



[image: Cover Image]





UNIVERSE DAY


Barry N. Malzberg


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com




      

      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.


      




 


 


 


 


“Here I am, 25, and still writing
 Elegies for the living. You beautiful 
Sonsofbitches, I know you 
Walk past my walls at night, your 
Shining brains turning over soundlessly, because 
The man says ‘radium’ and sprays the area 
With geigers before dawn. No use. You 
Are my sins and you have caught up with me.”


Trim Bissell: For Friends, 1968




 


 


 


 


 


“… I see no reason why we shouldn’t go to Mars in 1982…”


Vice President of the U.S.
July, 1969





APOCRYPHA AS PROCRYPHA OR: THE WAY WE WISH IT HAPPENED


MERCURY


Man conquered Mercury in 2119; John Golden’s crew of nine fighting their way, every inch of the terrain, through Brightside, past Darkside, and into the quarters of Hut, the terrible chieftain of the Mercurian people who were, by then, a much reduced population owing to the quality of the heat which was most severe, even during the cooler periods. “We come in peace,” announced Golden, as the commander of the expedition, and shot the treacherous leader through the heart. The natives were surprisingly humanoid in appearances, although they were to be distinguished by their sun-bronzed skin, the lustre of their eyes, and a curious, dull flatness to their squarish limbs which probably came from too much exercise. “I declare myself king of this here planet,” Golden added to the delegation of natives assembled around their deceased chief. “I’m sorry to have used such abrupt measures but, you know, you can never tell in these highly structured situations.” The natives shrugged and cheered absently, a high, whistling sound coming through their ugly little nostrils. “Meni, marshik tekel upsharshin,” said one of them, probably a vice-leader, and made a gesture of obeisance to the great Golden. Much moved, Golden accepted the cheers of his own men, respectfully accepted from the vice-leader what appeared to be a Mercurian version of a crown and pulled it down snugly over his ears, somewhat discomfited by a rather humid clinging which he took to be the action of a cooling device. Golden and his men reigned supreme over the planet for a period of six revolutions, after which they were instructed to return to their ship and emplane for Earth. There they were received as heroes and after many fine ticker-tape parades on the main streets of the various cities, retired into a happy and prosperous old age. The second expedition was pleased to find, when they touched Mercury six months later, that Golden was still remembered with affection and his kingly throne vacant. “Power to those who want it,” the vice-leader said with that reserved mysticism which has made the remaining Mercurians so beloved to so many of us.


VENUS


Venus was conquered by man in 1993, just before the period of the Great Eastern Revolutions which held back further interplanetary adventures for some 25 years. Golin Joathan, the leader of the expedition of three; a Lieutenant Commander in the Air Force Alliance, got to the center of the Green Planet, fighting every step of the way, in an exciting adventure which may be read in transcript three rooms down the hall. There he met Horsh, head reptile of the Venusians, who were a small, decadent population living in a series of bogs in mid-planet due to the tempestuous and nearly uncontrollable spate of bad weather which had persisted on Venus since the fall of their technology. Horsh saluted Jonathan with five tentacles and said, “Welcome to this palace, we are happy to meet future denizens.” Somewhat surprised at the ability of the monster to speak English, Jonathan nevertheless retained his cool-headedness and shot the beast through the center of the belly, resulting in a greenish paste being spewed over him and his men and he waited out the animal’s death agony. “Oh welcome to our planet, you fair leader,” another reptile, apparently a vice-lord, said and bestowed upon Jonathan the oath of office which, being rendered as it was in purest Venusian, was indecipherable. “We come in peace and jollity,” said Jonathan and motioned for his men to distribute gifts; since no one in the Project had been sure of what Venusians might want or whether there even were any Venusians (but Congress had voted the extra appropriation just for the hell of it), they consisted of small packages of dollar bills. “Very good for exchange,” winked Jonathan and reigned solemn in the bog for twelve Earth hours, but then it was time to return to the mother ship, which they did, fighting every step of the way. They were welcomed back as heroes and received ticker-tape parades on the main streets of many famous cities; then were permitted—if that is the word—to publish their memoirs, one by one, after serial rights to the official agency version had cleared. When the second expedition returned to Venus some months later, they were surprised to see that a small memorial to Jonathan still existed in the middle of a bog; it was made of stone and sinking as it was to the shoulders, yet retained a stricken grin, a frozen glare, a flicker of precision in the eyes which all agreed was exactly like the old bugger.


THE MOON


Man conquered the moon for the first time in 1969. Fighting every inch of the way, Neil Armstrong and his crew of two circled into orbit on July 19th, then landed on the satellite itself some 36 hours later. “One small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind,” Armstrong said, and he and his crew-mate then proceeded to set up experiments on the moon with radioactivity, implosives and so on. Sentient life was not observed, so it was not necessary to take defensive action. After reigning over the moon for some hours, Armstrong and his companion returned to the Lunar module and then to the command ship itself, where some time later they blasted off to earth. There they were met by an enormous reception and several ticker-tape parades; afterwards they related their experiences in a book called FIRST ON THE MOON published by Little, Brown and selected as a first choice by the Literary Guild of America.


MARS


Man first conquered Mars in 1982. Fighting every inch of the way, Gull Johnson led his little expedition of two to the great Stone City on the fourth canal where were found many interesting relics of a vast Martian civilization which had apparently perished in drought many centuries ago. “We are here; we have survived, we flourish, we go on,” he announced over the radio to an intercontinental hookup of several billions and then, fighting back every step of the way, the little party returned to the AMERICAN BOMBSHELL where they emplaned for Earth. There they were met by record demonstrations at the periphery of the central cities; the inner cities being occupied by riots and then received the Congressional Medal of Freedom from President Agnew. “This is a prophecy fulfilled,” the President said. On nationwide television, in a joint congressional session, the three heroes then pleaded for further funding for the space program. “We must not perish on Earth,” Johnson announced to enormous applause, “but must move on to the frozen spheres of Mercury, Venus and elsewhere, where we will doubtless find life and thus fulfill our destiny.”


JUPITER


Jupiter was first conquered by man in 2146, shortly before the period of the Great Peril that put a halt to the great project for some 85 years. Grant John led his party of sixty-five, fighting every step of the way, through the gaseous Jovian desert and into a small amphitheatre at mid-planet where, it was rumored, the Jovians, now extinct, had held sex-festivals and lunar watches. There, John took upon himself the title of Conqueror of Jupiter, while his crew applauded, then left upon the surface of the planet a tablet of stone saying, “Here came men from Earth, Mercury, Venus and Mars, voyaging outward through the imperishable night.” Fighting every step of the way, they then returned to the SUPER DESTROYER and emplaned to Earth, where they were met by a modest reception in the city, bedecked with garlands and sent through the streets of Rome on donkeys as a reconstruction, it was stated, of the coming of Christ. Afterwards, John wrote his famous novel SPEAK NOT OF EVIL, in which this and many other interesting events of his life are reported. It may be read for a small additional fee in the cubicle to the rear of the pens.


SATURN


Saturn was first conquered by man in 2231, just before the period of the Grand Plague which had such embarrassing consequences for those who caught it and turned out to be female. Fighting every step of the way, Grant Jolson and his companion traveled 650 miles in the grim Saturnian sunset to the Castle of Death, where they met the last Saturnian, a large, doglike creature who lolled uneasily on his throne. “Welcome, men of the third planet,” said the evil Saturnian and expired with a shrug, popping into mist shortly thereafter and hence leaving no evidence, other than testimony, of his presence. Next to the abandoned throne was the Saturnian’s diary, which he had apparently been keeping for many centuries against Jolson’s coming and since it happened, miraculously, to be written in English, Jolson was able to deduce, with the help of his skilled-linguist companion, that the coming of Earthmen to Saturn was the fulfillment of a religion which had been the center of Saturnian culture from the beginning and to which the last Saturnian had willed his own immortality to witness. “Imagine that, son of a bitch, poor old bastard, waiting all this time for us; well, at least he died happy,” Jolson said and flung the diary into his satchel, winked at his companion (who was really more of a coolie, the caste system in the space program being one of the few carryovers from the less liberal traditions of history) and led him back, fighting every inch of the way, to the mother ship BOX which they rode back to Earth, being received there by a small delegation of nobles who clasped the cherished diary as it was and welcomed them back to the planet. Jolson and his companion were then executed, since it was felt that they might have too much knowledge of the customs and lore of the Fabled Saturnian Religion, whose roots and outlines had been prophesied in the new cultism of Saturniasis, originated in 2170 in the back room of a pub in Derby-shire.


URANUS


Uranus was first conquered by man in 2850, shortly after the great Final War which had devastated the planet for almost six months, ending in deadlock and vows for a lasting peace. Golden Jones, the leader of the expedition, and his 448 men, fighting every step of the way, struggled across the edge of Uranus and fell into the famous Sea of Fire, where they were all drowned except for certain artifacts which were resuscitated much later, at the time of the second expedition, in fact. The artifacts were immediately consigned to government security and may be investigated, by special permit, between the hours of 23X and 431B depending upon the authority of the visitor.


NEPTUNE


Neptune was first conquered by man in 2851. Jones Golding and his expedition of 5,000, fighting every inch of the way, came to the Palace of Crags in which a delegation of 65 Neptunians were waiting to greet them. “Oh, it is time, it is time,” said one of the Neptunians, apparently the leader. “Indeed it is,” said Golding and shot him through the heart with a.45 colt antique which he had retained for exactly occasions of this sort. His men proceeded then to methodically slaughter the other 64 beasts. None of their brave efforts succeeded in saving them, however, for outside the Palace of Crags, cloaked in invisibility, were several million other Neptunians who overtook the palace and slew all of Golding’s men except Golding, whom they sent back to Earth with a message never to return to Neptune. Golding delivered the message, fighting every step of the way through the Government offices, and when he had delivered it to the King, fell with a pang in his heart, a Neptunian arrow, so to speak, punctured through the seat of his consciousness and with a defiant roar he expired, bringing about the famous Neptunian Revenge of 2900.


PLUTO


Man conquered Pluto in 4111. Gaul Jolding and his bird, Marsythe, fighting every step of the way, came to the center of a Plutonian desert where, it is rumored, they met God himself in the center of a shallow crevice. “Enough of this,” God said, but before the villain could continue, Jolding did the necessary. He was met by a huge reception and became vice-Lord of the planet, dedicating his efforts to the conquest of the Centauris and the Foxing Of Time but unfortunately, the Grand Disasters of the Low Forties interrupted this noble program for several centuries, retarding man’s progress to the stars, so that it was 6831 before man first set bomb on extra-solar territory. But that is another story entirely and of those great deeds’ accounting, researchers must be referred to the other museum, three levels down and to the rear of the Slaughtering House.




I


MAKING TITAN, 2500


NOW THERE IS NOTHING TO DO but wait. He had plotted it out; three moons in the House of Jupiter, a hint of tilting for chance, other manipulations; he has taken into account the wind, the tides, the celestial weather: now it is only a question of seeing it all proven or, worse yet, foundering…. but for some reason, Kharsh cannot sit back on it, cannot resign himself to the articulation of the proven. It is a new sensation, one which he knows he will have to meet in some intricate way back on Earth, but for the time being he has merely integrated it into the larger problem, the over-all set, and hoped that it will go away. Looking through the mangled window of the craft, seeing the slow wheel of space opening up on all sides, speed to the left and right of him, the immensity of that damned planet as it shows up larger and larger, no hint of rings now, only dust, Kharsh has had to accept for the first time what was purely unacceptable before and that is this: it is too large. It is unspeakably bleak and it encompasses. It is one thing to work this out on a zodiacal frame, all of it abstraction, terms to be manipulated, but another entirely to see what it looks like and he knows that if he were not an extraordinarily strong and assured man, he would have already given under the stress; perhaps the whole purpose of this mission—oh, the cunning of that agency!—has been not so much to use as to reduce him, force Kharsh to renounce all principles of astrology at some crucial moment of connection and hurl all the charts from him in a fit of destruction, able to articulate only random lunacies about this vastness, the vastness. But he will not permit this to happen. He has worked too long, he has struggled too hard, the responsibility is too great. Surely, he can expect nothing from the others as well. All the more reason why he must assemble himself.


He cannot stand them. The captain has always touched off in Kharsh some vague revulsion; perhaps it has to do with the antipathy of mysticism toward natural science but more likely it is this: he has always felt inferior toward women and the captain personifies the kind of man who has always made his inner life so difficult: a big, bleakly handsome man whose very hands seem to be made for grabbing breasts and whose wife—whom he had met that once at the obligatory dinner—radiates a kind of sensuality and dependence which renders Kharsh furious, so oblivious does she seem to the tragic limitations in the captain… limitations which Kharsh has seen from the beginning. But all the time Kharsh has been working, building himself toward this enormous moment of vindication, it is likely to assume that the captain has been screwing: he has been screwing since puberty and maybe a little before and nothing has touched him, only a crinkle of exhaustion around the eyes, perhaps a vague tremor in his voice when he talks of women, otherwise, for all the apparent difference between them, the captain would have been in isolation for decades… and Kharsh the man tearing the bitch apart silently in bed, her eyes opening unevenly to some sense of his power. But it has not been that way at all; in the dim, noisome compact of the spaceship it would be possible to believe all differences ameliorated—nevertheless, this basic understanding persists between Kharsh and the captain and both of them know it: Kharsh has never had luck with women, the captain’s has been exceptional. Or, on the other hand—and worse yet—the captain’s luck has been only average and he is thus unequipped to deal with Kharsh’s envy because, in his mind, he has really accomplished so little. It is an old problem and Kharsh knows that he will have to reach a point, some time, when he will cease sentimentalizing sex but that time has not yet come. He is only 23. He needs too much, too deeply.


Rakos is another situation: what lies between him and Rakos is neither revulsion nor fear nor envy but the simple, deadly hatred of rival professionals who find their opposite views of the universe intolerable. Nothing else is of any significance although Kharsh finds a certain physical recoil has also come out of this: they are in very close quarters in the ship and he cannot stand Rakos’s smell, Rakos’s gestures. But these are merely symptoms: the real problem is that if Rakos has a vision of the universe which is essentially correct, then Kharsh has spent twenty years working falsehood out of a network of lies. The same is true of the captain, of course, but the captain is a simple rationalist… the kind of man who would have been an astrologer if he had fallen into luck. Rakos, however, is in a rival specialty. He is a demonologist.


Kharsh knows that there will be no answers. They will either land on Titan and put up the flag or, like the five ships that have preceded them, sink into the ether at some anguished point and never be heard again. If they prevail, if they make this landing, it will be only because of Kharsh’s careful charts and allowances, but he will always be suspect because Rakos has his pentagrams and has been conjuring flame. He will take the credit. On the other hand, if they perish, skidding past some coalescence of space toward gas, the captain will have to take the credit since he is only the most recent in a succession of pilots, all of whom have incurred disaster. Without the new support-team, of course. The thing, however, is that at this moment, only hours out of Titan with two weeks behind them, with this cataclysmic vindication of all that he has believed almost upon them, at this moment Kharsh is not sure that he wants to go through with it, that he wants to win through; there would somehow be more satisfaction for him if the ship were extinguished, because it would prove that although he was not right, Rakos was not right either and he thinks that he may need his enemy’s defeat more than his own retribution.


Omens, omens. It is difficult and complex and a sensation of winds seems to pass through the craft, winds only in his inner ear, of course, as he stumbles to his feet and hands the latest series of his charts and findings to that bastard, the captain.


 


REARING ABOVE HIS WIFE ON that last night, he had held her, the captain had then had a vision: the vision was that of Titan, moon of Saturn, swimming thickly over him, his haze of desire somehow become the gaseous atmosphere of the damned planet itself and reaching for her breast, trying to move more deeply in her, he had moaned the moon, the moon, not knowing he was talking of the mission or only some emotional chasm within him which contained the image; no time for it either because she bucked back at him wildly, needing the fuck as much for her own sense of summation—damn her gestures!—as out of any physicality and he gave her what she needed slowly, meditatively, his orgasm more a gathering than an unfolding and fell on top of her dreamily, pinning her thickly with all his weight, thinking of Saturn’s terrain and the moon from which they would have to conquer it. He had, at this moment, absolutely no fear; it was the first time in days that he had felt this way but the orgasm had drained him, left him open to vulnerability and detachment together and he knew that one way or the other he would manage the task because the two lunatics going with him on this voyage were incompetent and would be in foetal positions long, long before the moment of connection. Of this he was sure, if nothing else: he had been humiliated, made ill use of, but the final triumph would be his because demonologist and astrologer, both will look at him with a hushed and terrible dependence as he begins to set the control for the plunge, and even were it only to be death-and-entrapment which await them as it has been with all the others, he will have the satisfaction of knowing that of the three of them, only one will be in control. He will be in control. His wife had muttered something indistinguishable and for a moment, so deep his concentration, he thought that she had said she loved him, but she repeated it and he realized that once again she was only thinking of Rakos.


“He’s crazy, he’s crazy, he really wants to meet the devil,” she had said, and he answered, “Only the devil in himself, the only devil that any of us can know, he turns outward the inner necessity,” but this easy piece of agency-approved metaphysic did not give him the closeted sense of satisfaction it had previously, because he was slowly becoming aware for the first time of the fascination this little demonologist holds for his wife, a fascination tinged with, for all he knows, desire, and he had said, “Well, well, listen here now; it doesn’t make any difference at all; out there everybody’s the same, carries with him everything that he was, no changes, no changes, we are still human and nothing more,” and she clasped him to her and bit his ear, saying “Yes, but I’m frightened, I’m so frightened, everybody out there is dying,” and he had said, “I know…. but someone has to do this for the damned fools,” and she said, “you’d think they’d stop; you’d think that they’d call an end to this instead of sending good men out there after the bad, particularly you.”


And he had said then—what the hell was he talking about, anyway?—“but we need this moon. We need it very badly, the space of it; it gives us a position straight down to Saturn you see, we’ve got to have the planets because we’ve got no room anymore, nothing contains us. We’ve got to move out.”


“But nobody’s living on any of the planets! No one ever will!”


“Ah,” he had said, “that’s the point, we’ve got to find a planet that we can live on so we can go there and Saturn’s next. Jupiter was close but no good, Mars was dead, Venus we can’t even talk about, it’s all been a swindle so far but we’re still trying. We’ll always try. They need it too bad, you see, they can’t give it up.”


“You want to go,” she had said in a flat voice, pointed a finger on his chest and pressed down. “That’s all. You really want to go. You can’t even admit it but you want to be out there.”


“Yes,” he had said, “that’s true all right. I want to go out there, I want to make this space and land on Titan because we’ve got to make it and we have got to prove that there is nothing up there that we do not understand; it is all coming clear, merely that we must extend what we know to encompass it,” and he had thought then that he had never said it so well and had never been more aware of why Rakos, that madman, and Kharsh, the little astrologer, must hate him. Rationality and mysticism; the devil and physics, the crumbling void and the maps of space: this was the basic opposition and there could be only one answer, although the fact that most men would dedicate their lives to circumvention had always filled him with a high and solemn terror. But he does not want to get any further into it, not then, not now; no, he is in too deep already and so he had only returned to his wife’s breast, squeezing the nipple, making it form a small pinnacle, attacking that pinnacle as if it were Titan itself and he could cleave out that satellite as easily as he could make her thrash against him in her slow-building response to the only manipulations he has ever truly understood… or trusted. “You’re hurting me, you’re hurting me,” she had cried but far gone into it, drifting deep into the painless torment, he had held her in a grasp so firm that her breasts had felt like metal beneath him, grinding absently through his palms.


 

RAKOS DRAWS THE PENTRAM with a flourish and then steps back a few feet, as much space as he can give it, checks the thing from all angles and then moves in to color the edges with chalk. Now that he has come so near the culmination, he finds that his heart is beating rapidly, his respiration seems sweaty and unpleasant, but this means far less to him than the necessity to get it right because once the process has begun there will certainly be no reversal and a misplaced angle, any slight alteration from the structural formula, and the devil will leap from the center and devour all of them. In a sense, Rakos finds himself thrilled by this; it would be a satisfactory vindication of everything he has believed and would, in the bargain, have an effect on the captain so spectacular that none of them, listening at home, would be able to doubt what he has done… but Rakos still thinks that he thinks too well of himself to look for triumph in disaster. Besides, the devil is the only way out of this and he knows that he will do their bidding, for vanity’s reasons, if none other. The pentagram goes swiftly now that he has established the basic design and when he steps back a second time, he knows that there is nothing more he can do. In due course he will chant the spells and summon the devil and then they will see what happens.
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