existed and the nations occasionally rattled their sabers at each other. But nobody gave a damn anymore. A lot of people hoped they’d just drop the damned bombs and get it over with. Call this living? Might as well finish it sooner rather than later. Because the good old earth was going to the dogs.


They should never have cut down the forests and jungles. They should have done something about the acid rain when there was still time. Harold was twenty-eight and he could still remember when there was still some green on the brown Adirondack Mountains. The government had gotten serious about ecology about fifty years back. But it was too late and there wasn’t enough money. The earth’s a big place and bounces back from almost endless amounts of abuse, but people had finally pushed it too far.


There were hardly any animals left in the barren wastes that once had been forested wilderness. The big game animals had gone first, in America and Africa. Then the rest of the earth’s delicately balanced ecological system began to come apart at the seams.


The formerly fertile prairies and savannahs dried up and blew away, and it was dustbowl time. Desertification spread, and disasters piled up faster than you could count them. Then the influenza epidemics came, and the other plagues. The survivors scrabbled around a decaying America and tried to get along, to hold on, to wait until things got better. Would things get better? Nobody was counting on it.


Death was everywhere on the face of the North American continent, death by starvation and death by disease and death by the endless varieties of misadventure that man comes up with all by himself.


And still there were more people than the land could support. The human race had exceeded its range, gone beyond the possibility of feeding itself. A universal die-off was inevitable. But that didn’t make it any easier to take. Death was so common, so ubiquitous, that it was inevitable that places like Huntworld would come into existence, places where, in paradoxical reaction to the horror of the times, men applauded death, paid men to enact it for them, and rewarded the survivors.
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After Glens Falls, Harold hitchhiked. A ladies’ notions salesman in a New Stanley Steamer gave him a lift. They went past field after field, bare, rocky ribs showing through the dusty soil, the land unproductive ever since the accumulation of past and present chemical and nuclear mistakes had turned Lake Champlain into a cesspool and killed the Hudson once and for all.


Just past sunset the salesman dropped him off at a crossroads south of Chestertown, in a region of stubbled fields and stunted pine. Harold decided to hole up for the night, since hitchhiking after dark was not advisable. It was a mild evening, and he had beef jerky and a canteen of safe water. He found a little hollow sheltered from the wind and out of sight of the road. No use calling attention to yourself.


But somebody must have noticed him anyhow. It was twilight when three men and a dog appeared from over a ridge.


Two of the men were bearded. They were small, skinny men with floppy hats pulled down over their eyes, dressed in shapeless gray and brown clothing. The third man was big and burly, even bigger than Harold, who was no lightweight. He was dressed in worn blue jeans and a faded Civil War-style foragers’ cap. He had a weird lopsided grin that made him look dangerous and more than a little crazy.


The dog was some sort of a bird dog, black-and-white-spotted, and it bared its teeth when it saw Harold but didn’t growl or make a sound.


“Take it easy, Dilsey,” the man with the forage cap said. “She don’t mean no harm, mister, and she’s right useful for flushing out birds.”


“Nice-looking dog,” Harold said. He sat with his back against a tree, his knapsack at his feet.


“Stranger to these parts?” forage cap asked.


“Yep. I’m from further north, over to Keene.”


“Fixin’ to stay around here?”


“Goin’ south,” Harold said.


“You won’t find nothin’ down there. Not since that last Τ virus came through.”


“So I heard,” Harold said.


Two of the men sat down on the ground, one on either side of Harold and about five feet away. The man with the forage cap sat down on his heels facing Harold. He said, “Maybe you’re going to Florida, try your hand at fishing?”


“Might,” Harold said.


“Forget it. The fish are all dead and stinkin’. Used to be, you go far enough south you could live off the land. No more, believe you me. You might do just as well staying around here. You could join up with me and the boys. This here is Carl, and his brother Dave. I’m Tag Sanders.”


“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Sanders. I’m Harold Erdman. Thank you kindly for your invitation to join you and your friends, but I guess I’ll just keep on going south.”


“Suit yourself,” Tag said. “It’s getting late, so if you’d be kind enough as to kick your knapsack over this way and turn out your pockets, we’ll take what we need and be on about our business. You can keep your clothes. How’s that for fair?”


“Real nice of you,” Harold said. “But the truth is, Tag, I don’t have much and what I’ve got I need.”


Tag sighed and shook his head. “That’s what everybody says. They need what they got! But me and the boys, we need what they got, too.”


“You’ll have to get it from someone else,” Harold said.


“It seems to me,” Tag said, “that there are three of us and only one of you, even if you are a big one. I thought I was being pretty nice, offering to leave you with your clothes and your life. Isn’t that so, boys? But some people ain’t got no manners. Now you got two ways of proceeding. You can hand over that knapsack nice and peaceful-like, and turn out your pockets, or we’ll do it for you.”


The brothers were edging closer to him. Harold stood up. You could just see the Smith & Wesson in his hand glinting blue in the deepening twilight.


“No,” Harold said. “I’ll keep what I’ve got and you keep what you’ve got. That’s the best offer you’re going to get. Now get up and get out of here.”


Tag and the brothers moved back a few feet. They didn’t seem too concerned about the gun. Tag said, “Everybody’s got a gun these days, but nobody’s got ammo. You got any ammo for that thing, Harold?”


“Don’t try to find out,” Harold said.


Tag laughed. “Goddam, he’s a mean one. The meaner they talk, the less cartridges they got. Dilsey!”


The dog lunged for Harold. Harold fired once, a chest shot which knocked the dog down. Dilsey lay kicking and whining on the ground until Tag knelt down and cut her throat with a clasp knife.


“Poor old Dilsey,” Tag said, wiping the knife blade on the grass as he got up. “She was our ammo tester. You’re the first pilgrim we come across with ammo and the guts to use it. You got any more shells for that thing, or was that it?”


“I’ve got all I need,” Harold said. “It’s getting dark now, Tag, and I don’t want you boys messing with me. I hate to use up cartridges, but you leave me no choice.” He raised the gun.


“Hey, hold on!” Tag said.


“Turn around,” Harold said in a quiet voice.


“Sure,” Tag said, “we’ll turn around. You’re not about to shoot us in the back, are you? It’s OK, boys, we’ll just turn around and walk away quiet-like. OK, Harold?”


Tag turned around, then swung around suddenly toward Harold, the knife in his hand held low, coming in for the kill. Harold had been expecting something of the sort. There were bushwhackers in upper New York State—not too many, because the pickings were too thin, but everybody knew they were hard to bluff. Bandits figured that ordinary citizens were reluctant to shoot, even with a gun in their hands, and when they did come across someone who was armed, they counted on a moment’s hesitation. As Tag came at him, whooping, Harold shot him in the shoulder, the big old.44 bucking hard in his hand. The brothers yelled as if they’d been hit instead of Tag and took off running. Tag was spun off his feet and knocked down by the impact. He got up quick and ran after the brothers.


Harold let them go. It was getting too dark to shoot, and anyway, he didn’t want to kill anyone. Not without getting paid for it, like people said was how they did in Huntworld.


He gathered up his stuff. He stood for a moment over the body of the dog.


“Well, Dilsey,” he said, “I’m sorry. But you didn’t give me no choice. Now I’ve got to find another place to sleep, because I sure as hell ain’t going to share this hollow with a dead dog.” He moved about half a mile away, found another hollow, and camped again. They used to say back in Keene Valley that Harold didn’t have a mean streak in his body. But he was determined, very determined, and he didn’t push worth a damn.
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The next day he got a ride into Albany. There he found that he’d have to wait four days for the bus south. He found lodging with the Salvation Army. They had taken over an old warehouse and put a couple hundred men and women in it. They were doing their best to feed everyone, but the soup was getting pretty thin. There was no room inside, but they gave Harold a bowl of soup and told him he was welcome to camp outside.


At last the bus arrived. It was a beat-up old Greyhound with armor plating along its sides. There had been trouble with bandits and hijackers along lonely stretches of the Interstates. The dispatcher said the state police had the situation pretty well in hand, but you could never tell.


The heavy, overburdened old bus made pretty good time down I-95. There was no trouble until they got to Suffern, near the New Jersey state line.


The bus pulled in at the depot outside of town. There didn’t seem to be anyone around. Then a little guy in ragged clothing came running out of the depot and hammered at the door. “Open up!” he shouted. “Trouble!”


The driver opened the door for him. “What’s the trouble?”


“I am,” the guy said, taking a big automatic from his pocket. “Everybody put your hands on your head and stay quiet, nobody gets hurt.”


Harold obeyed, like the other passengers. He had his gun in his belt, but the knapsack was in his lap on top of it and there was no way he could get at it quickly. The guy called out something in a foreign language—Spanish, it turned out to be—and two more guys came into the bus. They were both carrying automatics. One of them had on a big Stetson hat, once gray, now dirt-colored like everything else. His leg was wrapped in bloody bandages, and he could only walk with the help of one of his friends.


He hobbled in, grinned, swept off his hat, and announced, “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. This is a stickup. Please do what my men tell you and nobody gets hurt. Comprende?”


He was a skinny little dude and ugly to boot. A face like a monkey only not so hairy. He looked like he had the kind of body that was made for shapeless rags. But he had a nice smile.


“Juan Esteban Lopez, the Catskill Kid, at your service,” he said. “I guess you’ve figured what this is all about. My friends will now go among you and take up a collection. Give generously and give quick, friends, because you don’t want to rile us up. You there.” He was talking to Harold.


“What is it?” Harold asked, wondering if he should go for his gun anyway.


“Stand up, amigo. Put on your knapsack. You’re coming with us. But I’ll take the gun.” Lopez had spotted Harold’s revolver. He took it and put it into one of his own pockets.


“What do you want me for?” Harold asked.


“I’m not going to hurt you,” the Catskill Kid said. “I just need some help with this leg.”


They finished robbing the bus and went outside, bringing Harold. The Catskill Kid whistled. One more skinny guy came running out of the depot.


“Now, amigo,” the Catskill Kid said to Harold, “just lift me up onto those big strong shoulders of yours and we’ll get out of here.”


The Catskill Kid gestured with his gun and smiled. Harold lifted him gently to his shoulders. The Catskill Kid let out a hiss of air at the pain of moving that leg.


“Chato,” he called out, “get to the car. Start it up. As for you—” He tapped Harold on the shoulder. “Vamos, caballo!”


They ran to the parking lot. The one named Chato, a fat kid of about eighteen, sprinted ahead to a beat-up Buick parked near the depot’s exit. When the others got to the car Chato was grinding away with the starter motor, but the engine wouldn’t catch.


“No time for jokes,” the Catskill Kid said. “What’s the matter?”


“I told you about the distributor,” Chato said. “I told you it needed new points.”


“You said it’d hold out until we got another car.”


“I said I thought it would hold out.”


The starter motor turned more slowly. The battery was about used up. They could hear shouting from the direction of the depot. Men were running out of it. Some of them had rifles.


“We better get out of here,” Lopez said. They all scrambled out of the car. On command Harold lifted Lopez back onto his shoulders. They began running toward a low ridge behind the parking lot. Harold could hear firing behind him.


“Goddam,” the Catskill Kid said, “Esteban, how come you didn’t find those rifles?” Then, to Harold: “Keep your eyes ahead of you, amigo. We don’t want to stumble and fall now.”


Harold hurried on in a full gallop, up the slope. He ran into a thicket of secondary growth and tore through it, with Lopez ducking down to keep the branches out of his eyes. A thin vine whipped Lopez across the head, and then a branch knocked the automatic out of his hand.


“Hey!” Lopez cried.


“Forget it,” Harold said. He kept on going, full speed over the ridge, down into pastureland on the other side, across another road and into woods. He settled down to a steady trot. After another half mile he slowed and came to a stop. He lifted the Catskill Kid off his shoulders and carefully put him on the ground. He took back his own revolver and put it in his belt. He asked, “You got any way of calling those buddies of yours?”


Lopez nodded.


“Better do it. I don’t figure those fellows back at the depot are going to follow this far—they’ll wait for the state police—but we’d better get together and figure what to do next.”


The Catskill Kid cupped his hand around his mouth and made a piercing sound. “Magpie,” he said. “Pretty good, huh?”


“Might be, if there were any of them around anymore.”


The other three hadn’t been far off. They came up, guns out. The Catskill Kid motioned to them to put away their weapons.


He said to Harold, “When I lost the gun, you could have dumped me, gone back to your bus. How come you didn’t?”


“Two reasons,” Harold said. “First, I got the idea you were a pretty fair fellow even if you are a bandido. I couldn’t just leave you there for those passengers. If they caught you they’d string you up.”


“And the second reason?”


“When folks get riled up like that,” Harold said, “they get hotheaded and hasty and apt to act first and think later. I figured they just might not remember I wasn’t one of you. Might even think I was working with you on the inside.”


The Catskill Kid looked at him steadily. “Good reasoning. But you do take chances, friend.”


“Life’s a risky business,” Harold agreed.


“You want to come with us?”


“I wouldn’t mind,” Harold said, “if you’re going anywhere in the direction of Florida.”


The Catskill Kid laughed. “Of course, south. What’s there in the north but starvation? You come along. We gotta get to La Hispanidad, this commune we heard about down near Lake Okeechobee. Plenty of Cubanos there, they take care of my leg. We’re going to have to get a car. You up for that?”


“As long as no one gets hurt,” Harold said.


“That’s up to them,” Lopez said. “Me, I don’t want to hurt no one. Esteban, give me a gun. Let’s get going.”


Harold lifted him up to his shoulders. “Andale, caballo!” Lopez said. Harold didn’t need a Spanish-English dictionary to tell him that that meant giddyap.
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