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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.







CHAPTER 1


“And praise to the Hero, who slew the Daggertooth.”


At this point in his litany the speaker performed a convincing though ritual shudder, causing the sagging flesh on his cheeks to palpitate. His pallid wife shook too, as was customary at the mention of the Daggertooth.


They sat, backs to the wall, on the curving floor of a moist, dim cave. The bluish light of a glowglobe illuminated damp soil, packed tight by the frequent pressure of human bodies. A short distance from their feet was a recess in the wall of the otherwise spherical chamber; within the shadows maggots heaved.


Opposite the couple was the hibeyhole entrance, a circular gap in the wall of barely sufficient size to admit a man. Beside this entrance sat a small girl dressed like her parents in the warm pelt of the blackfur; also wearing an expression of mutinous boredom.


The man paused in his prayer of thanksgiving, detecting a further particle of food nearby. He pronged it with his knife, munched and swallowed, and resumed.


“For had it not been for the Hero, then we poor, timid inhabitants of Downways would have perished before the Daggertooth as the mean maggot perishes before the knife. Timid maggots are we …”


The man’s voice trailed away into ominous silence as he observed his daughter picking her nose ostentatiously. He scowled. “Be still while I repeat the praise, trukid Shirl,” he admonished.


Shirl turned her head away, glancing out of the hibeyhole entrance. Scanning infrared, she detected other trukids passing in the dark tunnel outside. She shifted restlessly. She wanted to go out.


“Look at your trudad when he speaks to you!” shrilled trumum, “Have you no respect?”


Shirl shifted her position again, staring thoughtfully into the light of the glowglobe, her small face serious. She considered the question which had been intended by trumum as rhetorical. She considered it carefully and logically, being that type of child.


“I’m not sure what you mean,” she said at last, her voice tiny in the outraged silence.


“Not sure what I mean? What do you mean, you’re not sure?” Trumum’s limited vocabulary was becoming strained—a frequent occurrence when dealing with trukid Shirl.


Shirl shifted her gaze from the glowglobe and regarded her parents. “I’ve thought about it,” she said slowly. “You often say I have no respect. I know you think I’m wrong to have no respect. But what does respect mean?”


Trudad spluttered wordlessly. Trumum set up a thin wailing. An interested face peered in at the entrance to the hibeyhole, nocturnal eyes wide with curiosity. One of the eyes winked at Shirl, then the face was gone.


“Does respect mean fear?” asked Shirl determinedly. She wanted to settle this matter once and for all. “If it does, I can’t be frightened of the Hero, because he’s dead. And I can’t be frightened of you, trudad, because you wouldn’t want that. You want me to love you. And I do,” she concluded disarmingly. “Can I go out and play now?”


Her parents glanced at each other; wordlessly her trudad shrugged. “Maybe respect is both love and fear, trukid,” he said more kindly. “Maybe we don’t know what it is—it’s just a word we use to describe how we feel sometimes. One of these days you’ll find out. But meanwhile just try to behave like everyone else, will you?”


Shirl smiled, huge eyes glowing. “I’ll try, trudad,” she said. “See you later.” She jumped to her feet and scrambled out of the hibeyhole entrance. “Courage remain!” she called back. They heard her feet pattering away on the muddy tunnel floor, then the chamber was quiet again.


“You’re too easy with that girl,” said trumum at last.


“Sten spoke to me, yesterwake.”


“Sten?” Shirl’s trumum understood respect; it was in her voice now. Sten was chief of the Downways Council of Elders and consequently a man of importance. Trumum had never spoken with Sten; indeed, if the great man had addressed her in the tunnels, she would have been too awed to reply.


“Sten is interested in Shirl.”


“Interested?” There was a sudden edge of suspicion in trumum’s voice. Sten might be chief, but he was an old man; and Shirl was her daughter, her trukid.


Trudad was oblivious to nuances of tone. “He’s been watching her progress at school. He thinks she’s clever. He says she has ideas which are different. He says …” He hesitated. “He says she’s not afraid of anything, or anybody.”


“She hasn’t been rude to Sten!”


“I’ve no doubt she has, but he doesn’t seem to mind. It’s strange the manner he went out of his way to talk about her. It seems he has something in mind for her … when she’s older, of course.”


“How much older?” Distrust of motives is never far from a mother’s thoughts.


“Maybe two longhibes from now. He said he would like her to become a teacher.”


“A teacher?” This would be a step up for the family status. Trudad was a tender of blackfurs, a low herdsman. Trumum was nothing, an empty shell, a woman whose one experience of childbirth had exhausted and sterilized her thin body. If their daughter became a teacher, there would be a whole new class of people whom they might respectfully address in the tunnels. Trumum hitched her blackfur robe about her and stood up. “Let’s go to the Community Chamber,” she said.


“Don’t tell anybody about it,” warned Trudad. “Sten was most particular about that.”


Trumum sat down again with a sigh of disappointment.


Shirl hesitated before the Community Chamber. From within came the hum of conversation as the inhabitants of Downways discussed the events of the waketime in the subdued light of a single glowglobe. Scanning infrared, Shirl glanced around the interior, but detected only the larger heat-sources of adults. The trukids of her acquaintance were elsewhere, exploring, playing, getting into trouble out of their parents’ earshot. She passed on.


Arriving at the Shrine of the Hero in the Chamber of Praise she remembered her trudad’s words and genuflected briefly before the rough pile of stones. It was as well that she did so, for Ned the foundling, a trainee hunter, passed by. He averted his head on seeing her, as was the way of superiors, and made his obeisance to the Shrine before moving off in the opposite direction. Shirl considered calling a greeting after him, but thought better of it.


The fungoid glowglobes became more frequent as she neared the work areas of Downways and it became less necessary to scan infrared in order to avoid collisions with the people passing up and down the tunnels. A few flitterbugs winged overhead. Pausing at a junction, she decided to pay Poto a visit.


“Fortitude, young Shirl.” The inventor looked up from his work as she entered the chamber.


“Poto, what are you doing?” She fingered the stacks of fibrous tubing piled against the wall. “Where did these come from? What are they for?”


The man smiled indulgently. “Why don’t you tell me something instead of asking questions all the time?”


“No, tell me.” The little girl moved over to the rough workbench and began to fiddle with the incomprehensible objects scattered about. She picked up shorter, cut pieces of tubing and other oddly shaped lumps of timber.


“Leave them alone, Shirl. If I told you what they were for, you wouldn’t understand. But if you keep quiet, I’ll let you watch.”


Obediently Shirl stood aside as Poto took a short tube and fitted a cylindrical section of timber inside. “See?” The cylinder slid easily within the tube. Then Poto took up two of the longer tubes; the ends had been fashioned so that one fitted snugly against the other.


“So tell me,” insisted Shirl. “I know you want to.”


Poto dropped on one knee and looked into her face. “Shirl, you tell me this. Of all the jobs in Downways, which is the worst? What is the work the lowest people do? The very lowest?”


Shirl thought. “They carry the water.”


“Right. Now what I am making is a pump, which will pull the water into Downwavs without anyone having to carry it. The water is drawn from the well up the long tubes by the pump. When the whole thing is finished, instead of having to carry skins all the way from the well, people will be able to get their water from this chamber.”


At this juncture Bott the carver entered, bringing more timber which he dropped with a clatter to the floor. He glanced at Shirl and Poto with his vacant, idiot’s eyes, then departed without a word.


Shirl watched him go. Thoughtfully, she said, “After your pump is made and we get the water from here, what will the water-carriers do? What job can be found for them?”


Poto stood up abruptly, staring at her. “You think in a strange way, little Shirl. The wrong way around. First we bring the water here, then we worry about jobs for the water-carriers. That is the way of progress, otherwise Down-ways will never improve.”


“I don’t see why we can’t think about everything at once.” Losing interest, Shirl moved away. Outside the chamber again, she noticed the joined lengths of tubing snaking, away down the side of the tunnel. She began to follow the direction of the pipeline idly, her bare feet sinking into the moist soil.


“May courage remain with you,” the inventor called after her.


Shirl had always been a solitary child, most happy in her own company. When she told her parents—and even herself—that she wanted to go out and play, what she really meant was that she wanted to get away from the family hibeyhole. Her parents had frequently commented on the fact that she rarely joined in the games of other children; this worried them. Like all parents they wanted a child genius who was nevertheless a conformist. Shirl was no genius—in the region known as Downways such people find no outlet for their talents—but she found the stereotyped games of her small contemporaries boring, and preferred to wander around exploring and observing. In a different society she would have been described as an advanced child, but in Downways she was merely recognized as a loner.


Except by Sten the Elder.


He came across her walking along the tunnels, holding a fragment of glowglobe before her, head down, seemingly examining the floor.


“What are you doing, Shirl?”


She looked up, startled, dropping her glowglobe into the mud. The tunnel hereabouts was dark; few luminous fungi grew from the moist walls. Scanning infrared, she recognized his warm outline. “Oh, Sten,” she said, confused. “I … I was following the tube of Poto.”


Sten smiled. “Why? Or need I ask? You were just inquisitive as usual, I suppose.”


“Poto says the tube will draw water from the well, and I wondered how. So I thought I would follow it.”


They moved aside to allow two water-carriers to shuffle past with a bulging, swaying skin slung from a pole between them.


“Aren’t you afraid, being here on your own?” asked Sten, walking beside her, matching his pace to hers.


“Afraid?” They were passing a growth of glowglobes and she looked at him curiously; there had been a strange eagerness in his tone. “You’re with me, Sten. I’m not alone.”


“But supposing I hadn’t met you. You would still have come here. The tunnels hereabouts are dark. They’re a long way from the hibeyholes. It’s just possible you might meet”—he paused for effect, watching her carefully—”the Dagger-tooth.”


She met his gaze calmly. “There is no Daggertooth. The Hero slew it.”


In face of her childish certainty, Sten deemed it unwise to pursue the topic. He accompanied her to the well in silence.


After a while the glowglobes became more numerous again and a muted tapping sound carried up the tunnel. Rounding a corner, they came upon a team of men hacking at tendrils with knives. This was a task which had to be carried out frequently in the vicinity of the well; if not kept back, the strong filaments would eventually block the tunnel.


Sten spoke almost to himself. “They are more numerous,” he murmured worriedly. He examined a cut end which exuded white liquid.


“Pale blood,” observed Shirl. “The monster behind the tunnels is moving closer, drinking our water. One day, Ros was down here, and she told me a tendril gripped her ankle. I wouldn’t like to see the monster’s face when he breaks through.”


“Monster?” echoed Sten. “What nonsense you trukids talk.” Nevertheless he gazed at the wall nervously. The men had stopped work and stood watching the pair silently and with some awe, being several classes below Sten. The Elder addressed one of them abruptly. “Do the tendrils move?” he asked.


“They move, Sten,” replied one. “But slowly, in the time between longwakes. Much slower than the jumbo worm, even. I think the trukid was mistaken.”


“I remember ten longhibes ago,” Sten ruminated, “there were few tendrils. Only in the Chamber of Snakes, far away up the tunnels could one see such things. But they were thicker, and didn’t move.”


Shirl was fidgeting with impatience; the speech of the Elder often affected her like this. It tended to become slow and pedantic, almost like the Relitalk used in Praise. “Like this,” she said, indicating Poto’s pipe which ran past their feet. “These tubes came from the Chamber of Snakes. Poto told me.”


“I must go,” said Sten. “This matter must be reported to the Council.”


“Soon it won’t matter,” remarked Shirl “When Poto’s pump is finished, we won’t need to go through here.”


“I wish I shared your confidence in Poto, young Shirl,” said Sten. “Courage remain.” He walked away.


As the Elder receded up the tunnel the work team relaxed and regarded Shirl with interest. “You move in high circles, trukid,” said one.


“Jealous?” asked Shirl, pushing her way through hanging tendrils to the edge of the well. She removed her blackfur robe and waded into the dark water, gasping at the sudden chill. Then she flung herself forward and plunged beneath the surface, while the work team watched with astonishment. She emerged and swam a few strokes into deeper water.


Astonishment on the shore changed to fearful amazement. “She crawls on the water,” whispered one of the men. “How does she do that? It’s not …” He struggled to express himself. “It’s not natural,” he said feebly.


The well which supplied Downways was in the nature of an underground lake of unknown size. A few glowglobes studded the roof of the cavern, increasingly far above as Shirl swam out, lending the water a dim phosphorescent glimmer. Soon she was out of sight of the walls with only the gleam of her own ripples for company. She paused, treading water, staring around into the blackness. Much farther ahead she could make out a glittering cascade; a dim roaring came to her ears.


Suddenly she felt a bit foolish. Carried away by the admiration of the men on the shore, she had allowed herself to swim farther than she had ever attempted before. Indeed, her previous experience of swimming had been confined to short private experiments following an incident when she slipped and fell into the water while filling a skin. On that occasion, as she had emerged gasping and blowing, she had suddenly discovered that her body possessed a certain buoyancy. She had probably never swum more than a few dozen strokes before.


She turned and headed back, feeling cold and a little alarmed, very much aware of the unknown depth of water beneath her. She began to think of monsters, of tentacles seizing her legs and dragging her into the black depths. Her swimming degenerated into a panicky thrashing.


Quite soon she realized that she was lost. The roaring was louder and the water disturbed. The shore where the men waited might be anywhere. She calmed herself with an effort, forcing herself to forget the possibility of slimy tentacles, and she trod water while she considered the situation.


On no account would she call out; the humiliation of admitting her mistake would be too much. She listened for voices, but could hear only the waterfall in the distance. Her legs were beginning to feel cramped and frozen. It was frighteningly obvious that she had been swimming in circles.


Then the phosphorescence gave her an idea. Awkwardly at first, then with increasing confidence, she began to swim backward, kicking with her numbed legs, watching her wake recede behind her. If she could keep that narrow swirl of blue water in a straight line, she must soon reach the wall of the cavern; then she could follow it around to the tunnel.


The plan was almost too successful when, after an eternity of kicking, her head smashed into hard rock. She sank, surfaced coughing with her senses spinning, and got her fingers around a projection. She hung there for a moment, recovering her breath and her nerve.


More glowglobes grew here; in their faint light she saw that she was directly below a ledge. Arms aching, she began to haul herself up, intending to rest awhile before moving on.


Above her, a number of glowglobes suddenly winked out. Automatically her eyes snapped into infrared focus. There was a heat-source directly above her; it resolved itself into the shape of a man, bending toward her silently, reaching for her.


With a squeal of fear Shirl let go of the ledge and dropped back into the water. Frantically she began to thrash her way in the direction where she felt the tunnel lay, keeping the cavern wall to her left. Glancing over her shoulder at one point, she saw the glow of the silent figure immobile in the distance, watching.


Soon she heard the voices of the work team. She staggered ashore, trying to control her breathing and the agonized thumping of her heart.


“How do you do that, trukid?” asked one of the men, unaware of her state. “Crawl on the water like that. I’ve never seen that done before.”


Shirl walked past them. “Practice,” she said airily. “Just practice, that’s all. Anyone can do it.”


Then, farther up the tunnel and out of sight of the team, her legs folded under her and she sat down abruptly, shaking uncontrollably. The vision of the figure on the ledge swam before her imagination.


The shape had only approximated to that of a man. The thing had been weirdly shaped, and she could have sworn it had four arms.…




CHAPTER 2


“I can’t think what’s wrong with the kid. I really can’t. Sometimes I feel like giving up.”


Trumum’s whining filled the hibeyhole as Shirl, painfully stiff after her adventure of the previous wake, stumbled around yawning. The memory of trumums for good things is notoriously short, and Shirl’s trumum had already forgotten yesterwake’s pride in her daughter’s ability.


“I’m tired, that’s all,” muttered Shirl, picking at her breakfast with little appetite. Lasthibe’s dreams had been vivid; four-armed men had stalked through her imagination as she lay half-conscious, her body aching and exhausted. Once her trudad had risen to relieve himself, pulling the cover from the clump of glowglobes; and she had almost screamed with terror at his multiple shadow.


Trumum was well into her stride. “You’ve no reason to be tired. You don’t do any work. I’m the one who ought to be tired, stuck in this hole all wake, feeding the maggots, making clothes for you and your trudad. …” In fact trumum spent most of the wake at the Community Chamber bemoaning her lot with the other trumums and old maids. During the worktime, the men gave the Community Chamber a wide berth.


Shirl struggled through another mouthful, then flung the remains of her breakfast into the recess, where it was instantly devoured by the cannibalistic maggots.


“Can’t even eat her food, now.”


Putting down his jug of koba juice half-finished, trudad got to his feet. “Leave the kid alone, will you?” Outside, the tunnels were coming alive with padding feet as the inhabitants of Downways commenced the new wake. “Come on, Shirl. Time for school. I’ll come part of the way with you.”


He crawled out of the hibeyhole entrance, followed gratefully by Shirl. As they brushed themselves off and started down the tunnel, they heard trumum getting in the last word, fortunately incomprehensible.


“Don’t mind your trumum, Shirl. They’re all the same, women are. It comes with being dispensable. Things weren’t like this in the old days when everyone lived Up Top, so they say.”


“Dispensable?” Shirl was not yet of an age to have learned the facts of life.


“Well, you know, the Vat …” Her trudad’s tone was embarrassed.


“The Vat?”


“Never mind. You’ll learn all about it at school.” There was a note of finality in his voice; Shirl knew it was useless to pursue the subject, and was not particularly sorry.


They passed the entrance to Poto’s workshop; the inventor was already at work and Shirl caught a glimpse of him shaping a piece of timber. Quite possibly he had been working all through the last hibe; the man was indefatigable when engaged on a project. At other times, when the inspiration had deserted him, he would lie around the tunnels thinking, or drinking koba juice. At such times he was possibly the most unpopular man in Downways.


Nearby, an acrid stench and rhythmic clanging denoted the smithy. Peeping in, Shirl saw the wiry figure of Arch bent over his anvil, hammer swinging, while the chamber glowed an unearthly, unnatural crimson.


There were very few trukids about and Shirl decided that she must have left the hibeyhole too early in her desire to escape from her trumum’s tongue. She slackened her pace.


“Like to have a look at the blackfurs?” asked her trudad, guessing the problem.


They had reached his place of work, the interconnecting blackfur chambers. An animal stench hung about the entrance. Pulling aside a rough timber barrier he stepped inside, followed by Shirl.


The chambers were illuminated by glowglobes carefully planted in the moist ceiling well out of reach of the black-furs’ lumbering bodies. The first chamber was empty, its floor a trampled morass of mud and excrement. Shirl kept close behind her trudad as he walked carefully around the edge of the filth and through the gap into the next chamber.


Here a blackfur rooted about near the foot of the wall, sniffing at the dislodged soil with its blunt nose, digging more soil loose with its large claws. It sensed their presence and wheeled around, watching them myopically from tiny eyes almost hidden by fur, while its sharp teeth crunched at an insect. Whiskers jutted from its cheeks, trembling as it chewed. Shirl backed away. The animal stood as tall as a man at the shoulder, and must have been ten times as heavy.


“He won’t hurt you.” Her trudad echoed the unconvincing reassurance of ages, meanwhile holding his long spear at the ready.


“I think he would if he had a chance.”


“No. They move very slowly. They’re almost blind.”


“How many are there?” This chamber led to another; scanning infrared Shirl noticed an aura of heat beyond.


“About twenty, but we can’t be sure. They burrow all the time and it’s easy to lose track. The chambers go all over the place. Some people say that the blackfurs were the original creators of Downways, longhibes ago.”


He went on to describe the popular Downways theory which Shirl had heard many times before, then launched into the equally familiar details of his job; an explanation so stereotyped that Shirl always thought of it in capital letters—The Care of the Blackfur in Sickness and Health.


It saddened her. Her trudad—for whom she had a great affection—lived for his job, discussed it endlessly with his friends, took an overwhelming pride in the fact that he was an important if unrecognized cog in the Downways food and clothing machine.


He never realized that he was despised by the majority of the inhabitants as a mere herdsman. He was a laborer of almost the lowest social standing, classed above only the water-carriers. And, worst of all, he smelled of blackfur. The odor of the animals with whom he spent his working life seemed to exude from his every pore. Even Shirl, who had lived in the family hibeyhole for all of her short life, could recognize her father in the dark by his smell, without the necessity of scanning infrared.…


As soon as possible she left him and made her way down the tunnel to the classchamber.


The teacher was already there, seated on a ledge facing a handful of trukids who squatted on the floor. The teacher was an elderly woman named Anna whose legs showed traces of hair fungus. Shirl suspected that Anna’s only qualification for her job was a rough understanding of the film library, the repository of knowledge from which the old woman taught parrot-fashion and mindlessly.


In due course the classchamber filled up with dawdling, reluctant trukids to the number of some thirty, and Anna stood up, scratching at the incipient hair fungus near her knee.


“Fortitude, trukids.” She walked forward to a large glowglobe which grew out of the floor, and bent over it, spreading a film over the luminous surface so that the print showed up black against the background of phosphorescence. “The subject of this morning’s lessons is …” She paused and Shirl thought, She doesn’t know the subject yet. She’s picked the film at random. … “Radiation and Gigantism. Well now. I’m sure we all know what radiation is. Prince?” She indicated the boy who sat next to Shirl.


Prince rose to his feet. He was big for his age and conceited, which was to be expected of the trukid of Max the hunter chief. Shirl found him irritating. “Radiation is why we live in Downways,” he said. It was an axiom which he had never questioned.


“Very good. Now …” Anna peered at the film again, then became aware that Shirl had stood up as soon as Prince sat down. “Yes, Shirl?” she asked resignedly.


“I still don’t know what radiation is, teacher. I mean what it really is.”


There was a faint titter from somebody. Shirl was slow on the uptake. The question was already answered.


“It’s a miasma, Shirl. A poisonous miasma in the air as a result of the Bomb, from which it fell out. You remember before last longhibe … No, of course you wouldn’t. You weren’t here. Anyway, we touched on some of the effects. Radiation makes things grow wrongly. It’s an unpleasant miasma.”


Prince spoke up. “A nasty smell, like blackfurs?”


Shirl flushed at this pointed reference to her trudad, but stuck to her guns. “How does it make things grow wrongly?”


Anna knew the answer to this one. “It affects the makeup of the body cells.”


Shirl was thinking hard, the rest of the class forgotten. “Could it … could it do something like … like making a man have four arms?”


She didn’t understand why the entire class laughed at this; her question seemed entirely reasonable. Indeed, Anna did not laugh. She was regarding Shirl with sudden interest.


“It could, Shirl. It could. Why do you ask that?”


Taking their cue from the teacher, the rest of the class became silent, watching Shirl with new respect.


“Yesterwake I saw a man with four arms.”


“Saw him? In Downways?”


“Well …” Shirl became confused. “Really, I scanned him. But I’m sure he had four arms.”


“Where was he?”


“Near the well.”


“Oh.” Anna looked thoughtful; then she said, briskly, “It’s always possible to mistake a heat-source. You trukids love to create monsters at the well. Let’s hear no more about it. Nobody can be affected by radioactivity now, because nobody lives Up Top on the surface. Sit down, Shirl. Now—” She returned to the film.


For a while she droned on, her face blue in the glowglobe’s light, while the class listened with varying degrees of attention. Prince was in a fractious mood and persisted in teasing Shirl, nudging her, pulling her hair, and generally trying to distract her from the lesson. Shirl did her best to concentrate through all this, mindful of a hint about her future which her trudad had passed on to her yesterwake.


In fact the lesson was unusually interesting, dealing with the effects of radioactivity on certain small animals; it appeared that surprising increases in size had been observed with succeeding generations of rats and mice—whatever they were. Anna’s voice betrayed her own interest, lending weight to Shirl’s theory that the teacher was seeing the film sheet for the first time. She came to the end and eagerly pressed the next sheet to the glowglobe’s surface. She paused, examining something closely.


“Trukids,” she said suddenly. “Come over here. I’d like you all to see this.”


They crowded around the glowglobe, gazing at the marks on the transparent film surface. There was a picture of an animal; Shirl recognized it instantly. “That’s a blackfur,” she said.


Anna read the caption to them. “The dormouse. A small mammal with a high metabolism; another animal which has shown a tendency to gigantism under irradiation of successive generations.” Anna laughed brightly; she leaned well forward over the film, covering the lower half with her body. “Well, you’d hardly call the blackfur a small animal now, would you?”


There was something unnatural about her tone. Shirl looked at her curiously. Anna’s shoulders were shaking slightly; her hands, tracing the words beneath the picture, trembled.


“Time for a break,” the teacher said abruptly and decisively. “Off you go, trukids. See you all in a moment.”


Yelling, the class scrambled for the tunnels, leaping, fighting, crowding the maximum activity into the short period before the next lesson. Anna followed them out; Shirl watched her hurrying away in the direction of the Elders’ Council Chamber.


Shirl crept back into the classchamber.


The film was still there. The picture of a dormouse, or blackfur, was followed by a few paragraphs of text. Then came another illustration.


It was an animal of fearsome aspect. Long and deep in the body, long of hairless tail and short of neck. Smaller head, mouth agape showing sharp, cruel teeth. An expression of infinite ferocity.


The caption underneath said: RAT.


Even the word itself looked terrifying in its brutal conciseness. Shirl recognized the picture from the descriptions of ages, maybe even from inborn instinct; and she shuddered uncontrollably.


It was a Daggertooth.


Yet she couldn’t take her eyes off it. Gazing at the evil creature, she thought of the legends she had heard in her short life—the ritual shuddering at the very mention of the Daggertooth, the Relitalk references to the Hero who had stood face to face with the monster and vanquished it. She wondered how she would acquit herself if she met such an animal in the tunnels; and she knew her terror would get the better of her.


But the Hero had slain the Daggertooth. A conversation of yesterwake came unbidden to her mind, and with it the word: respect. If she respected anyone, then she respected the Hero.


She was so engrossed in her thoughts that she almost missed the sound of approaching footsteps. The voices in the tunnel outside broke through her reverie, however; the voices of Anna and Sten. Guiltily she looked around, then ran across the classchamber and slipped behind a projecting boulder. She crouched low, listening.


Sten was speaking. “Near the well, you say? Did you ask her exactly where?”


“No,” said Anna. They were in the chamber now. Shirl pressed against the rock.


Sten’s voice was thoughtful. “We haven’t heard of the Odd-lies for several longhibes. Frankly, I thought they’d died out. How long ago was it, do you remember, that they last raided Downways?”


“Oh, longhibes ago. I remember they took away my little sister and several other trukids. We never saw them again. I often wondered what happened to them.”


“I think …” Sten hesitated. “I think they use them for breeding purposes, Anna. The Oddlies can’t breed true themselves, so it’s said. They’re mutants, permanently affected by radiation, and their children are mutants too. It’s said that originally they were members of Downways who broke away and went Up Top, intending to live on the surface. They found out their mistake with the next generation. So they dug themselves in again, some distance away on the other side of the Great Chambers. Since then they’ve never bred true—they’ve lost the form of the Old People altogether.” He made a little noise of disgust. “Unlike us—apart from the abominations we banish. The Bomb knows what they look like now. I wouldn’t like to meet one.”


Anna said: “This must be brought up before the Council.”


Sten sighed. His voice sounded tired as he replied. “Here in Downways we’ve got enemies on all sides. There are reports that the Daggertooth is around again. Hunters have told me of large droppings near the Chamber of Snakes. The Speaker has been heard in the Great Chambers. … Let’s have a look at that picture.”


There was a pause. Peering out from her concealment, Shirl saw the couple bent over the glowglobe. Sten shuddered violently. “That’s it, sure enough. I saw it longhibes ago, when the Hero …” His voice trailed away.


“I know. There’s no defense.”


“Unless …”


Anna rested her hand briefly on Sten’s arm. “Unless the Project is a success.”


“The Vat is slow. Too slow.”


On this cryptic note Sten turned and left the classchamber, followed by Anna. Shirl rose from hiding and stood uncertainly.


“Now what do you make of all that, young Shirl?”


She started violently at the unexpected question. Wheeling around, she saw Ned the foundling sitting in the shadows.


“You were listening all the time!” she accused.


“So were you.”


“Yes, but …” She hesitated. She meant to say that she was a pupil in the classchamber and therefore had a right to be there; moreover, she and the august Sten were on friendly terms. But she didn’t. Ned was older than her and stronger; he also had an unpredictable temper.


“I found it very interesting, Shirl.” There was a superior tone in Ned’s voice. “How about you?”


Shirl was silent.


“And that bit about us having the form of the Old People. There’s an example of self-deception by old Sten Bomb, the people we have on the Council …”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that I can tell you one very important way in which we differ from the Old People. A difference which Sten conveniently forgets.”


“What’s that?”


“We can see in the dark. We can scan infrared. The Old People could never do that.”


“Does that make much difference?” Shirl kept her voice cool, but she was interested. “In any case, how do you know?”


“I went to school last longwake, remember? It was easy to deduce from what I was taught. Everything I learned about the Old People pointed to the fact that they were totally blind in the dark. Infrared scanning was only developed after men moved into Downways.”


“So we’re different.” Somehow this piece of news was depressing. Mentally she riffled through her knowledge of the Old Ones but, now that the idea had been planted, could find nothing to refute Ned’s contention. “How did we evolve so quickly?” she asked at last. “An eye is an eye. It doesn’t become something different in the space of a few longhibes.”


Ned hesitated, regarding her thoughtfully. “Uh … what makes you think it only took a few longhibes, trukid Shirl? How long do you think Downways has been in existence?”


“Oh, not all that long, I don’t suppose,” said Shirl airily, sensing Ned’s sudden interest in her opinions. “About a hundred longhibes, maybe. Otherwise, if it had been much longer, all the relics of the Old Ones would have rotted away, you know.”


“Maybe they were made to last. And apart from that, a hundred longhibes would give you”—Ned paused, calculating—”over twenty generations. A lot could happen in that time. The Daggertooth could have weeded out those who couldn’t see well, leaving the others to breed.… It wouldn’t take long.”


“It’s not long enough,” said Shirl stubbornly. “And the Daggertooth doesn’t come all that often; not even once a longwake.” Suddenly a new thought occurred. “Come over here, Ned,” she said. She led him to the glowglobe on which the sinister illustration rested. “See that? See the Daggertooth?”


“I see it.” Ned tried to repress his shudder.


“See its eyes?”


“What about them?” Irritation began to show in Ned’s voice; he was two longhibes older than Shirl and was beginning to resent her precocious manner.


A babble of voices outside announced the return of the rest of the class. At the sound of Anna’s voice requesting that the trukids desist from stampeding about like a herd of black-furs, Shirl and Ned withdrew guiltily from the glowglobe and walked quickly over to the other side of the classchamber. As Anna entered, followed by the trukids, the pair were examining the wall etchings with apparent interest.


“To your places, trukids,” called Anna.


Shirl, talking quietly and quickly, pointed to an illustration of a blackfur carved into the packed mud. “You see its eyes? They’re small. They’re small like the picture of the Dagger-tooth. Small like the pictures of the Old People on the film sheets. The only people with big eyes are us. Why didn’t the blackfur evolve, Ned? Or the Daggertooth? Answer me that. You seem to know everything.”


“Shirl!” The teacher, noticing a gap among the seated class, called across in a peremptory manner. Ned withdrew into the shadows and edged toward the entrance.


“I see you, Ned!” called Anna. “A bit old for school, aren’t you?”


The class tittered, turning around and examining Ned, as with burning face glowing in the infrared, he hurried for the exit.


“Shirl’s got a boyfriend!” jeered Prince.


His attempt to repeat this degrading accusation ended in a yelp as Shirl, pushing through to her place, stepped firmly on his toes. Scowling, Shirl sat down and the class resumed.
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