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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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This is the way things were once explained to me. I was young then and it seemed quite logical and clear. Now, however, I find them confused and troubling in the manner of a solitary machine lost during the rout of a long-dead army.




I


It was said that out of all the cities of the earth, Ferrin was the loveliest. She had lived upon two hundred islands in the delta of the River Noon, tied together with bridges of spider lace and glass. Taxi boats and plump ferries with dragon’s eyes painted on their bows slipped along intricate networks of canals, water glistening like molten tin on the varnished mahogany and teak of their hulls. Float planes and flying boats, hazed in a thin silver fog, accelerated through the main harbor and leaped into the metal fresh air, their engines tearing the mist into wispy streamers.


On many of the islands were villas whose lawns of turquoise grass swept down through magnolia and crab-apple groves to the River Noon. The men of Ferrin and their ladies lived there, and in the low houses of ironwood and pine scattered through the rolling prairie lands north and south of the delta. On other islands there were larger buildings: laboratories built like fortresses to guard sensitive instruments or contain the raging furies that were studied inside them; museums where the magnet of Ferrin’s beauty had drawn the most splendid examples of mankind’s dreaming; factories, lying mostly below the river, where men sweated and cursed with the arresting vitality that permeated Ferrin. Universities spotted the delta islands with their own peculiar colors, steel and oiled teak where engineering, architecture, and physics were taught, old limestone crusted with flowering vines where Ferrin’s scholars worked with their brittle manuscripts.


Observatories spired up from the islands on columns and platforms cast from silver alloy; telescopes crowned them like ceremonial artillery pieces, waiting to salute approaching monarchs. Radio dishes nodded and spun excitedly as they probed spectra far beyond their masters’ reach. From these towers the men of Ferrin searched into the night to chart the course of stars and comets and the wheeling arcs of galaxies.


It was a city of infinite grace and elegance. Clover grew thickly between the marble roadways, and flower gardens were tended around the hangars and landing fields of Ferrin’s airships. Peacocks and leopards strolled among the vast shipyards where Ferrin built her fleets and navies. It was to these places, to the harbors and docks, that the men and ladies and beasts of Ferrin often came to think and dream upon the infinity of wonders that composed their world.


And more than anything else, Ferrin was composed of the sea and of the ships she sent exploring on it. Like the city that had shaped them, they were graceful creatures, their parentage obvious even when they had returned from illimitable voyages, their hulls stained with rust and sea grime. They strung their masts with pennants telling of the kingdoms and lands they had discovered, like fishermen coming home with blue flags boasting of captured marlin, or red ones for tuna.


When these ships, designed to survive any storm that had ever stalked the oceans, gathered in the roadstead of the River Noon, the men of Ferrin and those of foreign nations would walk over the bridges and along the roads of yellow-veined marble to the piers. Scholars and map-makers and astronomers met with the sailors to confer over the new discoveries they had brought home to Ferrin.


It was said that out of all the cities of the earth, Ferrin was the loveliest. But the same men who said this would also say that Ferrin was but a dream, once in the minds of her men and ladies, but now only in the minds of people such as you and I. Indeed she must have been a dream, for these men reason that such grace and goodness could exist only in the dreaming time of night. Our sun is much too bright and harsh, they further reason, to allow a place like Ferrin to exist without melting her observatory towers and spun-glass bridges, without drying up her canals and the River Noon, leaving her ships aground and stranded. A place like Ferrin could never live in the light of day, for this light shows the eye too many things that would have pushed the men and ladies of Ferrin to a bottomless despair.


This is, of course, mostly lie and distorted legend.


For ages after her fall, and after the fall she brought down upon the whole of rational creation, Ferrin was not so lightly dismissed as the product of children’s dreams. She was, rather, vilified and hated. It was only the ineradicable memory of her beauty that tempered the bitterness. Men admitted to themselves that they could not live denying the city’s existence and what she had, in part, stood for. So they allowed her to return to the racial memory, only an iceberg tip of harmless legend projecting up into the conscious mind.


Ferrin’s crime, if it could be termed such, was perhaps preordained by her place in the scheme of original creation—much in the same way the Raipur school of philosophy uses the position of our world in creation to explain the apparent inevitability of the crimes daily committed by its citizens.


The limitation of Ferrin to legendry is supportable only if one is convinced of the exclusivity of the world the sun shows us. As long as we are dealing with a creation whose total limits are susceptible to immediate, rational perception, we can be confident that Ferrin could never have existed in our world and, hence, never existed—for is not our world the totality of creation? The risk of supposing other worlds beyond our own is taken by very few intellects of our current Empire. To admit to such a thing would be to admit further that we are trapped here, a single point on a line composed of an infinity of points. Once having allowed our intelligences to be so seduced, the perversity of human imagination  would conjure all manner of wondrous traffic between the points on the line, postulate the existence of nations and continents, each one more fascinating than the one before it, until the ultimate glory of Ferrin is reluctantly arrived at.


To carry this speculation a step farther, the conflict between the lineal progression of worlds and the concept of the circular universe held by our most advanced physicists might be reconciled through the introduction of a spiral universe.


Ferrin was the final point on this spiral universe, and our world and the sun that so mercilessly illumines it, the starting place. The sun is the birth-flash of god, from which raging gouts of energy and time still stream out into the successive worlds, filling them up, battering against the smooth curving walls until they reach the wider expanses of night.


The chambered nautilus’ shell is a more appropriate image than that of a flat spiral. If the universe were only a two-dimensional disk through which time rioted with a ferocity checked in only two dimensions, we would have long ago been blasted out of our daylit world, carried like wood chips out into more tranquil places. This has not happened, for the separate worlds of creation are finite in all three physical dimensions, joined and connected by small and devious passageways, laid out one against the other as they lead through progressively larger and more complete worlds.


This is the double risk of taking Ferrin to be anything more than legend. First, one realizes that he is held against the force of time in its most vicious and corrosive form. Second, one must admit that this world, being the first and smallest, is also one made by a most unpracticed god. It was here that he first tried to organize the elements of chaos into a coherent world, and it was here that his imperfect efforts were most subject to the terrible erosion of time.


With successive efforts, newer and larger worlds were fashioned, each more perfect than the one that preceded it. Many men have wasted their lives, as I very nearly did, looking for the doorways that connect our world to the rest of the spiral, seeing the ever-expanding spaces which swallow and blunt the roaring velocities of the time wind. For unexplainable reasons, the citizens of our world, almost alone in all the worlds of creation, have had a singular lack of success in finding the doorways, let alone ever opening them.


Just as the day marks the beginning of the spiral, so must it give way to night as the bottled time winds spread out, dissipating their furious energy in progressively greater spaces. And at the end of night, at the farthest limits of Ferrin’s last world, the time winds must gather their force again and howl off through gateways denied to men not because of any physical barriers, but merely because they did not know where to look. This is what the telescopes and antennas of Ferrin sought more desperately than anything else, this is what her ships continually pushed back the limits of the known world in search of, and this is what her scholars and scientists played out their lives in libraries and guarded laboratories seeking. They did this because they felt the time wind even in Ferrin, even though none of their instruments could register its ghosting passage. They felt a humid closeness about their spirits as the time wind swirled and wandered about them, for it often had difficulty finding its way past the final barrier and out of the nautilus’ shell.


At last, the men and ladies of Ferrin found the gateway and glimpsed the lands that lay beyond it. They freighted the chronic wind with robot probes which reported back to them; they recorded the wind as it whistled through the opening and then sighed, as if in gladness, and then quieted.


Discovered by her instruments, charted by her probes, Ferrin made ready to enter what many were convinced was Eternity. She built more towers and pylons, greater than those of her cathedrals and observatories. For ages, if time would be measured as in our world where the time wind shrieks outward from its birth, metal spikes rose from the islands and from the delta country. Aircraft spun up through the dark air between them, and shielded cables the thickness of a man’s chest connected them to the fortress laboratories and to each other. If time and the mortality it inflicted did not exist beyond the nautilus’ shell, then something else would have to be provided so that men were not totally without direction and proportion.


Some of the city’s more imaginative men speculated that whatever this place of Eternity was, part of its function might be to suspend and protect the nautilus’ shell. Classical legends, both of Ferrin and of our world, invariably hold that the universe was ordered out of chaos. If this chaos existed and broke through, it could erase any trace of rationality and life that had ever endured the time wind. But this was speculation, and the escape from time, the defeat of mortality and corruption, held a greater appeal for most of Ferrin’s men.


The entity that was to guide and order the new lands was called the day star. No legends report what it had been made of, how it worked, or anything else specific about it. Indeed, it is unlikely that any more than a handful of minds ever understood its true composition. But the stories do tell us that at some time those magnificent pylons began to shimmer and the air around them shook and fluoresced as they caught and held the winds of time. Lines of sparkling force, like beads of moisture on spiders’ webs, grew from each tower, grew together and then upward to the seeming zenith of the sky.


When the easy flow of time had accumulated, been compacted and ordered, it unrolled this day star like some splendid robe of silvery-gold brocade, unrolled it along the lines of force until half the world was illuminated by its regal light. It became like a sheet of polished metal, encrusted with crystal stones and gems, arching over all the limits of the western sky, glowing softly above the clouds and mountains of the new land of Eternity. The star dimmed slightly for a space and then would brighten so that men might be roused to their more strenuous endeavors—but it was never so bright that the timeless dream of Eternity might be fractured and broken, nor its dreamer, Ferrin, awakened.


Under the tapestried light of the day star the minarets of Ferrin grew higher and more graceful, and her ships ventured farther into the unexplored oceans. Such an age of dreaming it must have been! As far away as Torish in the west, the loftiest peaks of the Starwall Mountains in the north, and the ruined city of Ith in the south, the fame and beauty of Ferrin and her colonies in Eternity unfurled like the streaming flag of the day star, immortal and limitless in variety and elegance. For a while it seemed as if men had eluded the battering of time and death, just as time itself, the blind, torturing agent of order, escaped and vanished in the spaces of Eternity.


But the day star was not as perfect as the land it sought to claim for Ferrin. It turned stiff and brittle; rents appeared in its fabric, and the primal stuff of creation, the chaos, poured through the disintegrating star from whatever hidden gulfs it had been waiting in; tore through the lush forests and crystal mountain ranges of Eeternity and backward into the shell of the nautilus.


Men ran before this darkness, carrying its chilling shrapnel in their minds. Nightmare was born in those dreadful days, and men could think of nothing else as they ran back through the spiraling worlds of the shell, bitter and demoralized. They scattered and ran into the face of the time wind, feeling their bodies and minds aging faster and faster, but dreading the touch of the darkness more. The worlds shrank in size and beauty. Behind them they could see the turbulent, churning confusion of chaos pursuing them, escorted by drooling, mindless colossi.


At last, the survivors of that long retreat arrived at the last and smallest of the shell’s world. There the time wind was the fiercest, for it was there that it first howled from some unguessable womb into creation; but it was the same ferocity, the same irresistible direction that made this world intolerable to the attacking chaos. Time ate at its intangible strength, gouged into its sustaining forces as it dug into the lives of men, and eventually blew it back to the edge of the world. The refugees of Ferrin and of the larger worlds of the spiral looked at each other and saw their features being eroded like beach sand; but it was safe, and if one did not look too closely at his fellows, the violent aging could not be seen so clearly. Only at night, in the cool blackness that men had once traveled through on their way to build Ferrin and the day star, did the buried shards of darkness detonate in their minds and turn dream into nightmare.


This then was the crime of Ferrin. As punishment, her descendants armed their minds with a narrow sort of rationality that chose to accept only the world the savior-destroyer sun showed them. Slowly, achingly, a thousand worlds away where victorious time again moved imperceptibly, the cathedral glass bridges of Ferrin broke and fell soundlessly into the River Noon. Ferrin died, her final decay witnessed only in dreams that instantly turned to horror. Sleepers screamed and woke, congratulating themselves upon having been roused from the childish, unrealistic dream that such a city must have been.


Thus the world we know. Thus arose many others after it. States, nations, empires, kings, presidents, armies, great men and little, all flourished and then vanished, melted like snow under the brutal light of the sun, blown away through the deserted chambers of the nautilus’ shell by the time winds, or trapped and frozen when the diseases that darkness had inflicted on their forebears revived and gripped their spirits.




II


Many countries have come upon the face of the earth by this time, and perhaps some three hundred flags have flown over the lands of which I speak. The last great nation to hold sway over this area was named Howth, and its fisherman-kings took immense pride in their coastal regions. They constructed numerous fishing and trading towns and named them after the letters of the alphabet, so that one might be called K while another might be named M and still another G. While a commentary on the kings’ poor imaginations, it does reflect their interest in administrative simplicity—an astonishing thing to find in any government.


Howth prospered for several hundred years and then died, submerged by her brawling neighbors, her finest ideas and feelings blistered into carbon by the sun, her men scattered and her towns isolated. The night, by the time of this particular national demise, had become a dreadful thing, filled for both those awake and those asleep with stalking terror. It was at night that men felt the darkness come most closely to their hearts and their windowsills. Of course, dreams were still around as they had always been, but they were ignored as the playthings of children and fools. The men of those times could appreciate and understand nightmares. When those who knew the old lies and stories gathered in the taverns, they wondered if the dead corpse of Ferrin was still holding open the gateway from Eternity. At night, free of the ordering light of the sun, the monsters of chaos reconnoitered through the worlds of men, patiently measuring for colonization as the men of Ferrin had once measured Eternity.


Undeniably there were monsters abroad in those times, and it is possible they were descended from isolated pockets of death and annihilation abandoned by chaos in the face of the time wind. They often prowled the blasted coastal plains around Howth’s old towns, filling the night air with their hungering cries and leaving the bodies of dead sheep and shepherds to be found at dawn. Men threw up walls against such agents of the darkness, just as they had against their imagined betrayal of Ferrin. Still the night became thicker with hideous shriekings, and still the protecting world of the sun became an ever more arid and terrible place to wake up in.


By day the people would file out of the gates and turn to the fields that would surrender only the most wretched of crops. Others would walk down to the docks through the Fisher’s Gate, a bust of one of Howth’s royal line eroded to a doughy pulp above the keystone. The city could have been many, but for the purposes of this tale it may be called R. She was built on delta land, much as men say Ferrin had been, but her river was unnamed; if it had once possessed a name no one knew or cared any longer. No bridges or white gold or bronze soared above her people’s heads, and there were no great ships beside them, loading provisions for some new expedition. There was only the blue river and the sickly tan earth of the delta’s islands.


The town was an exceedingly melancholy place, where men returned from the sterile fields and ocean with barely enough to sustain them and their families. The light of the sun appeared to have washed all the color out of the world. To the east, past the wasted islands of the delta, was the sea, never deeper than a neutral gray, whose surf was the eggshell color of cheap pottery and whose storms were usually sorry, pitiful affairs gasping out their meager stores of cloud and lightning like a sick man. To the west lay R’s fields and the gray, rutted Crofton Mountains.


The country to the north and south of R, paralleling the coast, was of the same flat, monotonous character as the fields around her. Commerce was nil, and the only trails that crossed the land were said to have been made by night’s monstrous brood; the smell that permeated these tracks did nothing to discourage this analysis. Cities like R were strung out along the coast, clinging to sites chosen long before the kings of Howth came to power; other towns crouched fearfully on the slopes of the Crofton Mountains, firmly convinced, as were the villages on the other side, that those peaks were the only things standing between them and all the howling masses of chaos. The nearest approximations to a forest were the piebald cottonwood trees that clustered around brackish springs or along riverbanks.
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