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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.


      




I


HE STOOD on a high white cliff looking out across the sea. Far out, clumps of weed and wreckage drifted slowly down the channel looking, in the blue-gray water like the backs of sleeping dolphins.


Closer to shore an old plastic paddle-boat butted stubbornly against the current, making such slow progress it appeared almost stationary.


He had once seen the inside of a paddle-boat. He could imagine the drive-men crouched over the bars, faces dewed with sweat and pedaling desperately to stop the vessel losing way.


“What are you doing here?”


He stiffened then turned slowly. “Please?”


“You heard me—what are you doing here?”


“I was looking at the sea.”


“And why are you not at work?”


“It is my free day.” He fumbled in his pocket for the pass and handed it over.


He was a tall young man with a thin tanned face, dark untidy hair and intelligent blue eyes. His body appeared thin but was strong and lithely muscled.


The questioner studied him briefly and examined the pass. A certain slowness of movement and the slightly halting speech had already been noted.


The pass was in order and was handed back.


“Identity disc.” The questioner waited while the other fumbled the disc from his clothing and finally extended it from the chain which encircled his neck.


The identity disc bore no writing or symbols. It was a circle of metal into which had been punched a large number of holes. The questioner ran blunt brown fingers across its surface. The holes, varying in size and arrangement, gave a complete picture of the disc’s owner—ROBERT VENTNOR. AGE 27. AGRICULTURAL LABORER. UNMARRIED. PSYCHIATRIC CLASSIFICATION 225/9/446. At the side of the disc three separate perforations gave a psycho-genetic warning—P/D/G.


Ventnor’s father had been destroyed for gadgeteering and it was apparent that this tendency had been carried forward to the next generation. Worse, although latent, the characteristic was predominant and increasing. The questioner had already decided that something must be done about it.


“Where are you going?”


“To Gret.”


“That is not your village.”


“True, but there is a girl—”


“It is unwise to pursue the women of other villages.”


“There is no law against it, Padre.”


“And no law to protect you if the males of that village take offence at your intrusion.” The Padre turned abruptly and walked away. A squat man, wearing the traditional black of his kind, with a curious circle of unbroken white about his throat, he wore also a round hat with an up-curled brim which never seemed to leave his head.


Ventnor watched him go with a feeling of relief. He had heard that Padres, long ago, had been men of honor, healers and dispensers of mystery. Today, however, they were watchdogs, spies and the administrators of summary justice.


He turned slowly in case the Padre was still watching and began to trudge in the direction of Gret. He was, in truth, neither slow nor halting of speech but he had carefully cultivated these mannerisms since the age of eighteen.


His father had been voluble, swift of movement, eager and inquisitive. Characteristics which, in the long run, had killed him or, at least, helped.


Ventnor senior had been clever with his hands and instead of confining himself to simple carpentry had improvised and created. Nothing startling, an original door-catch, a planting implement, a swing-hinge—enough to set him apart as a gadgeteer, enough for them to mark him.


Once marked there had been nothing to do but wait; there was no point in running. No one saw the marker come and no one saw it go but there had been a flash—


Ventnor shuddered slightly, he still remembered it vividly. His father drinking from a plastic cup and suddenly—suddenly nothing. A flash, the cup spinning in a little circle on the hard floor and a few flakes of white ash drifting down from nowhere.


Of deliberation Ventnor junior had made himself slow of movement and halting of speech. He rejected his apprenticeship and volunteered for cultivation. At the time it had seemed far safer.


He had often regretted it, but he had carefully kept to himself the inner urges of creation—the desire to improvise, improve or construct from his own original fund of ideas.


They knew, of course, Robert Ventnor was a gadgeteer; that was why they had marked his disc P/D—Potential Danger.


Ventnor looked out across the sea again. Somewhere out there was the Island—the Island of the Masters.


He was wrong; the Island was in the Atlantic, but no one had told him that. As far as he knew it was beyond the horizon and often on a clear day he had felt a frightened awe when the coast of France became visible.


He came to a line of whitened stones marking the boundaries of his village and quickened his pace. It was a long walk to Gret with continuous hills and then a long winding path down to the sea.


When he reached it the scene was familiar, men tilling the small cultivation patches, garments fluttering in a brisk wind from the sea. Women were filling plastic baskets with bright green newly cut protages and swaying away with them balanced on their heads.


As he approached the men paused in their work and stared. They stared with an open-mouthed and uncomprehending intensity as if he had three arms or two heads and he felt a twinge of alarm. Previously they had only glanced and turned away, now their eyes were fixed on him unblinkingly.


He felt himself coloring and knew that his step was faltering slightly. This was a warning—a traditional warning—and, clearly they had been expecting him.


Mentally he hesitated. Now was the time to go back, now, if he returned, the men would stop staring and continue with their work. If he did not turn back, however, a warning would be shouted down to the village below and, when he arrived, men of his own age would be there to greet him—violently.


His common sense told him to go back and a stubborn pride told him to go on. After all Elseth had promised, on his last rest, on his last visit, she had promised.


He had looked down at her, gripping her shoulder. “You will be my woman? You will come and house with me?”


“Your woman, Robert Ventnor? Yes—yes, I will be your woman—if you are strong enough to take me.”


He had known what she meant. Any other male who might desire her would try and stop him. At the time, inflamed by her promise, he had dismissed the problem as trivial, now—now he was not so sure.


He was tall, strong, reasonably swift of movement, but it might not be just one suitor, it might be several.


On the other hand, if he turned back, the word would quickly be passed on. They would call him ‘white-stomach’ and the women, the children, and the young girls would mock him openly when he returned.


Robert Ventnor stuck out his chin, lengthened his step and followed the long winding path to the village of Gret.


He thought, dully, that it would not be a good place to escape from. It would be up-hill and often between gullies in the chalk. If he lost it would be a hard, bitter and wearing retreat—if he made it.


When he reached the village she was leaning against one of the huts, smiling. She wore a shiny black plastic skirt and a sleeveless orange blouse. Copper bangles adorned her wrists and ankles and her toes curled in the dust of the street.


When she saw him she tossed her head challengingly and put her hands on her hips. There was no affection in her eyes but they were bright with anticipation.


“You have come, Robert, boy.”


“I have come to take you as my woman.”


“If you are strong enough.” She laughed shrilly. “Many suitors desire me here.”


It was then that Corby came round the corner of the hut. Ventnor had met Corby once at an inter-village festival and had never liked him.


Corby had little black eyes and a ginger moustache, the ends of which he had waxed so that they stood up at tight angles to the corners of his mouth. It made him look like a wild boar. Corby had squat shoulders and short but bulgy freckled arms.


He smiled, looking more like a boar than ever. “What you want here, Del, boy—what you want here?”


When he saw that no answer was forthcoming, he charged.


Ventnor hit him full in the mouth as he came in and Corby staggered, little eyes glazing. Ventnor hit him again and this time Corby dropped to his knees and began to fall forward. At the last moment he put out his hands and saved himself. Blood trickled from his nose and mouth and made small scarlet spots in the dust.


Corby shook his head twice, inhaled deeply and staggered upright, but his hands were limp at his sides and, clearly, he was only half conscious.


Ventnor knew nothing of rules; the word ‘sportsmanship’ had not been included in his vocabulary so he hit again with all his force. This time Corby went right down and stayed there, breathing stertorously and showing the whites of his eyes.


It was then that several young men appeared from various parts of the village and began to run towards him shouting: “Killer! Rapist! Robber!” Some of them carried heavy sticks or throwing clubs.


Ventnor looked wildly about him, saw his cause was hopeless and turned to run.


Someone threw a stone, grazing his leg and then his reflexes took over and he was running out of the village at full speed.


There were shouts behind him and the sound of pursuit but he did not look back. A stone, probably from a sling, hissed past his head. A throwing club, making a whirring sound, passed above him, struck a bank of earth and bounced high into the air.


He looked upwards, seeking, if possible, a quicker way to high ground and, on a hillock far to his right, he saw a figure. Only later did the significance of what he had seen sink into his mind. Stones were flying about him and his lungs were laboring but there was no mistake—the Padre!


The Padre stood on a hillock, arms folded, feet slightly apart, staring downwards as if in triumph.


A club struck Ventnor’s shoulder painfully and then he was round a bend in the path which gave him temporary cover, but he knew that the hunt was far from ended. There were shouts behind him, jeering, hoots of encouragement and, from the cultivation patches, the mocking laughter of the women. God, it must be a thousand paces to the top—he’d never do it!


Somehow, however, his feet still pounded on the rough soil. His vision was blurred and tinged with scarlet and he felt as if there were a knife wound in his side, but he did not falter. It was as if his pain-wracked body labored upwards on its own; as if his own fears and terrors drove it onwards and it was determined not to succumb. Yet it shouted for respite, the lungs burned and throbbed, blood pounded noisily in his head and his legs felt grossly heavy yet curiously numb.


Then, somehow, as if in a dream, he reached the flat rolling land above the village, turned onto the path for Del and staggered to an uncertain stop.


About a thousand paces down the path to Del another group of men stood ready to head him off. All of them were armed and two carried bows.


Ventnor, wheezing for breath, did the only thing possible. He turned and ran in the opposite direction.


There was no path, only the uneven ground and a long slope undulating slowly upwards. He knew why there was no path—he was heading towards forbidden territory and, once he reached the boundary line, he would be in it. He admitted to himself that he was frightened but he was more frightened of the immediate danger.


The first pursuit party which had, no doubt, been joined by Corby, thirsting for vengeance, had reached level ground. A quick glance behind him showed that the second party had also taken up the chase.


Then suddenly there was a second line of stones, this time painted red, and he hurled himself across them. He ran until he was safely out of arrow range then let himself collapse, literally sobbing with relief and exhaustion.


He lay, it seemed, a long time, his heart beating so violently it seemed to thud against his ribs. His lungs ached, his clothing was soaked and sweat trickled down his body in streams. Finally he rolled over and sat upright.


“Del boy!” Corby’s voice shouting from a distance but was clearly audible. “Del boy, you think you got away?” The voice paused then went on. “You think you safe now?” A shout of laughter from the others. “You safe all right, Del boy, yes, you safe there but try and get back, jest try.”


Another shout of laughter from the others then Corby’s voice again. “Maybe you wait for darkness, eh? Won’t be no darkness for you, boy, not for you. We light fires on boundary, walk up and down with torches. Try getting back, eh? Just try.”


Laughter, a series of jeering and obscene threats then Corby’s voice again. “Only one thing to do, Del friend, you come to us and maybe we beat you up only a little or you can just keep going. Yes, you can do that, you can keep going. Know what’s lying out there, what chance you’ll stand? Know what happens to those who leave?”


Ventnor struggled shakily upright and looked at the group of menacing figures slightly below. Then he turned slowly and walked shakily but steadily in the opposite direction.


On the outskirts of Gret the Padre dispatched a message:




Subject: Ventnor, Robert. Classification 225/9/446.


Characteristic alteration in the identity disc of this specimen indicates increasing G-positive.


Local population therefore incited to “elimination level.” Unfortunately, however, specimen escaped by flight beyond the boundaries.


Padre 4


G.B. S.E. Sector D-14





The message was received and passed through various departments before it ended up in the right office but on the wrong desk.


Hobart tossed it on the right one. “Yours, old man.”


Matheson nodded, studied it and frowned. “My God, another ‘marker’ job. I hate endorsing these things.”


Hobart moved his shoulders slightly. “Routine, all it needs is your signature.”


“My signature deprives a man of his life.”


“Oh, come off it, you know damn well it’s necessary.”


Matheson sighed, tiredly. “Wish I was so damn certain or, for that matter, so detachedly and insufferably self-righteous.”


“Let’s not get personal, old chap. You’re not being scientific about this. One cannot mix sentiment with science—history should prove that.”


“It does, it does. At the same time, such convictions fail to salve my conscience.”


Hobart chuckled dryly. “Don’t look now, but your inhibitions are showing.” Then, more gently: “Look, it’s an experimental culture. It is housed, clothed, medically examined and controlled. This culture, if it is to succeed, cannot afford variants. Four generations of psycho-genetic control cannot be done in for the sake of one lousy variant. God, man! All the specimens are well-treated, well-fed, literate, within limitations. All we do is guide.”


Matheson shook his head. “Sometimes I wonder—I wonder if it will ever mature. A few hundred thousand villages dotting the coastlines of the world—will they ever form the basis of a new and stable civilization?”


Hobart spread his hands. “The cultures inland are not permitted to exist for nothing but for comparison purposes, so let’s do a little comparing, eh? What have we got inland? A host of blasted savages that almost go back to the Stone Age. It is true that some possess a few ancient fire-arms but the picture is there for anyone to see. These savages are divided into groups or, more correctly, tribes. These tribes fight wars, hold superstitious rites, and entertain forms of government that go right back to the cave-dweller. Absolute dictatorship under a king or paranoiac leader, they employ witch-doctors, medicine men and morally and hygienically they are so many beasts.”


Matheson nodded but was still obviously dubious. “This man”—he glanced at the message again—“this man Ventnor is heading for the wild areas—why do I have to endorse his execution? They’ll kill him—if not the savages it will be something else. He can’t survive.”


“Orders are orders, my friend. We make dead sure.”


“I suppose so.” Matheson nodded then endorsed the order with a peculiar suggestion of savagery. “You’re right, everyone is right, nonetheless I cannot escape the feeling that we think we’re omnipotent. …”


Ventnor walked stiffly onwards. Strangely, for a virtual primitive, he was a realist almost to the point of fatalism. He could add it up on his fingers. If they said they would stop him from going back, they would stop him. If he did not go back, his absence would be reported and his very presence in forbidden territory would ensure his execution.


Ventnor did not want to die but he was fully aware of the fact that he was going to. He was resigned, bitterly resigned; he hadn’t done anything, not deliberately.


He shrugged. Might as well go on, what difference did it make? He had about three days before they sent a marker—if this hostile territory permitted him to live that long.


Lengthening shadows reminded him that darkness was coming and he realized suddenly that he was tired to the point of exhaustion.


He found a hollow into which twigs, dead leaves and dry grass had drifted and lay down, uncaring if something got him in the night.


When he awoke, just before dawn, his body was stiff and cold but his mind was clearer. He rose, swinging his arms to restore the circulation and relieve the stiffness in his muscles. His body still ached from the previous day’s gauntlet but, apart from that, he felt tolerably fit.


He looked about him. Slowly rising ground covered in sparse grass, outcroppings of white chalk, a few stunted trees clinging defiantly to the soil and, far to his left, the white dawn-glimmer of the ocean.


He walked stiffly forwards, conscious that he was both hungry and thirsty.


He was fortunate—after a few hundred paces he found a hollow in the soil which was filled with rain water. He drank, uncaring that it was slightly rank and white with chalk.


When he raised his head a few moments later, he was shocked to see a protage growing, splendidly alone and fully mature, a bare twenty paces away. Probably grown from a wind-born seed from one of the cultivation patches.


He devoured the juicy green leaves ravenously, pushing them into his mouth with his fingers. Finally, satisfied, he wiped his hands on his shirt-front and stood upright. As he did so, something caught his eye—a curious rectangular object protruding from the soil.


He bent down, puzzled. The object was half covered in moss but there was something about it. He scratched away some of the moss with a sharp stone. The object was white and covered with black symbols which, although curiously unlike the script of villages, was, after some effort, understandable.


The symbols said—although they conveyed no particular significance—Dover 3 K.L. DEAL—the rest of the object was broken at the end.


He shrugged uncomprehendingly and went on, wary of danger. This was, he reminded himself, forbidden territory into which he was venturing.




II


DESPITE HIS WARINESS, his mind was active as he tried to recall all he had heard about the territory. He was surprised to discover it was very little and most of it was implication rather than fact. A major part was hearsay, someone who knew someone who had—or more often, repeated the memories of a long dead relative.


He flicked open the files of memory trying to separate fact from general acceptance. There had been—so the Masters said—a great war which had ravaged the entire world. Ventnor’s education had been psycho-monitored so the word ‘war’ conveyed very little to him. He had a blurred mental picture of fire and destruction in some vague way engineered by evil men but very little else.


According to general opinion in these ravaged areas—forbidden territories—were beasts, huge never-dying fires, dreadful diseases and invisible creatures which struck one down without warning.


He shivered slightly. He could see no beasts or fires, but disease, like the monsters, was invisible. He went grimly onwards with a fluttery feeling of fear in his stomach.


He reached a rising slope and began to climb it. Half way up, a detecting device embedded in the soil responded to his body heat and immediately recorded a complete picture, height, weight, approximate age, general characteristics and, to make quite sure, a photograph.


The information was transferred inland and a man spoke: “Hello! Looks as though a specimen has escaped from the culture tray. Our friends won’t like that.”


“Escaped or expelled? They’re not particular.”


“I know. I often wonder why they bother. They’ll kill him before he gets far anyway.”


“My guess is that they like to make sure irrespective of the fact that his chances of survival are ninety-five to one against. They like to stick to the book—‘deviants must be liquidated regardless’.”


“You’re probably right. Poor devil, I wonder if he’s intelligent enough to realize—Oh, hell, keep an eye on him anyway, Roger, perhaps he’ll get near enough for us to help him.”


Roger said, “Sure”—and added pessimistically—“they never do, you know. Our friends will burn him down within three days at the latest.” He paused, frowning. “Haven’t we a patrol out somewhere around there?”


“Twenty kilometers away. We can try them but I don’t think they’ll make it in time. In the first place it’s a damned dangerous area and, in the second, he’s still in Hubel’s Kingdom.”


“Think I’ll try anyway, if only to spite our friends on the Island. In my considered opinion, they not only think they own the world but played a major part in its creation which, in view of history, is not a myth to be encouraged. …”


Ventnor strode on but with increasing caution. Half an hour later he found a length of substance which he thought was metal and weighed it experimentally in his hand. It was clumsy but would serve as a useful club in the event of trouble. It increased his confidence without affecting his wariness.


He came to the top of a slight rise, make-shift club swinging loosely in his hand, and stopped dead, his mouth opening foolishly in disbelief.


Below him the land sloped steeply downwards to a wide valley and the sea. It was the valley which stunned him for, completely filling it, was the ruins of a city, so vast, it staggered his imagination.


Ventnor was used to villages which seldom contained more than eight hundred inhabitants. The concept of a community of forty or fifty times that number had never entered his mind.


He looked about him again, conscious of a need for reassurance, but he could find none.


To his left, a huge pile of rubble, still vaguely resembling a building, topped a steep hill. Below him the ruins of the city remained unchanged.


He saw that most of the streets were overgrown with weeds, that the few buildings which remained were shells and that, generally, all that remained were the outlines of foundations. Yet from this height, despite the rubble and weed, the order of the city was clearly seen.


Great highways, as wide as the village of Del, converged upon what had clearly been a double harbor. Now only a few blackened projections, like the fangs of a reef, protruded above the calm blue water. Within, twisted hulks, suggesting ocean-going vessels, were still visible beneath the surface.
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