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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.
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ONE

ACROSS THE OCEAN SEA

SOME day soon–maybe by 2000–they’ll finish inventing the flight machines, and people will be able to cross the Ocean Sea the way the birds do, in a couple of days. But in that year of Grace 1985 of which I mean to speak, no such fancinesses were yet available. I came to the New World the sober way, by ship.

A long and stormy crossing it was, too, and I hated every moment of it. But before I grumble to you of it, let me tell you something of myself. I have no assurance that this document will have any readers at all, of course. Myself excepted. I write it for myself, to get my recollections down on paper and perhaps to sort out the many things that happened to me while I was in the Hesperides. But who knows? This may become a prized work of world literature, translated even into Turkish and Arabic. And in that case I had best identify myself at the outset:

Dan Beauchamp, Esq. Late of the city of New Istanbul, which I prefer to think of as London. Born on August 16, 1967, which made me just about eighteen years old at the time that I undertook this voyage. Height: five feet, eleven and three quarters inches, no matter how much I try to stretch. Weight: one hundred seventy-five pounds. Complexion: fair, with blue eyes, blonde hair. No one will ever mistake me for a Turk.

You have noted already that I have a certain aversion to using the Islamic calendar. Nor do I use Moslem weights and measures, despite these things being customary in Europe as a legacy from our Turkish masters. The Beauchamps have a long history of independence. Back in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when any Englishman with common sense was bowing five times a day to Mecca and muttering his Mussulman prayers, the Beauchamps were hiding in London cellars to celebrate the Mass. After the Turks went away, most of the customs they had imposed on their European subjects remained. But you’ll not find a Beauchamp asking Mohammed for favors!

If I was that fond of England and English ways, you ask, why was I bound for the Hesperides?

Very simple. A matter of money.

Europe is no place for a likely lad to seek fortune, or even fame. Europe is a feeble place indeed, bowed under six centuries of woe. A man must turn to other shores. To Africa, maybe, or else to the Hesperides.

I chose the western world. That’s what Hesperides means, I smugly point out here: western. Two big blobs of land in the middle of the Ocean Sea, sitting between Europe and the Indies. The Upper Hesperides, the Lower Hesperides, and that skinny snake of land called the Middle Hesperides. Of course, the natives have their own names for these continents. But an Englishman who calls Roma “Rome” and Firenze “Florence” is not going to fill his mouth with the Nahuatl or Quechua names for the western lands, when he has a lovely name like “the Hesperides” right at hand.

Mind you, I wasn’t sailing west for abstract reasons. My family was bankrupt. My father, who stands six feet seven and in a better world would be a king, at the very least, had gone into a coal-mining venture in the Midlands. The new factories of our belatedly industrialized land were hungry for coal, and a man who offered to supply those greedy boilers was certain to be rich. Except for my father, who clearly bears the mark of Allah. Wouldn’t you know that he’d tap an underground river the moment his men began to dig? A flooded mine, six workers drowned, half a meadow collapsed, and a scandalous worry of lawsuits–that was my father’s coal venture!

So the money was gone. My older brother Tim signed on for five years in the Janissaries, and today is one of the Sultan’s Christian legionnaires, doing battle against the soldiers of the Pasha of Egypt. My sister Sal covered her embarrassment at the bankruptcy by making a swift marriage to a Russian diplomat. That was in 1984; now she’s living at the court of the Czar, no doubt shivering most of the time.

That left me. For a few months I stayed at home, but I couldn’t stand it. I’d watch my father slam his fists against the wall in anger and frustration, and then I’d wait for the house to cave in, for my father has never been one to smite gently. I couldn’t abide the curdled look of sorrow and rage that he wore all the time. Simply dumping some coal in the furnace on a cool day would open all his wounds, and he’d bleed gallons over his bankruptcy.

So I left. I had a few ducats hidden away, and I pulled them forth and bought passage on the Xochitl, an Aztec steamer plying the route from Southampton to Mexico. I didn’t run away from home, as some might have done. I told my family plainly and clearly what I wanted to do.

“To go to the Hesperides,” I said. “To make some money and win some land. I could become a prince among the Aztecs.”

“What makes you so sure?” my father asked, now seeing defeat staring through every window. “They’re a hard lot. They’ll cut out your heart for you, that’s what they’ll do!”

“Oh, Dad, they quit that game a million years ago!”

“I doubt it. Mexico runs red with blood. Go to Peru, if you must.”

I knew that I had won my way, if he was now merely trying to influence my choice of destination. So I laughed and said, “I’ve studied the wrong language for that, Dad! I don’t know the Inca tongue at all, but I’ve practiced my Nahuatl for months.”

“You’ve been learning the Aztec speak on the sly?” he asked, surprised. “I don’t believe it!”

I grinned and reeled off a sentence in Nahuatl, full of the shushing sounds and liquid trills that make that language such an unholy terror. I doubt that Moctezuma XII would have understood what I said, but my father looked awed, and he’s not a man to awe easily.

“What did you say?” he asked.

“That I would come home from Mexico a rich man,” I told him proudly.

And thus I departed. It was the eve of King Richard’s coronation, but I couldn’t stay for the fun, for my ship was to leave. I crossed England in a foul, smoky, rumbling monster of a railroad and arrived at Southampton the next day, covered with soot. The station signs still said Port Mustapha. It is nearly sixty years since the Turks were driven from England, and yet you’ll find their pagan names sticking to the land everywhere. A mark of a weakened country, that’s what it is. Port Mustapha, indeed!

The Xochitl was at anchor off her pier. And a magnificent sight she was, too.

The Aztecs have become the world’s leading maritime nation, followed by Russia and Japan. I hear the Incas are building a fleet, these days, as a ploy in their war of nerves with their Mexican rivals. But as of now, if you want to cross the Ocean Sea, you do it in an Aztec vessel.

What I saw before me, riding high out of the water, was a superb white-hulled steamer with twin paddlewheels. They were huge wheels, probably bigger than they needed to be, for the Aztecs were ever fond of display. Along the flanks of the ship they had painted the glowing, gaudy images of their revolting deities. There was horrid Huitzilopochtli with his crocodile head, and Xipe Totec, the Flayed God, and Quetzalcoatl, the Feathered Serpent. And near the bow was a hideous depiction of snaky Coatlicue, the mother-goddess. The Aztecs think of her approximately as we Christians think of the Virgin Mary, but I cannot see how they can have tender thoughts of that nightmare figure. However, it is not my business what kind of gods the Mexican lads choose to honor, I suppose.

The Xochitl’s sails were rigged, which meant the ship was close to departure. A full array of canvas fluttered in the breeze, and, of course, the sails were covered with a further collection of sacred monstrosities. It comforted me only slightly to know that those toothy horrors were going to protect us on our voyage.

I shouldered my knapsack and joined the line of those boarding the ship.

Most of my fellow passengers were wealthy Aztecs going home after a tour of picturesque Europe. They were dressed in complete regalia: feather capes, gold headbands with feathers in them, earplugs and nose-plugs, golden anklets and wristlets, and flowing cotton robes. There was a time when Aztecs dressed in simple modern clothing like ordinary folks. But since Mexico became so powerful in world affairs, the Aztecs have revived some of their old customs, not including human sacrifice. And today they parade around as though in masquerade, decked out in the costumes of their bloodthirsty ancestors.

There were some Peruvians getting aboard, too. I was a bit surprised at that, in view of the bad blood currently existing between Mexico and Peru. But there’s no actual state of war, just a kind of frozen hostility, and I suppose the Aztecs are glad to take a little Inca money. The Incas were tightlipped and obviously unhappy at having to sail home on a foreign boat, but it’s their own fault for having been so slow at setting up their own oceanic navy. They wore austere white robes and no decorations at all, as though trying to show the too-colorful Aztecs up as vain fools.

The rest of the ship’s population, about ten percent of the passenger list, was miscellaneous. A couple of African businessmen who, I would guess, came from the Mali Empire. A wizened little Russian merchant. A pair of Spaniards, chattering away in Arabic. A couple of Turks, perhaps ambassadors to Moctezuma’s court. A plump tourist couple from Ghana. And a few miscellaneous natives of the Upper Hesperides, bound home the long way. I was the only Englishman on board. Since everyone else was more or less swarthy, ranging from copper-color to midnight black, I felt more conspicuous than otherwise.

Aztec crewmen saw us on board. I was shown to my cabin, in the steerage, of course, and shared with three other voyagers. My companions were redskins from the Upper Hesperides. They grinned at me in a good-natured way and greeted me in Turkish, which was the only European language they comprehended.

I would sooner have spit out all my teeth than speak a syllable in Turkish. So I answered their greeting in Nahuatl.

They looked surprised; then they looked angry; and finally they looked pleased. My tactic was understood. They had spoken to me in the language of Europe’s hated former masters. And I had replied to them in the language of the detested, all-powerful Aztecs who run not only Mexico but much of the rest of the Upper Hesperides. Fair was fair; their pain was my pain.

After that we got along wonderfully well.

One of them produced a bottle: Aztec liquor, the fiery stuff they make from fermented cactus juice. He grinned from ear to ear and shoved the bottle at me.

Now, I am not very fond of alcoholic beverages. I drink them for political reasons. That is to say, the Turks are forbidden by their religion to drink strong waters, and so any Turk-hater worth his hide will gladly take a drink. I will also drink for social reasons, as when a grinning stranger with whom I must share a small cabin for many weeks hands me a bottle. But I do not care for the dizzying effects of the stuff. The world is hard enough to cope with when your mind is clear; I can’t see fogging your brain at all.

Except, as noted, for political or social reasons. I took the bottle, put it to my lips, and reared my head back. Then I admitted a small but visible quantity of the liquor to my throat, gasped politely, and handed back the bottle. The three redskins stamped the floor in pleasure. A moment later one of them produced a knife. I wondered if I had given offense, and got ready to sell my life for a dear price.

But he didn’t mean to fight. He kicked aside the straw mat on the floor of our cabin and quickly scrawled a passable map of the Upper Hesperides. Then he put a deeply incised X on it, about two inches inland from the peninsula that sticks out of the southeast corner of the continent.

“We live there,” he said–in Nahuatl.

I nodded to show I understood.

“You visit us?” he asked.

“I would like to,” I said, although I had no special intention of setting foot on their part of the Upper Hesperides at that moment.

He drew a circle around the X, in case I hadn’t noticed it. “Here. Our home. Near the sea.”

The other two stamped on the floor in delight. The bottle of firewater was passed again.

Then I was handed the knife.

I thought they wanted me to show them where I lived, now. So I sliced a map of the British Isles into the floor and put an X at London.

“Yes,” they said. “New Istanbul.”

“London,” I corrected sharply.

And as men who had lost their own independence, and knew what it was like, they apologized in halting Nahuatl and said, “Yes. London. London.”

I handed back the knife. The man who seemed to be the leader shook his head and pressed it into my hand. A gift? No. He gestured as if throwing. What? A game? Yes Yes. A game. A pleasant game of knife-throwing to while away the weary hours.

Well, why not?

Like any sensible boy I had wasted many irreplaceable moments of my life doing pointless things like throwing knives. So I took the redskin blade in my hand and studied it a moment. It was longer than I was accustomed to, and the butt was thick and heavy. Lightly I wrapped my fingers over the cool metal. I brought my hand behind my back and cut loose.

I had misjudged the distance. The knife went end-over-end, hit the beam I had been aiming at butt first, and bounced off with a little clunking sound. My new friends smiled as if they were embarrassed for my sake. I picked up the knife again.

The secret of throwing knives is to get the knife spinning in such a way that it hits the target point first, moving fast. I calculated that I had given it half a spin too much. I tried again.

Thwick! The blade was deep in the wood.

It stayed there. Another knife was pressed into my hand. I threw it.

Thwick! It lodged half an inch away from the first.

I accepted a third blade, cocked my arm, let it fly.

Thwick! Now there was an equilateral triangle of knives embedded in the cabin wall.

My copper-hued comrades cheered wildly. The fire-water bottle was passed once more. The knives were pulled from the wall and I was asked to demonstrate my skill again.

Thwick! Thwick! Thwick!

I had found the range. So far as I was concerned, I could stand there throwing the knife into the wall exactly where I wanted it to go until we reached Mexico.

After a while, the others started taking their turns. It soon was obvious that they were all expert knife-throwers. They were just as good as I was. But there was no surprise in that. The surprise was for them, to discover that I was their equal with a blade. They were awed by that, I could tell. They had not expected a white man to handle their weapon so expertly. But all those hours of misspent youth had served me in good fashion.

An hour later, the bottle was empty and the cabin wall was covered with little nicks. The voyage, I thought, had started well.

But of course the voyage had not started at all. We were still at harbor in Southampton.

The cabin door opened and a haughty Aztec stuck his head in, without bothering to knock. From the way he was dressed and the way he sneered at us, he could easily have been King Moctezuma’s younger brother. But all he was, really, was a lowly ship’s steward.

He snapped in Nahuatl, “Your papers?”

We produced our documents. He studied them a moment, brusquely crumpling them as he handed them back. He looked at the three redskins as though they were cattle, and looked at me as though I were some kind of strange animal with a particularly vile odor. His arrogant gaze took in the knives and the sliced-up wall, and his mouth quirked as if he were saying to himself that nothing better could be expected from such beasts, anyhow. Then he said, “We sail in half an hour. You eat when the bells ring.”

He went out.

One of my friends flipped his knife at the door as it closed. If the Aztec had still been standing there, he’d have had the blade through his Adam’s apple. We laughed.

Take this as a bit of easy wisdom: people who try to rule over other people are going to be hated. That’s true of Turks in Europe, of Incas in the Lower Hesperides, of Aztecs elsewhere in the New World, of Russians in Asia. So if you happen to belong to a ruling race, try a little courtesy when you’re in the presence of the ruled. You’re likely to live longer that way. I could have spitted that Aztec steward myself, and he had done nothing more serious to me than bestowing a fishy stare.

We headed up on deck to watch the departure. The anchor was hoisted; the sails bellied out; the paddlewheels began to turn.

I took a last look at England’s green and pleasant land.

Then the Xochitl moved in stately fashion out of the harbor and toward the endless Ocean Sea. It tooted its horn in farewell.

I stared at the water that lay ahead. Somewhere far before me the sun was dippling into the sea, and golden streaks shimmered along the waves. Ahead lay a strange world, but at least a different world, where I stood a fair chance of fulfilling my dreams.

Someone nudged my side. It was one of my knife-throwing friends. He nodded in the general direction of a towering Aztec seaman and said, “We push him off?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

We went below. The ship steamed westward. That night I dreamed I was in the palace of Moctezuma, and the King took me by the hand, and called me Dan, and said he was glad I had come to visit his country.
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