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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.

      



Contents

Cover

Title Page

Gateway Introduction

Contents

I. The Hated Man

II. Day of the Ugly

III. Retreat

IV. James Ash

V. The Family

VI. Ugly

VII. The God

VIII. Rossi Takes Over

IX. The Trap

X. Attack

XI. The Hidden Colony

XII. The Worshippers

XIII. The Plan

XIV. Love or Fear?

XV. The Dissenters

XVI. Barron’s Secret

XVII. Rebellion

XVIII. Who Has Won?

Website

Also by Raymond F. Jones

Author Bio

Copyright




I. THE HATED MAN

1.

THEIR KIND could communicate.

On the granite butte the boy sat against the sky. Below him, the river grumbled in distant patience. A pair of crows spun solemnly against the puffy clouds. He was not watching these; there was other motion far below and distantly—the rustle of brush, the clatter of stones.

He turned his face to the sky and whispered, “They’ll soon be here.” And then, like one praying, he murmured, “There’s nothing else I can do, is there?”

The answering voice was low with tenderness and compassion. It gave him strength, being inside him as it had been from the first moment he could remember. He was not alone now or ever.

“There is nothing else that you can do. This is the sum of all our lives, that the Children might live. You will not fail them, Son.”

“No—I will not fail them.”

He looked down. It was five hundred feet to the brown, crawling water, almost a sheer drop. He would jump far out to make sure he went all the way. The river would crush his body; if they ever found him, there would be little testimony of who or what he had been.

There was a little while yet. He didn’t want to hurry, in spite of the agony that followed three days without food, of hands and legs that bled from too fast flight through the miles of brush and up the armored crags.

He reached out into the blue web of sky again. “Barron!”

“Yes, Sammy.”

“What became of the others? Did they catch Tommy and Howard?”

“No one was caught. Tommy burned himself to death. It was just a little while ago. He wouldn’t let anyone listen, but we know he’s gone. Howard took the medicine we sent out; it changes all the cells before they die.”

“I wish I had some.”

“I wish so, too. We’re sending it out as fast as we can. You’re not afraid, are you, Sammy?”

“Yes, I’m afraid! I keep feeling what it’s like to be falling, and falling—I keep feeling the river—like a giant grinding his teeth over me. I don’t want to go, Barron!”

“Sammy.” The strong voice of their Father whispered like far thunder. “You must do only that which you wish to do. You can go down the hill and into their arms. But they will not let you live, not very long. And if they get you, all of us may be lost. We would help you if there were anything in the world that we could do, but there are many things that even I, your Father, cannot do.

“The choice is yours, Sammy. What will you do?”

The boy was crying, as if accused of treachery. He answered in a half-rage. “I’ll jump, of course. But I want to stay. I don’t want to rot at the bottom of the river. I want to keep the sky and the wind and the hills. I want to know what tomorrow is like!”

“We know,” said Barron softly. “And Tommy and Howard wanted to see tomorrow, too.”

“They’re coming!” said Sammy. “They’re out of the brush and into the open rock. They are trying to swing around to get a shot that will not drop me into the river.”

“Goodbye,” said Barron.

“Goodbye, Sammy,” said the Father.

He looked far down to the ugly, crawling river.

2.

The biological processes of man and nature, mused Robert Wellton, lack the precision that is found in the world of metal and stone and lumber, in astronomical calculations, and in commerce, where goods are exchanged according to the numbers attached to them. The world of biology is a dark labyrinth. Footsteps here cannot be mapped for others, who would come exactly the same way. Here, only raw chance, or fortuitous circumstance, can be depended upon to change the age-old pattern of life to some original creation, which can be nurtured and fed and coaxed into continued existence.

In the tower at Central Genetic Institute, there are hundreds of geneticists, but there is only one name the people of Kansas City bother to know: Robert Wellton, Chief of the Bureau of Genetic Control, Director of the Central Genetic Institute. The Institute was a gray, sprawling block of reinforced concrete with multiple wings spreading over a square city block, from which the spire rose thirty stories in the air.

For thirty-five years, Wellton had been its Director, and it was said that Wellton was the Institute, and the Institute was Wellton. Only Wellton himself knew how untrue that really was. He held his post because he knew more of genetics than any other man alive, and applied that knowledge with the brutal insistence that everyone liked to see applied—to his neighbor. He was responsible to the citizens for his duties, responsible to them through the Congress, and through the genetic sub-committee headed by Dr. Carlos Rossi. The position was dedicated to Robert Wellton freely, as long as he pleased Rossi and the committee.

Wellton occupied an office on the third floor of the eastern wing of the Institute. He could have had a remote aerie high in the tower, far from the human stampede he served and passed judgment upon, but he wanted to be close to that stream.

From his window he could see them. Although there were local centers within easy reach in every land, the rejected applicants for parenthood had the right of final appeal to Central in Kansas City. They took it. The Institute had the capacity to process four thousand applications daily, and it was overloaded always.

The day was one of shimmering midsummer heat that burned across the dry prairies, once alive with wheat and corn. Now, only thin bands of fields followed the broken transcontinental highways across the horizon.

Wellton stood by the window in the afternoon when the long shadow of the tower spread across the city like a protecting arm. He seemed remote and gaunt, his eyes on something that could not be seen through the window, his attention fixed as if listening to a far-away sound. He was a tall man, but not thin. A rapier scar on his right cheek ran horizontally almost to his mouth; it gave his face on that side a deep shadow.

He stood now, erect with a steel-like narrowness, his face rigid. Then all at once he slumped, as if melting from some internal fire. He hid his face from the sky, with a hand whose fingers spread harshly into his eyes.

He was standing thus when a commotion sounded beyond the closed door of his office. He turned, wiping away the pity that marred his face and moved toward his desk.

3.

A man and a woman burst through the door—a boy and a girl, really—followed by Wellton’s secretary, Miss Tolleson. The two stopped just inside the office, the boy’s arm about the girl’s waist, wrath and despair emanating from them.

Miss Tolleson scraped past them. “I’m sorry, Dr. Wellton. They forced their way through before we could stop them. The guards will be here in a moment.”

He waved her away. “We won’t need the guards. I’ll talk to them.”

“But Dr. Wellton, you can’t; they take all your time!”

He dismissed her with his hand and she closed the door behind her while the young couple stood immobile. Wellton beckoned them forward and sat down behind his desk.

“What is it you wanted to see me about?”

The sound of his voice loosened their dead limbs. They moved forward and stood before him.

“What do you want?” he said again. “Please sit down.”

The girl’s lips were pale and thin with an unnatural tightness, as if they would collapse if she did not keep them so stiffened. “You know what we want,” she answered.

They wanted what the whole world wanted. They were afraid of living and of not living, of death that for them would be final. “Did you bring your charts with you?” Wellton asked.

The girl shook her head.

“What are your names?”

“Florence Crane and James Ash.”

Wellton began scribbling. Halfway through, he laid down the pencil and flung the sheet into the wastebasket beside him. “I can’t tell you any more than you’ve already been told,” he said with an irritation he regretted. He tried to soften his voice. “You know that I can’t; you knew it before you broke in here. What is it you want of me that I can give you?”

The girl broke down then. She lay her head on her arms at the edge of Wellton’s desk and her hair spilled across it, almost touching his hands. He moved his fingers forward. It was fine and golden, and smoky prairie dust marred its light.

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“Washington State,” James Ash said. “Our car broke down. We hitched rides most of the way, walked a lot of it. I told Florence it was no good—the Center here would give us the same answer as back home; but she had to know. I’m sorry we bothered you, Dr. Wellton. Upstairs, I guess we both just sort of went a little crazy. Somehow, we’d always planned on our own children.”

Wellton drew some change from his pocket and passed over a couple of checks. “Get something to eat in the commissary,” he said. “And get a good room before you start back.”

Florence raised her head suddenly. He thought for a moment she was going to spit in his face. Then her lips opened and she began to curse him. He listened, and kept his hands folded on the desk between them.

James Ash sat rigid, as if she were drawing upon him for the power that was flowing out of her. He knew he should move to stop her, but he waited for Wellton to command her into silence. Her fire was brief. It burned out even sooner than Wellton had supposed. When she was quiet, he watched the redness in her face slowly pale to a sickly bleach. She stared at him, awaiting the condemnation he would deliver out of the omnipotence of his office.

“What class are you?” he said finally.

There seemed a delay, as if it took time to realize he had not returned her rage. Then she answered in a mechanical voice, “M-18.”

He nodded to James Ash. “You?”

“Breeder—no potential deviations.”

Wellton paused a moment, turning uncertainly as if someone had spoken. An illusion, he thought. His attention returned to the couple.

“You are certainly more fortunate than many young people,” he said. “In so many couples, both members are Deviate carriers and neither can be a parent. In your case it will be quite easy for you, James, to father your own children. I’m sure, Florence, that you will give them all the love that is in you.”

“I won’t! It’s wicked,” she cried. “Jim would rather die childless than have someone else as the mother of his children.”

“You surely understand,” said Wellton kindly, “that all such conceptions are by artificial insemination. Neither you nor James will ever be required to see the mother of the children. It will be quite easy to find a suitable woman of breeder class who does not wish to keep all her children. Very few do, as a matter of fact.”

James Ash moistened his dry lips. “I guess a lot of people dream of having their own children. It’s hard to get used to any other idea.”

“We won’t do it,” said Florence. “I’ll have my own children, not the offspring of some other woman, even if they are Jim’s.”

Wellton looked at her sadly for a moment, then reached behind him and opened the door of a bookcase. He drew a wide folio from the shelf and opened it to a page in the middle. Turning it around, he put his finger over a column of pictures.

“Type M-18 Deviates,” he said.

Florence did not look at them. She stared over his shoulder and through the window beyond, seeing nothing. “I know about them,” she said. “They showed us the pictures upstairs. They said any child of mine would be like one of them. But it wouldn’t!”

Her eyes shifted to his face. “I know it wouldn’t! Don’t ask me how I know, I’m just sure of it. Inside me, here.” She put a hand against her breast. Wellton closed the folio.

“You can’t always be sure,” she said. “You can never be sure what will happen inside a human being. Jim’s all right; there wouldn’t be a chance of anything filthy from him. I know there’s nothing wrong with me. My parents were all right; my grandparents were all right. All I want is a baby, my own baby. Who are you to say that I shall not have one? We’re not afraid of you.”

She turned to her companion, whose eyes continued to stare at Wellton. She shook his arm. “Are we, Jim? Tell him we’re not afraid of him. We’re not, are we, Jim?”

Wellton reached over and took her right hand in his. He turned the palm up and spread the flesh until the purple markings there stood out in clear relief. “You can never get away,” he said softly. “Please don’t try it, Florence. Compulsory sterilization isn’t possible; that can come only after breaking a law. You couldn’t hide a child, not for long anyway. Even if it wasn’t a monstrosity, it would be found, because it wouldn’t have a mark upon its hand. You’re trapped, Florence. We’re all trapped, and there’s no way out for any of us.” He released her hand and it flopped over lifelessly.

“It was the dust,” he said. “No one knows why generations of normal human beings can come through all right, and then suddenly bring a wild variant that we cannot even call human. When the bombs destroyed the cities, radioactive dust was spread to finish the work. It’s still here, in the earth, in the air, and in the seas. It’s in all of us. We can’t escape it. And we don’t know yet whether it’s going to finish us off.

“Our program of compulsory, artificial insemination is the only way we know to keep mankind from vanishing from the face of the earth. It is the way you were conceived, and your grandparents before you. They did not know each other. Your parents did not. Now, your line has to stop. Why, I cannot tell you. Perhaps someday we’ll know the answers to these questions. We do not know them now.

“What we do know is that less than one per cent of our male population is capable of passing on Normal characteristics. Fortunately, almost eight per cent of our female population can. A woman who can be allowed to reproduce is required by law to produce at least twelve children in order to replace herself and a fraction of one father. And still the population shrinks.”

“Then maybe it’s meant to be that way,” said Florence. “Maybe nature is trying to tell us that we’re through and it’s time for a new kind of people to take our place. How do you know that some of these”—she gestured towards the closed folio—“are not a new kind of human being who will be better than the old?”

Her face was shining, her eyes bright and hard with a light that made Wellton feel suddenly heavier and older. James Ash gripped her arms to quiet her; then he saw her eyes and backed away.

“She’ll be all right,” said Wellton. “In a few days she’ll be all right.” He reached for the button that would summon Miss Tolleson.
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