



[image: Cover Image]





WARRIORS OF THE WASTELAND


DOUGLAS HILL


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






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 ONE


Creatures of The Claw
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Capture


THE SMALL BATWINGED creature drifted through the empty sky, its bulging eyes tirelessly scanning the land below. Around it, on every side, jagged mountain peaks thrust up like gigantic broken teeth, with snow still glistening on some of them though it was late summer. Directly below the flying creature, between two spiky crests, lay a broad sweep of uplands, rising in an easy slope, richly covered in evergreens and scrub brush. As the creature swooped lower, to peer more closely into the shadows among the greenery, a rust-feathered hawk flung itself up from a treetop, as if to challenge the intruder. But then the hawk veered suddenly away, plunging back into cover even more swiftly than it had risen.


The hawk had sensed that the batwinged creature was not truly alive. Though it was partly flesh and blood, of a kind, its eyes were made of a clear, hard substance like transparent metal, and within the small dark body were other delicate mechanisms of metal. Those mechanisms transmitted, over astonishing distances, images of whatever the creature was seeing – images that appeared on large, oddly-coloured screens, surrounded by complex and strangely-shaped controls.


And the eyes that studied those screens, the hands that touched the controls to guide the creature’s flight, were not human.


But back on the forested uplands it was a very human figure that stepped out of a thicket, after the flying creature had vanished into the distance. It was a young man, no more than twenty, compactly muscled, who wore a sleeveless jerkin, trousers and low boots all made from animal hide. A heavy knife hung at one hip, a belt-pouch at the other; a strip of leather that was a sling was wrapped round his left wrist. He stood statue-still, sniffing the light breeze that ruffled his straw-coloured hair, his clear grey eyes warily surveying the sky.


The young man’s name was Finn Ferral. Once he had lived carefree and contented, as the huntsman for a tiny village huddled deep in an eastern forest. But that village was now many months and many hundreds of kilometres behind him. From their home in the village Finn’s family had been forcibly taken, carried off into terror and torment. And since then Finn had crossed more than half a continent, in a relentless, hazardous pursuit that few other humans in the world – as the world was – would have dared to begin.


Satisfied that the sky held no further danger, Finn turned back into the thicket. Though the brush was dense and dry, not a twig crackled, not a leaf rustled, as he wove his way among the branches. It was an effortless silence, almost instinctive, as if Finn was as much a wild animal as he was a human being. And the other figure, waiting for him in the depths of the thicket, seemed even more like a beast than a man.


He was no taller than Finn, but awesomely broader, a vast bulk of muscle. He wore only ragged trousers made of coarse cloth, and sturdy leather boots – but all of his massive upper body was covered in a dense, tangled pelt of light-coloured hair. And above one huge shoulder jutted the hilt of a machete, its sheath strapped against the mounded hump of muscle on his upper back.


His name was Baer, and he was one of a race of beings who called themselves the Bloodkin. They were descended from humans, in a chillingly unnatural way, but were closer to beasts – the beasts of nightmare and horror story – in their brutal savagery. Except for Baer. Far more of true humanity had been born in him: intelligence, compassion, humour. It was the human heart within Baer’s fearsome body that had led him, long before, to break away from his own bestial kind – and eventually to meet Finn Ferral, and to join him in his grim quest.


Baer stepped forward, aware as always of how much noise he made in the wilderness, compared to his young companion.


“That’s the second spywing this week,” he said, in a rumbling, melodious bass. “Wish I knew what they’re doin’, out here in the middle of nothin’.”


“Looking for us, maybe,” Finn said with a smile.


“Not funny,” Baer growled. “It could be. An’ the idea makes me nervous.”


Finn shrugged. “We’ve been hunted before. What’s different?”


“Where we’re goin’ is what’s different,” Baer rumbled. “Past these mountains we’ll be comin’ to the edge of the Wasteland. Which means big open stretches of nothin’. We’ll be as exposed as a black fox in a snowfield.”


“And past the Wasteland,” Finn replied firmly, “are more mountains. Which is where we’re heading. Even if every spywing in the west wants to come and watch.”


Baer tugged his great beard dourly. “I’m not sayin’ we shouldn’t keep goin’. I’m just sayin’ things’ll get worse ’fore they get better.”


Then he grinned sheepishly as Finn burst out laughing.


“Folks in my village always used to say that,” Finn said. “They were a gloomy lot, too.” He jerked his head towards the west. “So let’s go see how much worse things get.”


He moved away through the brush, with Baer crashing noisily along behind him. “Just don’t forget,” Baer grumbled, “if we got spywings now, we maybe got somethin’ a lot nastier not far behind.”


Some days later, things had got worse. They were toiling through a region that made them long for the gentler slopes of the uplands. It was as if all the land in that part of the mountains had been squeezed and crumpled by some unimaginable force. The rocky terrain was split and broken – a series of ravines and steep-sided valleys, separated by barren tablelands. Yet there was still some plant life, mostly small twisted pine trees and thorny scrub. And among them, just as well adapted to that harsh world, many small animals found the means for survival. And where any wild creatures could live, so could Finn Ferral.


So he and Baer forged steadily on, through day after day of fierce exertion, of wind-swept ridges and rock-slabbed ravines, of high pale skies that remained empty of dark shapes with batwings.


Until a day came that brought to an end their time of uninterrupted travel.


The day was dwindling towards twilight, and as usual Finn had left Baer to make camp while he ranged out into the wilds. He was looking for water, to fill the leather water-bottle that Baer carried, and he was hunting, his sling ready in his hand, a sharp-edged stone from his belt-pouch set in its place.


But also, like any wild creature, he was prowling, making sure that no dangers lurked near the place where he would bed down for the night. So he was alert and watchful, listening to every fluttering leaf, sniffing the air like a wolf. And he drifted through the gathering shadows silent and unseen as a shadow himself.


The scent reached him first, and then the sound. A whiff of wood-smoke, followed by the almost inaudible murmur of voices. And if Finn had been a shadow before, now he was a ghost, vanishing into the brush as if the ground had swallowed him up.


Flat on his belly, he slid forward, towards the sounds. In moments he was close enough to peer cautiously past a low tangle of thorny branches.


Two Bloodkin. One of them lounging beside a small fire, the other standing upright, peering out into the gathering dusk. They were less bulky than Baer, but no less hairy. Both had long knives thrust into their belts, and their voices sounded harsh and angry. But then, Finn thought, Bloodkin always sounded angry about something.


“… so quit yer worryin’,” the one by the fire was saying. “If The Claw says they’re roun’ here, then they’re here. Them humans know these rocks. They’ll sniff ’em out.”


“Jus’ the same,” growled the one that was standing, “you heard what that kid c’n do. They c’d be sneakin’ past right now.”


The other snorted. “The kid’s one thing, the renegade’s another. We’d hear him. An’ so’ll them humans. They’ll have ’em ’fore it’s full dark. Why shouldn’t we get some rest?”


“Mebbe,” the standing Bloodkin grunted. “I’d jus’ feel better if The Claw was here …”


His voice trailed away – but the menacing words were echoing and re-echoing in Finn’s mind. He had no doubt that he was the “kid” they had spoken of, and Baer the “renegade”, the Bloodkin who had deserted his own kind. But who or what was The Claw? And who were the humans who were somehow on his and Baer’s trail? And, more important right then – where were they?


Finn felt a sick horror at the thought that humans might be working with the Bloodkin – serving the enemies of humanity, the Bloodkin’s inhuman masters. He wanted to get back to Baer with all speed. But he also did not want to leave two armed Bloodkin lurking out in the wilds.


Smoothly he rose to his feet, the sling whirling. His own movement was soundless, but the faint hum of the sling caused the standing Bloodkin to turn his head with a puzzled frown.


He was still wearing the frown when the stone struck him precisely on the temple, and when he slumped to the ground beside the fire.


The other Bloodkin began scrambling astonishedly to his feet, but did not complete the movement. A second stone thudded meatily just between the close-set eyes, and he sprawled back on to the ground where he had lain.


Finn approached warily, knife ready. But neither of them moved – and by the look of the crushed temple of the first one, he would never move again. Finn reached for their knives and flung them into the darkness. He knew that he should probably finish off the second one, but he was not able to kill in cold blood, not even a Bloodkin. At least when the creature awoke he would be unarmed, and dazed for some time.


And by then Finn intended that he and Baer would be far away from this unsettling place, where humans willingly did the bidding of Bloodkin.


He sped away, his night vision quickly returning as he left the firelight behind. Swiftly he retraced his steps, knowing that Baer too would be sitting by a small fire, unaware of the dangers gathering round him in the darkness …


But at the end of his desperate dash, he found that he was too late.


There was a fire, and Baer was beside it. But he was lying full length, ominously still, the hair at the back of his head clotted with blood.


Finn crouched in the shadows, equal measures of fear and fury sweeping through him like a forest fire. His sensitive nostrils were aware of a combination of strange odours, including the rankness of human sweat, which told him that Baer must have been attacked by the humans that the two Bloodkin had talked about. But not even Finn’s senses could tell him if the humans were skulking nearby, or if they had gone to search for him elsewhere, and had merely left their stink behind.


All of his wilderness instincts urged him to stay in hiding, to watch and wait. But his human mind and emotions told him to go to Baer’s aid, to see if he still lived. He ghosted forward, nervous as a hunted beast that suspects a trap it cannot see.


The whisper of sound brought him spinning around, snatching at his knife. But he was looking in the wrong place. The net settled over him, thick and knotted rawhide thongs, tangling his arms and legs so that he stumbled and fell as he tried, automatically, to leap away to safety.


And before he could begin to slash with his knife at the net’s enveloping folds, there was a crashing in the underbrush around him, and seven evilly barbed spears were levelled at him where he lay.
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People of the Gorge


AT ONCE FINN stopped his frantic struggles, and stared up at the men who held the spears. They were oddly garbed, in long, coarse-woven, stained robes, and they seemed unnaturally pale, as if they were creatures of darkness who rarely saw the sun.


“Here he be, Laslo,” one of them said with a snigger. “Netted up like a new-caught fish.”


He was talking to a man in the centre of the group – an older man, with leathery skin and grey, thinning hair, who wore a crude circle of metal like a pendant on a thong round his stringy neck.


“Praise the Great One,” said the old man in a rasping voice. He stepped forward, looking down at Finn. “Young feller, the will of the Great One is bein’ done here. Y’ c’n bow to it, an’ be nice an’ peaceful. Or y’ c’n try t’ fight us, when we take the net off. But that’ll jus’ get y’ a clout on the head like y’r pal there.”


“Is he dead?” Finn asked through clenched teeth.


“Nope, he ain’t,” the rasping voice said. “But he can be, if y’ don’t keep y’rself quiet an’ easy. What’s it t’ be?”


Relief washed through Finn like a tide, mingled with fear and caution. Baer was alive. But while he remained unconscious, and while Finn remained at the mercy of seven sharp spears, there was little choice. He had to do what they said, and bide his time.


“All right,” he muttered.


“Praise the One,” the old man said. He gestured to two of the others, and as they stooped to untangle the net from Finn the old man grinned gleefully, displaying a few stumps of yellowed teeth. “Boys, this’s a night of great meanin’. There ain’t nothin’ The Claw won’t give us when he gets hold of these two.”


Finn did not resist as the robed men bound his arms behind him with strips of rawhide, and wound more rawhide round his legs. Baer was bound the same way, though he had not stirred. But within Finn rage and hatred were flaming, and as he watched the gloating smiles on the faces of his captors he could contain them no longer.


“Why are you people doing this?” he burst out at last. “We’ve done you no harm!”


“Y’re evil, is why,” said the old man called Laslo, his eyes glittering. “Enemies of the Great One. An’ we been chosen t’ help defeat his enemies.”


“Who is this Great One?” Finn demanded.


One of the others stepped forward, the haft of his spear raised. “Y’ want I sh’d thump him, Laslo?”


The old man waved him back, his eyes fixed on Finn. “The Great One, boy, is the Maker of All. An’ the Destroyer, if he wants. He sent his messengers from the sky, t’ cleanse the earth of evil. An’ he chose us t’ serve him, an’ t’ serve his messengers.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Finn said angrily.


“Other folks never do,” the old man rasped. “’Cause they’re evil, like they always was. Which is why the Great One sent his messengers, like a scourge, t’ cleanse an’ punish. Jus’ as you’ll be punished, boy, when The Claw comes.”


“And who’s The Claw?” Finn wanted to know. “Another messenger?”


“Y’ll know that, soon enough,” the old man said. He turned away, as if tiring of the conversation. “Right, boys, pick ’em up. An’ y’ c’n clout him if he gives any trouble.”


Several hands grasped Finn and dumped him roughly on to a crude stretcher, leather straps tied between the hafts of two spears. Baer was hoisted on to another stretcher, and through his anger Finn felt a surge of worry. The big Bloodkin was still unconscious, breathing hoarsely, as if serious damage had been done by that crushing blow to his head. But there was nothing Finn could do, except lie helpless and humiliated, as the robed men lifted the stretchers and set off at a brisk pace.


They travelled silently, except for old Laslo, who mumbled to himself in a half-audible sing-song chant. And they moved easily through the darkened landscape, as if their path was totally familiar to them. In less than two hours they entered a narrow pass, between two walls of rock. And soon the pass widened and deepened, becoming a mighty gorge that perhaps had been cut into the rock by some long-vanished mountain stream. The starlight was enough to show Finn that the gorge was a bleak, forbidding place – high, vertical cliffs on either side looming like prison walls above the flat, rock-strewn floor.


It seemed no less forbidding when, in the depths of the gorge, a larger group of people came to meet them, bearing torches that smoked and stank. Finn saw women and children among the group all wearing the long shapeless robes, all as oddly pale as his captors. And then, as they moved farther along the gorge, Finn saw the reason for their pallor. In one precipitous cliff wall, he saw three rows of darkened openings that had to be the mouths of caves.


Each row of caves had a narrow ledge in front of it, running along the cliff walls. The first ledge, some fifteen metres above the gorge floor, had about eight caves opening off it. Roughly the same distance above, another ledge gave access to the second row of caves; and on the third level, another fifteen metres up, an even narrower ledge led to more caves. And some twenty metres above them, shadowily silhouetted against the stars, was the flat, sharp-edged summit of the cliff.


Tall, narrow ladders reached up, almost vertically, from ledge to ledge. They were crudely made from slender poles, the rungs bound on with rawhide, and looked flimsy and precarious. Yet the people ran up and down them with the speed and ease of long familiarity. They did not even find it too difficult to drag the bound forms of Finn and Baer up those trembling ladders to the third and topmost ledge.


There they were wordlessly dumped on to the dirt floor of an empty, reeking, lightless cave. From sounds beyond the cave mouth, Finn knew that his captors had descended again, and had also removed the ladder that reached up to that level. He also could tell that two of the men had remained, on the ledge outside the cave, as guards. These people were taking no chances, Finn thought. And offering none.
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