



[image: Cover Image]





THE LAST CONTINENT


Edmund Cooper


[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.


      




 


By A.D. 3991, the earth’s magnetic field may have substantially disappeared. The result, some scientists think, could be catastrophic mutation of plant and animal life and widespread climatic changes.


For 500 years before A.D. 3991 and for as long as 2,000 years afterward, the scientists estimate, the field will be so weak that it will not trap high-velocity electrons and protons streaming towards the earth from the sun. Instead of being confined by the magnetic lines of force to the Van Allen radiation belt, many of these particles will penetrate the atmosphere and strike the surface of the earth—causing an increase in mutation rates at best, eradicating entire species of animals and plants at worst.


Time, March 15, 1968




 


No man is an Island, entire of itself; 
every man is a piece of the Continent, 
a part of the main.


JOHN DONNE




PROLOGUE


It was high noon. The old man lay sprawled against the trunk of the tree, getting what shade he could from the dead branches. All around was an almost featureless plain whose only contours were small boulders and outcrops of rock half covered by drifting sand. The old man gazed vacantly at the rough wooden hand-cart that contained his few possessions. He had come a long way, but he didn’t have much farther to go. He knew it.


A rattlesnake, the only other living creature in the vicinity, lay coiled no more than a couple of metres from the old man. It regarded him with vague tolerance. The old man was too weary to want to kill it. The rattlesnake was too sick to want to strike. Together they savoured the comradeship of despair.


Presently, the old man recovered himself sufficiently to be able to stand up. He lurched towards the cart and groped among its contents. With a sigh of satisfaction, he found a small leather-faced box, one side of which revealed a recessed glass-covered screen.


He took the veecorder back to his bit of shade and fell in a heap. When he had recovered from the exertion, he looked to see if he had annoyed the rattlesnake. He hadn’t. There was, apparently, this understanding between them.


He fumbled with the veecorder. The replay stud didn’t work too well these days, and the micropile was low. Still, hopefully, it would last him out. He shivered again and felt the piece of bone discreetly poking through the shrivelled flesh on his chest. Yes, definitely, the veecorder would last him out.


He wondered why he had been doomed to live so long. Probably it was some kind of judgement. If, indeed, there was anyone or anything to judge.


The veecorder contained only one cassette of tape. It had been played many times. Too many times. There were defects in both sound and vision. But they were no problem. The old man knew every syllable, every gesture, every pattern of light and shade by heart.


“See, rattlesnake,” said the old man with difficulty. “I’ll show you how it was once. I’ll show you how the end began and how the beginning ended. I’ll show you it took only an ounce of titanium to cut down the hope of mankind.”


He pressed the replay stud. Nothing happened. He pressed the stud again and nothing happened. He shook the box and tried once more. Still nothing happened.


The rattlesnake appeared sceptical.


“Confrick it!” rasped the old man. “Confrick it!”


He hit the box and was rewarded with a low electronic whistle.


“Ha!” he said triumphantly. The rattlesnake remained unconvinced.


But after a moment or two, the screen began to glow. The picture stabilized, and a man in a null G bubble that seemed to be hovering high above a swarm of ants said brightly: “Lo, folks. As predicted, Kennedy Ground is filled full of those who have come to hear the word of the prophet. So let’s flip to E level and find out what that voice of our times, Thomas Mulvaney, has to offer this noble throng.”


Cut to a close-up full face of Thomas Mulvaney, a magnificent seven-foot negro with eyes of fire and features that would have grossed a billion for any old-time big shot in Hollywood U.S.A.


“Friends,” said Thomas Mulvaney, in a voice rich with sincerity and passion, “brothers, sisters, children. Our forefathers were slaves, our grandfathers were second class citizens. This we know. This we remember. But we—we are the salt of the earth. We who were oppressed are now free. We who were weak—and I mean only weak politically—are now strong. We lift up our heads. We carry ourselves high with pride. We are the living force of man. Tell me, brothers and sisters, what are we?”


Cut to the multitude, and thunder rolling from half a million throats. “We are the living force of man.”


“We are the future,” roared Thomas Mulvaney. “Tell me, brothers and sisters, what are we?”


Again the thunder. Again the affirmation.


“Our brother, the white man, has conceded our right to live,” went on Thomas Mulvaney. “Our brother, the white man, had to concede our right to live—because he did not wish to perish.”


“Yea! Yea!”


“Our brother concedes us the right to walk the Earth—a world which he has already over-exploited—while he soars out into space. I ask you a question, my dear family. I ask you a question! How many of us are there in Space Station Seven? How many of us are there in Luna City? How many of us have jetted for the bright new lands of Mars? The white man, our brother, has given us only the freedom of Earth, has he not?”


“Yea! Yea!”


“No, you are wrong, my generous people. The white man, our brother, our cunning brother, has not given us the freedom of Earth. We took it. But then the white man, our oh-so-clever brother, saw that the game was not yet lost. He looked up to the stars. He vaulted across the firmament, seeking new fortresses, new bastions, impregnable to those whose blood is red but whose skins are dark. I ask you a question, my loved ones, I ask you a question. How shall we gain the freedom of space?”


“We shall take it,” said the thunder. “We shall take it ourselves.”


It was then that the assassin’s bullet struck.


The old man switched off the veecorder as that magnificent black body convulsed among a crop of microphones like a spent scarecrow in a field of metallic corn. The old man didn’t want to see any more. It hurt too much. Besides, he had already seen it too many times.


The sun beat down as if it was determined to fry all living things. The old man shaded his eyes and looked across the arid plain towards the horizon. He thought he could see a high-way and trees in the distance. He even allowed himself to think that he could see buildings and hear the vague murmur of a great city. Then, after a moment or two, he killed the luxury—because luxuries should not be enjoyed too much. And because there was nothing there.


He turned to the rattlesnake.


“Rattlesnake,” he said, “that Thomas Mulvaney was a strong man, full of fire. Not a good man, maybe. Not a bad man, maybe. But somebody you felt you had to listen to. Somebody you felt you had to understand. He didn’t make no trouble, mind. Well, not big trouble. He just picked it up when somebody else left it lying around… Guess that’s how he earned his ounce of titanium…”


He broke off for a moment or two, wiped the sweat from his forehead and gazed vacantly around. Then he recollected that he was giving the rattlesnake a history lesson.


“You wouldn’t believe how much death there is in an ounce of titanium,” he went on. “You wouldn’t think there was enough to go round. Not for all of us! But there was, rattlesnake. Hell, there was. I’m telling you.”


The rattlesnake raised its head a little, but offered no comment.


“They gave Thomas Mulvaney a fine funeral, a real fine funeral. There was white men even that jetted half round the world to sing the twenty-third psalm. They gave him a fine funeral, and then they set up the Thomas Mulvaney Space Foundation. And then the Power Men moved in. Them Power Men! They weren’t anybody’s people. They moved in so quietly nobody knew they was there… And then a whole lot of negroes were trained for space. But mostly, they weren’t just negroes. Not just people. They were the special ones. They were the Power Men. And when there was enough of them in the Station, and enough on Luna and maybe enough on Mars—well, I guess that ounce of titanium just got tired of waiting… So they tried to take over the Station, and they took over on Luna and maybe they even took over on Mars. And then they talked to all the folks—black and white—down here on this old green ball. They said: ‘People, we got buttons, and we got missiles, and we’re up here and you’re down there. So listen hard.’”


The old man sighed. “Well, I guess nobody likes that kind of talk… So that’s why there ain’t no more Station and no more Luna in the sky and why the green Earth is just yellow and dry and empty. And that’s why there’s just you and me here, rattle-snake, talking some about that powerful ounce of titanium.”


The old man lost his balance and fell over. The rattlesnake rattled fitfully but without conviction. The old man picked himself up again with difficulty, and scratched the bone poking through his chest. He scratched agonizingly because it itched, because it hurt and because it felt very hot. Then he fumbled in his pocket.


“See here,” he said to the rattlesnake. “This piece of metal is a rare item. It’s worth ten thousand years of history. Look at it good.”


The bullet was scratched and misshapen. He tossed it at the rattlesnake, who received it without resentment.


The old man turned to his veecorder once more. This time, he got it going first try.


“Friends,” said Thomas Mulvaney, in a voice rich with sincerity and passion, “brothers, sisters, children. Our forefathers were slaves, our grandfathers were second class citizens. This we know. This we remember. But we—we are the salt of the earth…”


Tears were running down the old man’s cheeks, leaking precious moisture from his spent body.


He looked at the handsome face on that small screen, and murmured softly: “My son! Oh, my son!”




CHAPTER ONE


Kymri walked through the jewelled forest, exulting in a young man’s pilgrimage to nowhere. He was happy and miserable; and he thought he was sick. Because he was seeing everything as if for the first time. He did not care that he was alone. He did not care that Noi Lantis was many kaymets away. He did not care that the king might enquire for him or that someone else might lie between Yosseline’s legs this night. He cared only that he should enjoy his elsdykik while it lasted.


Occasionally, he prayed to Godfred for spiritual guidance. He received none, and was almost relieved.


The forest was green with life and wet with the promise of more life. The fine rain clung to his cloak of firebird feathers, as if enmeshing it in a web of crystals. The leather triangles of manhood slapped damply against his buttocks and his groin. Steam occasionally rose from the blade of his spear, and his sandals drew a soggy music from the living earth.


Monkeys chattered, birds protested and lianas bound the earth to the misty sky. The forest was emerald, beautiful. In the early morning it was a steam-bath of creation.


Suddenly, Kymri heard the great noise again. But this time he was awake and could not ascribe it to some prank of Godfred. The noise was real; and it was thunder yet it was not thunder. It was the greatest noise he had ever heard.


It tore through the air like a knife. It hit him and made him Wince with pain. It destroyed the squabbles of monkeys and birds, and made the forest wail with terror. It was the thunder of death, or the thunder of eternal life. Or both.


Kymri stood still and looked up, straining to see through the green roof of trees and the grey veil of the sky. There was nothing.


Sometimes the sky was blue, but rarely. Sometimes the rain stopped, but rarely. Sometimes at night the veil was drawn away to reveal the burning intensity of the stars. The priests said that the stars were other worlds, that each star was a furnace in the void, providing the warmth of life for other forests, other kingdoms, other men…


The noise died. Kymri began to breathe once more. Presently the forest shrugged off its fear and was as it always was.


He sat down on the trunk of a fallen tree and tried to think about his problem. Whether to endure castration for the sake of knowledge or retain his manhood and for ever be denied access to the lore of generators, wire messages, anodynes and curatives.


The tree-springer, looped high above him, thought that he was not aware of its presence. Kymri, his mind not on his problem, thought that the tree-springer was ready to drop. He guessed right.


As the powerful beast fell, its compact but heavy body ready to crush anything that breathed, Kymri sprang sideways. Disdaining the spear, he sprang back as the great weight hit the earth. With perfect timing, he delivered the stamp of oblivion, feeling a satisfying crunch as his heel struck the unprotected base of the creature’s head.


He stood clear as the dead thing, not knowing it was already dead, thrashed and contorted, blindly seeking vengeance. It was a pity that the tree-springer was too heavy to drag back to Noi Lantis. Its armoured body would have earned him much kamen, and not only with the women.


But Kymri’s regret was short-lived. For before the tree-springer was still the noise came back. Only this time it was louder. So loud that he fell to the ground, covering his head and ears, yet still screaming with the pain. It was so loud that surely it must fill the world and, by its very intensity, break all living things asunder.


Just as Kymri, realizing he could stand the torture no more, groped for his spear, the thunder that was not thunder became transformed into a roar—as of mighty waters falling from a great height.


He looked up, and saw fire in the sky. White fire, yellow fire, blue fire. Diamonds of fire dancing among the tree-tops, shrivelling the foliage, scorching the forest.


Surely, the elsdykik had gone too far. Surely he was being punished for his idiocy. Surely the end of the world had come.


But before he could take the final dive into a pool of madness, the roaring stopped. And he was left numbed. With a dead tree-springer and with the scent of burning in his nostrils.




CHAPTER TWO


The outward jump was over, and history had been made. The outward jump was over—it had taken seventy-three days—and back home the trivees would be pouring forth millions of D shots of this poor, parched, battered, worn-out planet in millions of homes. The Administration would be happy because it had guessed right, and the pure Vaneyites would be happy because their anticipations were justified. So all would be well in the world of the free.


Mirlena sprawled in a contour pod on the navigation deck and stared up through a plastiglass panel at the stars. Practically everyone else was in the saloon whooping it up. The ship was in a two-hour orbit, and before long there would be another of those agonizing sunrises. But there was still a little time to lounge in a contour pod one thousand miles above the nightside of the planet and contemplate the infinite sadness of life.


Mirlena was afraid of the stars. She had always been afraid of them. They were a visual representation of all that was unknown and unknowable. They supplied a disturbing perspective. They continued to burn indifferently through all the agonies of man. They were burning pinpoints of detachment. They were the cold clear eyes of a cosmic perspective.


“Dr. Stroza, are you here? Dr. Stroza, where are you?”


She identified the voice instantly. It belonged to Rudlan Others, the Senior Communications Officer. She had made love with Rudlan many times; but outside the G bunk—or, more correctly, when others might be present—he always called her Dr. Stroza.


“Well, Rudlan. What takes you away from the party?”


He switched on the blue light, and the stars dimmed. “People are missing you. They say: what has happened to our lovely psychologist? They say: why does she not grace us with her erotic splendour and drink all the cycloids under the table?”


Rudlan’s voice was firm and musical and very attractive. It was his greatest asset. In the dark ecstasy of love, it made him seem as tall as the Red Range, as warm as the Broken Lake. Interesting how, in romanticism, she used geophysical similes… In reality, Rudlan was small, neat and plus-feminine oriented…


She was annoyed with him for switching on the blue light and breaking the spell. “Nothing has happened to the less-than-lovely large-breasted psychologist whose alcohol quotient exceeds her intelligence quotient by twenty points. Except that she was enjoying solitude—now, unhappily, disturbed.”


“My love,” said Rudlan, “you are in a state. Come and get outside three iced redballs with speed. It will solve your equation.”


Mirlena laughed. “Psychologist, heal thyself? Sorry to disappoint you, Rudlan, but there is no equation. It was a time for solitude, that is all. Even a psychologist must be allowed to dream.”


“Then don’t dream too much, clever one. Vaneyism is as strong on this ship as ever it was back home. The P.O. has a file on you, and he transmits more code groups than anyone else in this vessel.”


Again she laughed. “The Political Officer is a failed Lothario.


Possibly, he radios back for advice.”


“I’m not joking, Mirlena. Your absence is noted. Kord Vengel may be, as you say, a failed Lothario. But he is a vindictive man. He sees shadows where none exist.”


Mirlena sighed. “So I must come to the party.”


“I think so… But what is so wrong with a party to celebrate a successful jump of forty million miles? Here we are, on the first large deep-space flight for many years. It is something to celebrate.”


“It would be something to celebrate,” she retorted, “but for the people and the motivation… But, as you say, we must allay fears of anti-Vaneyism. So lead me to the iced redballs, Rudlan, and guess who I will sleep with tonight.”


“Do you want to be on the touch-down sloop?”


“You have guessed right, comrade.”


“Then you had better sleep with me—because I have been required to submit a possibles list to the captain.”


Mirlena lay back in the contour pod. “Love now and receive payment later?”


“I’ll do my best,” said Rudlan as he lowered himself beside her. “You’re a strange woman—even for a psychologist.”


“Goodbye, stars,” murmured Mirlena, dosing her eyes. “Goodbye, my bright enemies… Stick to the essentials, Rudlan, or both our absences will be noted.”




CHAPTER THREE


It was a long time before Kymri recovered from his fear. He lay on the ground, quivering, trying not to whimper, while the scent of burning drifted down to his nostrils. Presently, he dared to look up; and was relieved to find that the diamonds of fire had gone. There was nothing now but smoke and steam among the scorched tree-tops. The forest knew well how to deal with fire—the forest and the eternal rain.


The head of the dead tree-springer lay close to him. Its black reptilian eyes seemed to stare at him reproachfully. Suddenly, Kymri was ashamed that he had met death only with death. He had been aware of its presence, and he could have moved before its slow mind came to the inevitable conclusion that food offered was not food to be refused. He could have moved and so have avoided the encounter, and so have avoided the death of the tree-springer. But pride in himself had made him stay—the destructive pride that would one day cause him to accept a challenge that he was not capable of meeting.


The priests were right. There was not enough humility in his soul for him to pursue knowledge for its own sake. Therefore no castration and no initiation into the mysteries of electrics and alchemy and medicine. He was born a commoner and a commoner he would remain.


He thought of the thunder of Godfred—for what else could it be?—and of the strange fire that had opened the sky almost above his head.


Godfred was the divine joker; but surely this joke contained too much, of terror and little of laughter. According to the scripture, there had once been great beasts that could assume the shapes of birds roaming the sky. According to the scripture, these creatures had ravened upon cities, gorging themselves while at the same time excreting thunder and fire and death. In those far off days—before the founding of Noi Lantis, according to the legends—there had once been many cities. But the great beasts had destroyed all the cities, until there was nothing left for them to feed upon. And so they also encompassed their own destruction.


But what if one of the creatures still survived? What if the last of the monsters, dropping thunder and fire in its wake, was intent upon seeking out Noi Lantis and indulging in a final orgy? Kymri shivered at the thought. It was absurd but—but the thunder had beaten him to the ground and the smell of fire was still in his nostrils.


He knew not what to think. He knew not what to do. Now the wretched pride was eating him again. He was afraid of being afraid.


He looked up once more and saw what he had previously not noticed—that the fire trail ran in a straight line across the tree-tops. Follow the trail, Kymri told himself, and you will arrive either at the end or the beginning. Follow the trail, and you follow the path of the sky monster—if, indeed, there is such a thing as a sky monster. And if there is not, why, there will still be a story worth telling when the cups are filled in the evening.


Will it be called Kymri and the Sky Beast or Kymri and the Thunder of Godfred?


Amused by his own childishness, Kymri picked up his spear and let his trained forest eyes decide in which direction the diamonds of flame had moved. Presently, to confirm his deductions, he climbed a small red-fruit tree as far as the first scorch marks, to discover which side of the tree had been seared most. Pleased that his judgement had proved right, he continued to follow the trail of withered tree-tops.


He did not have to travel far, nor did he experience any difficulty. For as he walked along, it became evident that the path of fire had bitten deeper and deeper into the forest.


Presently, he found himself in a place where the sky fire had reached down to the very earth, blackening the entire trunks of trees and burning everything that had once lived on what was now a circle of dead earth, wide as a temple games ring.


Smoke still rose from the ground and the charred trees nearby; smoke and steam, swirling slowly upwards against the fine lain. Tears came to Kymri’s eyes, and he choked on the acrid, sickening smell of all the burnt greenness.


Had he then arrived at the sky-beast’s lair? Would the creature, disturbed, suddenly come upon him and consume him in one hungry gout of liquid fire?


Oddly, curiosity was greater than fear. He did not want to flee. He wanted only to find out. But smoke and steam filled the air, and the nauseating smell and the dying heat were too much for him.


He knew he was going to be sick, and he thought it better to be sick at a distance. He managed to hold back the disagreeable impulse until, half-blinded, he had stumbled in retreat for about fifty paces.


By the time he had disposed of the unsettled contents of his stomach, the remaining smoke and steam had almost dissipated He returned to the circle of dead earth, amazed at what he saw in its centre.


For there, standing on three mighty legs, each twice the height of a man, was a great black sphere which still hissed and spat and steamed where the rain touched it.




CHAPTER FOUR


Streven Luse, chief officer, pressed a stud on his desk console and swung round in his chair so that his back was to Mirlena. The shield panel slid away and the observation panel revealed a massive orange and red glare, with thin straggles of blue near to the twilight zone. The face of the planet was blank, tantalizing. It was a face of heat and hunger and deadness, relieved only by a dazzling carpet of mist over the south polar region.


“There will be hazards—very serious hazards, I think,” said Captain Luse. “I do not wish to risk more personnel than are strictly necessary. Why, Dr. Stroza? Why do you have this compulsion to be among the first party?”


Mirlena tried to keep the excitement out of her voice. “I was appointed ship psychologist,” she said flatly. “It seems logical to me that I should be with the landing party.”


“There will be no intelligent life for you to practice your psychology on. And while it is true that the unmanned probe has reported oxygen rich atmosphere and minimal radio-activity, I must remind you that the sheer physical strain of landing on a three G planet is not to be endured lightly. That is why the party has to consist of my best men.”


Mirlena shrugged, although the shrug was unnoticed. “I was not hoping to practice my psychology, as you put it, upon the natives,” she retorted. “It is my business to observe the crew in stress conditions. This is a stress condition. Therefore I should be present. As far as the physical aspects are concerned, may I remind you, Captain Luse, that all of us have undergone the same training, conditioning and surgery. Like you and everyone else here, I have lived for months in lead-lined suits so that my new muscles could adjust to the strain placed upon them. Any of us on this expedition could win any event of the Lympiks back home. We have adjusted to the three G problem.” She laughed. “In fact, we have become so adjusted that our bodies, deprived of multi-G stress, seek compensation in other ways, as you know.”


Captain Luse swivelled back to face her once more. “Mirlena, let’s not play games. Let us understand each other clearly. The reasons are not physical.” Streven Luse was a mature, intelligent man. He had the look of one who wished to say more than he felt he should.


Mirlena thought for a moment. Then she said quietly: “Is your cabin tapped?”


He looked shocked. “I should hope not! Who would dare—”


“The Political Officer would dare anything,” she interrupted, “if he thought it would provide a return on investment. Surely, Streven, you have lived with Kord Vengel long enough to know what he is like?”


Captain Luse smiled. “The lean and hungry look?”


She nodded. “Such men are dangerous… But suppose I were to assure you—are you certain this place is clean?”


“Quite clean. My god-like role as captain has not diminished a certain facility with electronics… I take the trouble as a matter of routine. You would be surprised at some of the things I hear. Much could be made of them at a Vaney tribunal.”


“I like you, Streven. You are a straightforward man.”


“I like you, too, Mirlena. You are a very complicated woman. But there is still the question of Vengel. He gives you a political B rating.”


She laughed. “In return for the Stability C I gave him, and because I did not welcome his intrusion in my sleeping cycle… I assume he has approved himself as a member of the touch-down crew?”


“You assume correctly.”


“But suppose I were to assure you—”


“You said that before.”


“Suppose I were to assure you that within the next few hours he will develop high temperature, fever and hallucinations?”


Captain Luse raised an eyebrow. “I hope the implication is only that you are clairvoyant.”


“What else? But, of course, one meets fire with fire. And if Kord Vengel is ill, then it follows that he will not be able to touch down.”


“So?”


“So a substitute will be needed.”


“I see. And who should the substitute be, do you think?”


“As I have already said, it is my business to observe people in stress conditions.”


Streven Luse was silent for a while. Then he said: “Tell me, Dr. Stroza, how long do you think the Political Officer is likely to be ill?”


“Four days, five days. A great deal will depend upon his metabolism—and, of course, the efficiency with which his sickness is treated.”


“You can—how shall I put it—arrange these matters?”
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