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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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A NOTE ABOUT THE MAYAS OF THE QUINTANA ROO

The Quintana Roo—pronounced Keen-TAH-na Row—is a real and very strange place. It is the long, wild easternmost shore of the Yucatán Peninsula, officially but not psychologically part of Mexico. A diary of daily life on its jungly beaches could sometimes be taken for a log of life on an alien planet.

The Mayas who inhabit it extend in their millions, from Mexico down through Honduras and Guatemala and on south, and the differences between tribes and tribal language are often taken more seriously than “national” boundaries. The Mayas are the most oriental of all American Indians, but they do not have the oriental-doll delicacy. Along with the slant eyes go sloped-back foreheads and strong bones—and big hooked noses. The nose and the slant-back forehead are considered beauty marks, from their resemblance to serpents, and mothers used to tie boards on their babies’ heads to slant them. A similar Maya beauty mark is crossed eyes; they are all, especially the babies, as cross-eyed as Siamese kittens—and again mothers used to tie a little ball of wax over a baby’s nose to focus its eyes in. Another feature, which I cannot confirm personally—Mayas are modest—is the Maya Blue Spot said to be exhibited by the ladies just at the ends of their spines.

It is difficult for one struck by Mayaphilia to shut off, but perhaps the reader will permit me one last general observation: Mayas are barely “conquered” and often do not regard themselves as such. They are as different from the tribally-mixed, oft-enslaved Indians of mainland Mexico as an unreconstructed Highland Scot is from a forelock-tugging, class-conscious Londoner. None of this “Sí, sí, Señor” snake-oil. They look you straight in the eye from babyhood on, and demand to know what you’re doing there. On the Quintana Roo coast today there are still (as of 1984) villages that exercise their treaty rights of remaining unassimilated and unmodernised. They are visited by invitation only. The former governor was a friend of mine, and when he made his ceremonial visit to such villages he went alone and did the last twenty kilometres on foot, using an old sac bé road. (The sac bé network is the road-system of Maya antiquity, now limestone ridges running through the jungle, some to no one knows where.)

The visitor who wants to understand the Yucatán, and why certain things are referred to as “Yucatecan” rather than “Mexican,” should know that quite recently the Mayas rose and fought bloodily for their independence, mainly against Mexico. And the U.S.A.—that’s us—sent troops to help Mexico. Thus until quite lately, and perhaps even today in some places, it was very important, when a wrecked sailor or lost hiker suddenly found himself surrounded by small mahogany men with slant eyes and three-foot machetes, to stress that he was NOT Yanqui, but preferably British. (The British helped the Mayas.)

The wars ended in 1935, not with a surrender but with a negotiated truce. The recency of the whole thing was brought home to me when I learned that the secretary-general of the Maya Armies died only the year I first went down there. Afterwards, Mexico promptly divided the peninsula into three parts: the provinces of Yucatán and Campeche, and the Territory of the Quintana Roo. (A territory is approximately what our Alaska used to be; Mexico has another over in Baja California.) The Quintana Roo became a province ten years ago, for administrative purposes. It is named for their hero of the Independence, Andrés Quintana Roo, whose fine head in bronze surveys the Cozumel zócalo today. Had the Mayas, like the Scots and the North Amerinds before them, been a bit less interested in settling ancient feuds and more able to unite against the common enemy, the national maps of the region from Campeche southward might be rather different today.

The present uniqueness of the Quintana Roo will, of course and alas, go under the incoming flood of Western and gringo ways. But one finds here and there an interest in reclaiming the millennial Maya culture. And beneath the surface, flow tides and ancient currents of great power. Most of the matter of the stories set down here is simple fact. And of the fiction remaining, who could swear it was not carried in the four-thousand-year-old voices that whisper and murmur in the nights of the Quintana Roo?

JAMES TIPTREE, JR.


[image: image]



The tourists throw spent Polaroid

Where Spaniards threw spent slaves;

And now and then a tourist joins

Five centuries of graves.

For love it’s wiser to avoid

Smiles from those brilliant waves.




What Came Ashore at Lirios

The old coco-ranch foreman saw him first.

It was a day of roaring hot south wind. The beach smoked under the thrashing coco-palms, and the Caribbean raved by like a billion white devils headed for Cuba, four hundred miles north. When I went down to see what Don Pa’o Camool was peering at, I could barely hold one eye open against the glaring, flying sand.

The beach stretched empty to the hazed horizon: dazzling white coral marked only by faint hieroglyphs of tar and wrack.

“¿Qué?” I howled above the wind-shriek.

“Caminante.”

Interested, I peered harder. I’d heard of the caminantes, the Walking Men of old days, who passed their lives drifting up and down this long, wild shore. One of the dark streaks was, perhaps, moving.

“¿Maya caminante?”

The old man—he was a decade younger than I—spat down hard at a ghost-crab blowing by. “Gringo.” He took a hard sideways squint up at me, as he always did when he used that word.

Then he screwed his face into one of his wilder Maya grimaces, which might mean anything or nothing, and stumped back up the bluff to his lunch, slapping his big old-fashioned machete as he went.

My eyes were caked with salt and sand. I too retired up to my wind-eroded patio to wait.

What finally came plodding into view along the tide-line was a black skeleton, a stick-figure with fuzz blowing around the head. When he halted by the compass-palm and turned to look up at the rancho, I half expected the sea-glare to shine through his ribs.

The rancho was a straggling line of five small pole-and-thatch huts, three smoky copra-drying racks, and a well with a winch-bucket. At the end was a two-room owner’s casita, on whose rented patio I sat.

The apparition started straight up toward me.

Nearer, I saw he was indeed a gringo: the hair and beard whipping his sun-blackened face was a crusted pinkish grey. His emaciated body was charred black, with a few white scar-lines on his legs, and he was naked save for a pair of frayed shorts and his heavy leather sandals. A meagre roll of serape and a canteen were slung on his shoulders. He could have been sixty or thirty.

“Can I have some water, please?”

The English came out a bit rusty, but it was the voice that startled me: —a clear young voice right out of Midwest suburbia.

“Of course.”

The sun glittered on a shark-knife hanging from the stranger’s belt, showing its well-honed edge. I gestured to a shady spot on the patio curb and saw him slumped down where I could keep an eye on him before I went in. Incongruous young voices like his aren’t unknown even here; they come from the scraps of human flotsam that drifts down the tropic latitudes hoping that tomorrow, or next year, they will get their heads in order. Some are heart-breaking; a few are dangerous, while they last. I knew that slant eyes were watching from the rancho—but no one could see into the casa and only a fool would rely on a Maya to protect one old gringo from another.

But when I came out he was sitting where I’d left him, gazing out at the blazing mill-race of the sea.

“Thank you … very much.”

He took one slow, shaky sip, and then two more, and sat up straighter. Then he uncapped his canteen, rinsed, and filled it carefully from my pitcher before drinking more. The rinse-water he poured on my struggling casuarina seedling. I saw that the canteen under its cooler-rag was a sturdy anodised Sealite. The knife was a first-rate old Puma. His worn sandals were in repair, too; and wearing them was a mark both of status and sense. When he lifted the glass again, the eyes that glanced at me out of his sun-ravaged face shone a steady, clear, light hazel.

I picked up my own mug of cold tea and leaned back.

“Buut ka’an,” the young stranger said, giving it the Maya click. “The Stuffer.” He jerked his wild beard at the brilliant gale around us, and explained, between slow sips, “They call it that … because it blows until it stuffs the north full, see … and then it all comes blasting back in a Northeaster.”

A scrap of my typing paper from the local dump came flittering by. He slapped a sandal on it, smoothed it, and folded it into his pack. As he moved, a nearby palm-root suddenly reared up and became a big iguana. The creature stared at us over its wattles with the pompous wariness that had carried it from the Jurassic, gave two ludicrous intention-bobs, and streaked off at a flying waddle, tail high.

We both grinned.

“More water?”

“Please. You have good water here.” He stated it as a known fact, which it was.

“Where did you fill your canteen?”

“Pájaros. Punta Pájaros. Ffah!”

I refilled the pitcher, more than a little appalled. All groundwater quits at the lagoon-mouth a kilometre south. Even considering that he was walking north, with the wind, had this man, or boy, really come the thirty miles of burning bone-dry sandbar between here and the Pájaros lighthouse on that canteen? Moreover, Pájaros itself has no water; the fishermen who camp there occasionally bring in an oil-drum full, but were otherwise believed to subsist on beer, tequila, and other liquids not usually considered potable. No wonder he had rinsed the canteen, I thought, hunting out my pack of sodium-K tabs. Even without the Stuffer blowing, people can desiccate to congestive heart-failure without feeling it, on this windy shore.

But he refused them, rather absently, still staring at the sea.

“All the electrolyte you need, right there. If you’re careful. Our blood is really modified sea-water … isn’t that right?”

He roused and turned round to look at me directly, almost appraisingly. I saw his gaze take in the corner of the room behind us, where my driftwood bookshelves were dimly visible through the glass sliding doors that had long ceased to slide. He nodded. “I heard you had a lot of books. Muy pesados—heavy books. Libros sicológicos. Right?”

“Um.”

This chance visitation was changing character unwelcomely. It wasn’t odd that he should have known much about me—gossip has flowed ceaselessly up and down this coast for three thousand years. Now I had the impression that something about those “heavy psychological books” had drawn him here, and it made me uneasy. Like many experimental psychologists, I have had harrowing difficulties trying to explain to some distressed stranger that an extensive knowledge of the cognitive behaviour of rats has no clinical applications.

But his own radar was in excellent shape. He was already wrapping his canteen and slinging on his roll.

“Look, I don’t mean to interrupt you. The breeze is easing off. It’ll be nice later on. If you don’t mind, I’ll just go down by that big driftlog there and rest awhile before I move on. Thanks for the water.”

The “breeze” was doing a roaring thirty knots, and the huge mahogany timber down on the beach could hardly be seen for flying sand. If this was a ploy, it was ridiculous.

“No. You’re not interrupting anything. If you want to wait, stay here in the shade.”

“I’ve snoozed by that log before.” He grinned down at me from his skeletal height. His tone wasn’t brash, just gentle and resolute; and his teeth were very white and clean.

“At least let me pass you a couple of spare grapefruit; I’ve more than I can eat.”

“Oh, well, great …”

Looking back, it’s hard to say when and why it began to seem important that he stop and not go on. Certainly my sense of him had changed radically about that time. I now saw him as competent to this country, and to his strange life, whatever it might be; doubtless more competent than I. Not flotsam. And not in need of any ordinary help. But as time went on, something-maybe a projection of my own, maybe the unrelenting wind-scream that day-perhaps merely the oddness of the sea-light reflected in his pale eyes-made me sense him as being, well, marked.
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