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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.


      




One





BERRY LAY CONTENTEDLY AGAINST Vron, savouring the sweet smell of her body, methodically kneading her large, hard breast as he sucked out the unwanted milk. Vron yielded a great deal of milk, being greatly a woman. She made far more than little Vron would ever take; and, for the time being, the clan did not have any other babies. It would be a pity to waste the milk. It would be a crime.


He glanced at Vron’s face. Her eyes were closed, her lips were open. She seemed happy. He slipped his hand between her legs and began to fondle her. She gave a low groan of pleasure, but did not move.


Little Vron, sitting on the warm summer grass by the side of her father and mother, observed the entire operation with innocent interest. After a few moments, it reminded her that she, too, was entitled to take milk. She crawled to Vron’s other breast, imperiously pushed away the soft doeskin that covered it and groped possessively for the nipple. She found it.


Vron shivered joyfully. Then every muscle in her body seemed to relax. She whimpered with sheer ecstasy. Her man was on one side, her child was on the other. She did not think of herself as a milch cow. For a time, she was mother to the world.


Presently, Berry realised that he had emptied the breast. He kissed Vron on the lips. She tasted her own milk, and was amazed at its sweetness.


“It was good?” she asked, knowing what the answer would be.


“It was good, very good.” Berry’s fingers were creating devastation between her legs, but she did not want him to take them away. She knew he would not take them away.


He laughed. “I have given hunger to the little one.”


“To me also,” said Vron, opening her eyes.


Again he laughed. “Then I will satisfy your hunger as you have satisfied mine.”


“Berry, let the little one finish.”


“Then she must finish soon,” he said. “There are things which do not keep well in the warmth of the sun.”


Berry sat up, plucked a blade of grass and began to chew it. He was content. Why should he not be content? Since the death of Amri, two seasons ago, he had been chief of the clan. He had a woman of his own—no one else had—and he had a girl child. True, a boy child would have been better. But a man cannot ask for everything to come his way. It was against the laws of nature.


Still, thus far the gods had been very kind to him. No! I will not think that, he told himself fiercely. I don’t care what the old ones believe. There are no gods, there is no heaven in the sky. These are dreams fit only for children, not for grown men. There are only natural things—things we know. The sun, the moon, the stars. The seasons. Wind, rain, snow, ice. Rivers, lakes, oceans. And the living creatures that dwell on the earth and in the air and in the water. Hunger and love, and death and birth. These are natural things. These are things we can understand. There are no gods! Who has ever seen a god? Who has ever returned from heaven to tell us what it is like? There are no gods.


But there were the Night Comers.


“Your forehead is wrinkled, Berry. Are you unhappy?”


“No. I am thinking. That is all.”


Vron gave an indolent sigh. The baby still pleasured her by taking prodigious quantities of milk from her swollen breast.


“Thinking is hard. Do not weary yourself, my man. The sun is warm. Little Vron is almost finished.”


“Good.”


Vron could never understand that thinking was not an arduous task for Berry, but a form of relaxation, a kind of pleasure. Vron did not like to think. Why should she? She was a woman with much milk in her breasts, a child at her side, the promise of more to come, and with the chief of her clan for a mate. She was in clover.


What did that mean?


It was a saying the old ones used. Berry knew what clover was. It was a tiny plant with three round leaves, not good to eat. To find a fourleaf clover was supposed to be a sign of good omen. But what did the words mean? What was the point of being in clover if you could not eat it as a food that would enable you to survive?


Yet Berry realised that he, too, was in clover. He was not a blood member of the Londos, but he was now chief of the clan. The Londos had found him abandoned as a baby in the forest. His face had turned black and puckered like the skin of the sweet black berries that were good to eat when trees began to cast their leaves. He had been near to death. But there had been a woman of the Londos people, Mari, with breasts full of milk and a recently dead boy child to mourn.


Mari had given him her milk; and because his face was like the black berries, she had called him Berry. Mari had been taken by the Night Comers when Berry had been with her only seven summers.


He remembered the scene vividly. He remembered the ordeal. He could not move. He could not cry out. Nor could anyone else. He could only watch Mari being dragged away, like a piece of meat, by the silver-clad Night Comers.


The image had been burned into his brain. The Night Comers were real because he had seen them. Gods and heaven were not real because no one had ever claimed to see gods or to return from heaven. But the Night Comers were real. And they had to be men. A strange kind of men, but still men. Not gods, but men.


They took women. Women only. So they had to be men.


“Little Vron has finished,” said big Vron. “I am ready for you, Berry.”


He looked at the baby. Asleep, now, drunk upon milk, mouth wide open. She had fallen from the breast in a state of stupor.


“And I am ready for you, Vron,” he said, feeling the flesh between his legs grow painful with desire.


He sank the aching flesh into her. And she sighed, and groaned with the pleasure of receiving it.


He fondled her, caressed her, held her breasts savagely and took great pleasure as a residue of milk squirted up into his face.


But even as his seed pulsed into her body, he was thinking of the mystery of the Night Comers.




Two





THE LONDOS PEOPLE WERE not numerous. Nor were they warlike. They would fight if they had to, but only if there was no way of avoiding battle. Some of the other clans—particularly the northern ones, the Manches people, the Jords and the Glaskas—made fighting their way of life. They fought chiefly for women, being constantly short of women because the Night Comers took more or less equally from every clan. And who could stand against silver ghosts?


But, despite all the strange stories, Berry remained convinced that the Night Comers were not ghosts, as he was also convinced that they were not gods. It was known that they always wore silver garments. It was said that their very look could freeze a man, as if he were held in ice, so that he could not move a muscle for many hours. But it was said also that they had no faces, no heads. So how could creatures with no faces freeze a mansimply by looking at him?


It was said that these faceless beings took the women they captured to heaven. But that was old men’s talk, children’s talk, women’s talk. There was no heaven; and the Night Comers were only men with strange skills, men who needed a constant supply of women. Perhaps, Berry thought, they have no women of their own. That is why they must steal ours. So, if a way could be found to stop the Night Comers from stealing women, they would die out. For, he argued, without women to breed from, any clan—no matter how skilful its men were—was doomed.


That is why, since he had become chief of the clan upon the death of Amri, Berry had devised an alarm system. It consisted of a long, thin, barely visible cord that was placed round the encampment at night, supported at about a leg’s length from the ground by forked sticks five paces apart. If anyone or anything pressed against the cord, attempting to pass, a metal bell would begin to ring. Berry was very proud of the bronze bell. It was plunder—a souvenir of one of the rare occasions when the Londos had engaged in battle and had defeated a strong force of Jords.


So far, the bell had warned only of the incursion of wild dogs, pigs, a wounded bull and a stag that had obviously been hunted all day and was half out of its mind with fear. The Londos called the alarm system Berry’s dog-bell. But they were glad of its existence. Since it had been brought into use, the Night Comers had not stolen any women. Perhaps that was an omen.


Berry, himself, did not place much faith in his alarm system. He knew it was crude, but it was the best he could devise—for the time being. He thought also that, if the Night Comers were as skilful as he surmised, they would find a way of taking the women they required without causing the bell to ring.


But the bell would have to be used until he could think of something better. Meanwhile, it gave the clan a sense of security. And that was something.


The Londos people were nomadic. They had been nomadic for generations, though their wanderings were restricted mainly to the south country. Like every other tribe or clan, they knew the hot spots and avoided them sedulously. Men who sought refuge in the hot spots—clan outcasts, criminals, those whose minds were unclear —did not usually live long. Or, if they did, strange things happened to them. They developed horn or bone where there should only be flesh. They grew limbs where there should be no limbs. They went blind or began to see what others could not see.


Best of all, particularly in the summer, the Londos liked to stay close to the sea. The sea was bountiful. It gave forth an abundance of food—crabs, lobsters sometimes, cockles, mussels, many kinds of fish. If one had to choose gods, thought Berry, the sea would be one of the best gods of all. It was the source of much life, much food. Unlike the land, the sea was untainted. There were no hot spots. Or none that were known.


Berry was even thinking of building a permanent settlement near the sea. But it would need careful preparation to convince the clan that this was a good thing to do. Not only was the wandering way of life in their blood, but it was reinforced by a belief that to live permanently in one place brought disaster.


According to legend, the hot spots, had once been huge settlements containing many, many clans. According to legend, these people had been greatly skilled in magic. They did not need to hunt or fish, or collect mushrooms, nuts, apples, berries and other things that were good to eat. Their magic, so the old ones said, had been so great that they could make food as they required it. Also they were supposed to have been able to make light and heat without the use of fire, so that it mattered not to them when the sun went down or when winter came; for they could create their own night and day and their own seasons at will.


But, the tellers of tales maintained, their magic was of no avail when the ground became too hot. It grew hot because too many people lived and walked upon it and spent all the days of their lives in one place, never journeying to unspoiled land to make a new camp. And when the ground became hot, pestilence came, destroying the great settlements, making the land on which they had been built unfit to be used by men for evermore.


Berry did not believe in magic; but he was half inclined to believe that the hot spots might once have been great settlements with far too many people. Perhaps these people did have strange skills. Perhaps, as was said, they could turn night into day and winter into summer. But not by magic. And perhaps they did not fully understand the nature of the skills they used. And very likely that was why they perished.


However, and whatever the truth about the hot spots might be, it would be difficult to convince the Londos that a permanent settlement was a good thing. Difficult, but not impossible.


Berry himself was aware of all the practical arguments for and against. The arguments against were: if you stayed in one place, you would soon exhaust the surrounding countryside of its game and its edible plants; your limbs would become weak because you did not constantly harden them by travelling; your women would spend too much time sitting around, chatting and making mischief because they did not have to engage in the hard work of setting up camp or getting ready to move on; and, finally, the ground would become hot because too many people walked upon it. But, also, there were strong arguments for staying in one place. You could build permanent weather-proof dwellings so that winter would not take its toll of the very old and the very young; you could devise fortifications for additional protection against other clans and the Night Comers; you could have fires that never need be put out; you could plant seeds of things that were good to eat; you could build boats and go out fishing whenever the sea was calm; and, in short, you could live better and more comfortably than was possible if you were constantly on the move.


Unless the ground became hot…


But Berry did not seriously believe that the ground could become hot because too many people lived and walked upon it. Besides, the Londos were a small clan, Even if the tellers of tales were right, it would take the trampling of the feet of many large clans to make the ground poisonous. And that could not possibly happen for generations.


So, one day, when the time was ripe, he would convince the clan that it would be a good thing to make a permanent home close to the sea. Then they would be able to make the best possible use of the food provided by the sea and the land. They would be able to stop living upon the edge of disaster, the edge of starvation. The Londos would be able to grow.


These thoughts passed through Berry’s head as he lay close to Vron in the darkness of their doeskin tent. Through small gaps between the loosely laced flaps of the doorway, he could see the stars dimming as the black sky slowly faded into grey. Soon the sun would rise and the day begin. He sighed. Another day when he would have to make decisions that might turn out to be good or bad but that only he could make because he was clan chief.


Amri had been stabbed to death because he had made too many bad decisions. Every man in the clan—including Berry—had thrust his dagger into Amri. It was the way of the Londos. It was barbaric and cruel, but it was practical. You could not peacefully depose a chief and choose a new one because, then, some would support the old chief and some the new. And the clan would be weakened.


So the privilege of being chief carried a built-in death sentence with it. Few chiefs died of old age. Long before then they made too many bad decisions and were rewarded by the daggers of their people. The Londos were not vindictive. For the safety of the clan, they needed a chief who, on the whole, would make wise decisions. While he did so, he was assured of absolute loyalty and absolute obedience.


The Londos had long memories. They compared the performance of every chief with that of his predecessor. As long as he did as well or better, he lived. That is why not many men aspired to chieftainship. It was easier and safer to obey and then to criticise, rather than assume responsibility.


When Berry was elected chief upon the death of Amri, he was totally surprised, because he was not a Londos by birth. He had been found in the forest, near to death, his skin black with hunger and privation. Then he understood why he had been chosen. It would be easier to kill a stranger if he made bad decisions than to kill someone with strong blood ties in the clan.


But Berry was an optimist. He was young, and he felt that it would be a long time before he began to make too many bad decisions. Perhaps, before then, the customs of the Londos could be changed…


Berry always woke very early. It was a habit of many years. It gave him time to think tranquilly before the events of the day could cloud his judgment.


Soon, they would ask him whether the tribe should move north or south, east or west.


Meanwhile, he snuggled close to Vron, felt her buttocks against the top of his legs, felt desire rise between his loins. He placed a hand on her breast, but not urgently enough to waken her. She snored a little in her sleep. Her own arms lay protectively round little Vron who lay on her other side.


Berry gazed through the opening between the tent flaps and saw that darkness had gone. Daybreak was imminent. He thought of rolling Vron flat on her back and easing the aching between his legs.


Too late. Little Vron would cry, or the watchman would come. Or both.


Decisions!


The watchman came.


He made much noise to announce his coming. That was the custom.


“Chief, it has been a quiet night. Do we travel or do we stay?”


Berry stretched himself. Vron remained fast asleep.


“We stay, watchman. The weather is warm, the hunting is still good. We stay.”


“So be it, chief. A good morning to you. I will tell the clan.”


A good morning indeed, thought Berry. Since he had decided that the Londos would not move this day, there was no urgency. He could roll back to Vron and let his hand lie heavily enough upon her breast to wake her.


He did so. She still snored a little, but her buttocks moved and her breast twitched. Soon she would be conscious enough to receive him.


He hoped that little Vron would not be disturbed. But, if she were, would it matter?




Three





IT WAS THE RAID by the unknown clan—unknown because they carried no clan mark on their foreheads or their arms—which brought Berry close to the daggers of the Londos. And it was Oris of the thong-stones who challenged Berry’s leadership. Oris was a reckless man, and greedy. More powerful of build than Berry, and less cautious. Also, it was known that he greatly desired Vron. Like any other man, he could demand, in his turn, a coupling with any woman of the clan. Any except the chief’s woman. That was the custom of the Londos.


But Oris did not choose to couple with any other woman. He preferred to let his desire and his rage grow slowly. Berry had always known that there would come a time when Oris would challenge him. He had not expected it quite so soon.


The opportunity was given him because the unknown raiders—quite possibly they were Jords or Manches who feared reprisals if their clan marks were seen—had stolen five women and had killed or grievously wounded nine men.


At the fire-talk, Berry was covered in blood—the blood of his friends and clansmen. It was the custom for the clan chief to dispatch by his own hand those whose wounds were too grievous to heal quickly. Berry had performed the duty several times before; but usage had not hardened him to it. This time he had had to give the death stroke to Vron’s brother, Riel, a boy with no beard on his face, who suffered the loss of an arm and had an arrow through his stomach.


Berry could remember the day Riel had been born—a winter’s day with snow packed against the walls of the tents and deep upon the ground. Not a good time for child-birth. The woman had died quickly, but the child had lived. In the Londos, as in any other clan, there was always some woman with milk to give. Riel had grown up to be tall but slight of build. Not much use as a fighting man or a woodsman, but a great singer of songs.


He would make songs about anything—about death, about birth, about the seasons, about the killing and the choosing of a chief. He had a pure, clear voice, full of confidence and joy. He used to cough somewhat in the cold months, and then he could not sing. But in the spring and summer, the voice of Riel had added greatly to the pleasures of evening, when hunting and journeying were done and, for a while, men and women relaxed, ate meat and fruit, and saw visions in the fire.


But Riel would sing no more. And he had not been singing when Berry looked at his thin, pale body and nerved himself to perform the duty of a chief. Riel had been whimpering and moaning like a baby while the life’s blood drained from him. He had recognised no one, nothing.


He had not heard when Berry said softly: “Good night, songmaker. You will sing to us no more. But now, so they say, you will go to sing in heaven among the stars.”


Probably he had not even felt the dagger that pierced his heart and released him from pain.


But now Berry stood before the people of his clan at the fire-talk, with blood on his hands and body, the blood of enemies and friends, and felt weary.


Oris sensed that his chief was dejected also, and was determined to make the most of this temporary weakness.


The fire-talk was a ritual that had grown in importance with the passing of the years. When Berry was a child, the fire-talk had been chiefly a social occasion, a time for exchanging ideas and opinions, for discussing the day’s hunt or the day’s march, for apportioning women to the men who desired to couple with them.


But in recent years, particularly under the chieftainship of Amri, who had never asserted great authority over the clan, it had become a time of criticism, a time of inquest, a time of trial.


The men—which is to say all males who had survived twelve summers or more—sat round the fire in a circle, while the women and children stood behind them in the shadows. As was customary, the chief stood close to the fire so that all could see him. As was customary, any man who wished to question or challenge the chief or address his fellow clansmen stood by the fire also, so that he, too, could be seen by the entire clan.


Berry and Oris were facing each other. Berry was weary and covered with blood. Oris felt strong, and there was no blood upon him. While Berry was dispatching the wounded, he had had time to wash away the stains of battle. He thought it was a good thing to appear without bloodstain before the man who had had to send several of his own clansmen to heaven.


“Berry, my chief, have I served you well or ill?”


It was a good beginning. Berry, also, knew that it was a good beginning.


“You have served me well, Oris. You have served the clan well. Today, as I recall, you slew two of the raiders. It was skilfully done.”


“Then, chief, perhaps you will forgive a poor clansman for asking why you did not decide to travel this morning. If we had travelled, there would have been no raid; and some who are now in heaven would have been present at this fire-talk.”


Berry sighed. “If we had travelled, there might still have been a raid, Oris. And if we had been on the march, our losses might have been yet heavier.”


Oris shrugged, glancing confidently round the circle of firelit faces.


“Who can say, my chief? If we had marched early, the raiders might not have found us, or might not have been able to follow.”


“That is true,” agreed Berry. “But we stayed because the hunting is good here, and the weather is warm, and it was my decision to stay.”


“Yes, chief, it was your decision.” Oris turned to the circle of men. “I have no quarrel with Berry. I think only of the clan. In the early days Berry was a great hunter. He slew as much game with the javelin and the bow as I slew with my thong-stones, and I am no mean hunter. When he first became chief, he made us travel hard and hunt hard. He made many good decisions. But I say that Berry has now become soft. He hunts little. Perhaps that is because he is chief, and our chief is not required to hunt. Or perhaps he spends too much time with his woman, which, as we all know, weakens a man. Perhaps it weakens a man so that he can no longer make good decisions.”


The circle was silent for a while, and tense. The men knew what Oris wanted, but there were those—particularly among the older ones—who liked Berry precisely because he did not drive them too hard.


“Are you asking us to make Berry embrace the daggers?” It was Ulbi who spoke. Ulbi was the oldest man in the clan.


Berry noted the warning sign. Normally, Ulbi would have called him chief. But at this fire-talk he had become simply Berry once more.


“I speak only what is in my mind, Ulbi,” said Oris cautiously. “There are times when a man must speak what is in his mind.”


“That is true. Oris. So I, Berry, chief of the Londos, will speak my mind also. Perhaps I made a bad decision, perhaps not. I cannot say, nor can Oris. It may be that the raiders would have attacked us as we marched, it may be that they would never have found us. We shall never know. I have tried to make good decisions. A man cannot do more. It is true I do not hunt as much as I used to do. As Oris says, a chief is not required to hunt. A chief is required to think and to look after his clan. I do my best; and in this, at least, my heart is easy. Oris, though he does not yet say so, wishes for a show of hands. You know our custom. If many hands are shown, I will embrace the daggers. If few hands are shown he who challenges will undergo the same fate. I have no quarrel with Oris. He is a great huntsman and a valiant fighter. With him, I grieve for those we have lost this day.”


Berry gazed at the circle of intent faces. “What you have to ask yourselves is not whether I made a bad decision—we all know that there has never yet been a chief who made no bad decisions—but whether you have fared well or ill while I have led you. Have I done better than Amri would have done, or worse? Make up your minds. That is all I have to say.”
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