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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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Prologue:

EXODUS


One:

YEAR ONE

Housing was still cheap in Norfolk. The recent run of severe cold winters, with winds howling in from the east across the North Sea, bearing their burden of snow, were in no measure compensated for by the increasing warmth of the summers, since that warmth seemed to bring with it, more and more as the years went by, a drifting, light, but persistent, rain. The farmers complained bitterly, as farmers have always complained, come rain or shine. It was bad for the crops, they would say, shaking their heads – and worse for the livestock. The only thing that kept their heads above water was the subsidy from the EEC. Then they would depart, still gloomy, in their late model Jaguars or Land Rovers, and every summer the news would carry stories of mountains of food of one kind or another, stored away in warehouses at great cost as a result of the European common agricultural policy.

The same news, of course, carried the stories and pictures of the starving in Africa, South America, and the East.

The farmers, in fact, couldn’t afford to leave the land, thanks to their subsidies. Anyone else who got an opportunity to move south and west leaped at the chance, even if the cost was the ruinous mortgage they would be burdened with, in trading upward in price, but downward in quality, from a large, comfortable old house near Norwich to a modern box on a housing estate south of London. Which was how the old former vicarage, on the outskirts of town, came to acquire a new owner.

It seemed a little large for one man on his own, with its five bedrooms and the converted coach house standing in the grounds of more than an acre. But he had the money, and he was respectable enough – something to do with the University, though it was never clear exactly what – and the sellers were glad, in their own words, ‘to find a mug and get out while the going was good.’

The conversion work on the building was a minor talking point in the nearby village for a week or two. The repairs to the high wall, now topped off with barbed wire; the refurbishment of the coach house; the computer and other equipment installed in the workshop-cum-laboratory of what soon became known as ‘the Professor’s’ house. But people soon had other things to interest them and gossip about; the election, in which the government, as predicted, returned to power with a reduced majority, but nothing seemed to change; the weather, which, according to the old men in the pubs, was always the worst they’d ever known. And if the Professor seemed to have a strange taste in pets, well, that certainly explained some of the work on the grounds and the coach house.

Within a few months, the Professor was accepted as a part of the surroundings. Quiet, keeping himself to himself, occasionally dropping in to the pub for a pint and a sandwich, but mostly either shut away in the house or off in Norwich, doing whatever it was he did at the University. He left people alone, and people left him alone, in the time honoured English tradition.


Two:

It was the hot patch of sunlight, creeping round the room, angling through the loosely fitting curtain, that woke her. She raised a hand to cover her eyes, automatically, half conscious. The dirty sleeping-bag that had covered her fell to the floor, revealing, if anyone had been there to see, the painful thinness of her limbs and body, flat chested, almost sexless, dressed in a tee-shirt almost as grubby as the sleeping-bag. Both arms and the upper part of each leg were marked with livid, purple-black bruises, in stark contrast to the pale white of the surrounding skin. Perhaps – almost certainly – the girl/woman (her age was almost impossible to guess from her appearance) had once been pretty. Perhaps – just possibly – she could be pretty again.

Her tongue felt as if it filled her mouth to overflowing, and tasted like a carpet covered in cigarette ash. She licked her dry lips, experimentally, but found no relief. Swinging her legs to the floor, she sat up, then leaned forward, head flat on her knees, as a wave of dizziness passed across her. Christ, she thought, I need a hit. Where the Hell’s Tom? Lifting her head again, cautiously, and balancing the weight of her body by leaning on the bed with her right arm, she watched the curtain as it seemed to ripple and wave, moving towards her and away again, as her eyes and brain tried to adjust to the reality of the room.

How the Hell had she got into this mess? Tomorrow, she promised herself (as she did every day), she’d get the place cleaned up a bit, put on a dress and go round to the college. She wasn’t sure just how long it had been since she last went in, but she knew she could make up the lost ground. Hell, it was her final year, after all. She’d done all the real work. Just got to take a couple of interviews, a written paper, piece of cake. Then she’d be a qualified nursery nurse, and she’d get a job, and she wouldn’t have to depend on Tom for the stuff, and anyway she didn’t really need it, much. But she could really use a hit just now, just to get her up. Where the Hell was he?

An adrenalin flush took her to her feet and across to a table, littered with dirty coffee mugs and a McDonald’s carton still containing a part-eaten cheeseburger and some cold chips. She lifted one of them to her mouth, then dropped it back on the table. An empty polythene bag, smeared with traces of white powder, and a hypodermic syringe, its needle crusted with a rusty scar of dried blood, were among the clutter. Energy suddenly drained, she stood at the table, supporting herself with both arms, hands gripping its edge tightly, head down, while she was wracked by a fit of coughing.

Christ, if only she had a hit, she thought, she’d walk out of here, before Tom came back. If she could just get straight, she’d be out of here, for good. And if he tried to come after her – well, she knew enough about him to keep him out of her way, and anyone else’s for that matter, for a good ten years. It’d be worth going down herself just to see his face when they busted him. Just one good hit, and a couple of hours to herself. That’s all she wanted.

When the door opened, she’d slumped to the floor, shivering, but still holding herself upright by the leg of the table. She didn’t notice the sound of the door, or the cool draught of wind. But the voice registered, and she looked up as he spoke.

“Still here, then?”

“Tom! Jesus Christ, where were you? I need a hit, I need it now, c’mon …”

Vaguely, she took in Tom’s companion. A short, dark girl. She looked familiar. Maybe she’d met her in college. Who was she? What was she doing here? The expression on the intruder’s face suggested something was not quite right in the room. But Tom was talking again.

“Pamela.” He said it slowly and carefully, as if talking to a small child, “Pamela, this is Liz. You will be nice to Liz, won’t you?”

He turned to the dark girl. “Look, I’m sorry about this, Liz. Pam was supposed to have the place cleaned up a bit. But I guess she overslept. Maybe she isn’t feeling too well.”

Liz seemed largely unconcerned. Pam, rising unsteadily to her feet, still using the table for support, got a good look at her face, and realised why. The pupils of her eyes were so small they were practically invisible, leaving a bright blue pair of irises with no dark centres. Shit! Tom had got the stuff, and he’d been giving it to this bitch, instead of to her. She turned, reaching for his arm.

“Tom, please.” She smiled. He’d always said how much he liked her smile. “Just a small one, huh? Then I’ll get the place cleaned up, I promise.”

He smiled back, but only with his mouth.

“Well, I dunno. It’s hardly worth bothering. Me ‘n’ Liz, we can cope. P’raps you’d best just get dressed and get back to your own place. We’d like to be alone for a while, anyway.”

His arm was round Liz’s waist, possessively. She leaned against him, head nestled in the crook of his shoulder, obviously now hardly aware of her surroundings. The penny finally dropped for Pam. Liz – this slut – this, this … her brain could find no words. This person was her replacement. She sank back on the bed, trying to puzzle it out. What had happened when she first came here with Tom, was it six weeks ago (or six months)? Hadn’t there been another girl around for a time, before she moved out and left the two of them to get on with it? There was a strange feeling of déjà vu about the whole scene, if only she could get it straight in her head, but with her role very different from last time. Hell, it didn’t matter. All she needed was a hit and she’d be in control.

“Tom, please. Just give me the stuff. Just a tiny bit. Then I’ll get my clothes together. Hey, I can get back to my place, easy … if you just give us a small hit. Please?”

He relented.

“Okay, baby.” He kissed Liz thoroughly, as if establishing his possession of her, and steered her into the one comfortable chair. “Just wait there, Liz, while I help Pam get her things together.” He pulled a plastic bag from his jeans, and turned back to Pam. “Here it is, baby. Just a little one, okay? For old times. Then you’ll be a good girl and run along back to your place?”

“Sure, Tom.” Her eyes were fixed on his hands, as he began to prepare the shot. She’d do anything he said, as long as she got the hit. But once she’d got it, it would be his turn for a surprise. God, it was almost worth the waiting, now she could see it coming and imagine how good it was going to be. She giggled. She couldn’t wait to see the expression on his face …
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