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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.


      




 


‘I desire no other monument than the laughter of the madmen I have caused to be set loose upon the universe …’




From the testament of Ahman al-Akhmoriahd, fifth century of the Holy City, written in anticipation of the battle at Quetez (Heartbreak Ridge)







The man was young and thought: they have named this war too grandly, as they have named this place, the Holy City. He reconsidered: but it should at least be denominated as “holy” with a small h, for it is choked with tombs and cathedrals, mosques, shrines, places of adoration and prayer, sacred groves, enchanted grottoes and temples of nameless ritual. Priests were as common here as he remembered soldiers and technicians to have been in his own home cities before he left. Their silken and sackcloth robes bracketed the dull tans and greens of the common folk. Some were indistinguishable from princes in the richness of their garments; pearls and diamonds were sewn in swirling patterns to the hems of their cloaks, their saddles inlaid with mother-of-pearl and silver, and their escorts often rode gryphons or lithe pegasuses, as suited the varied tones and nuances they wished to lend to their powers.


The Holy City had named it the Wizards’ War, as if it had already been won and enshrined in its history. It had been going on for almost seven hundred years when Aden left his home, and was known there only as “the war,” as were all the wars of his people’s history during their prosecution.


He stepped from the road and balanced on the edge of a marble fountain while some exalted personage thundered by with his retainers; they were all dead men, which showed their leader to be powerful indeed. Flashes of ivoried bone glinted through seams in their golden armor. The dust their horses kicked up became gold too.


Aden held himself against the fountain’s rim and easily hid his disgust with the funereal cavalry; he had seen much worse. Outwardly, he mirrored the awe and reverence of the other people on the narrow street. Certain mages, it was widely known, often allowed the dust of their passage to remain gold and diamond chips, instead of transmuting back into dirt, as a reward to the people for their acclaim. Many were that extravagant. Of course, there were others who loathed such obsequiousness, so one had to be careful not to overplay the role.


Aden watched the party with his left eye. An adept mage could have detected millimetric variations between the pupil dilation of that eye and his other, just as he could have discovered the coldness and conductivity that underlay the left side of his skull. But in three years, Aden had been careful never to give such persons any reason to look.


The crowd solidified behind the party. Trading and haggling resumed. The noise, if anything, was worse than it had been before, as each person sought to compliment the magnificence of the magician’s dress and his house’s livery to his neighbor. The men of power in that part of the world often kept spies in their pay, some human and some otherwise, and there remained the hope of washing one’s clothes that evening and finding the gold still gold at the bottom of the tub. At worst, it assured one that the magician’s disfavor would not be incurred.


Aden brushed some of the dulling gold dust from his coarse tunic and, as if pondering the magician’s greatness, put his smudged left index finger up alongside his nose. His eye watched the dust in the act of its transmutation, sucked dry its spectrums, counted and weighed the opaque interchanges of electrons and subatomic particles, and caught traces of the fading resonances that tied it to the wizard’s mind.


The information was transmitted through the wires implanted in his skull, neck and torso, and was transcribed onto spheres of frozen helium, suspended by undetectable magnetic fields in titanium cylinders inside his ribs. The natural conductance of his skin also carried quick and subtle messages as his eye spoke directly to the spheres and to the other augmenting devices that were scattered about his body.


Aden ran his hand idly along his neck and chest; this concourse between eye and mind and torso itched. Presumably, his scratching had not distorted or confused the messages.


Aden had been in the Holy City for a month watching, and he felt the weight of his observations pressing against the interior limits of his comprehension. The balls of helium, frigid, unitary, utterly pure, rotated as miniature universes inside of him, informed by the eye, consoled and spoken to by the hybrid creature of his nervous system. The living dead, the dying life, the constant shiftings and transmutations of substance and reality, the extraordinary inwardness of this world, all taken from the minds and imaginations of its men of power, recompressed by the devices of the Special Office, and then jammed into the cramped spaces of his brain, to wait for the monthly block transmissions, when the Office’s satellites fearfully skirted the western horizon and he could rid himself of its terrible density. Aden cowered before the knowledges accumulating inside of him, and, therefore, before the wizards. In this fear, he joined the rest of the people who had allied themselves with this and the other Holy Cities. It was so vastly different from …


He had trouble remembering.


… from the precise night of his own world.


The itching stopped, Aden imagined he could tell when the electrical currents had finished inscribing the new paragraphs on the gaseous spheres.


He pulled his jacket tightly about his shoulders. He had been standing by the fountain for half an hour since the magician had passed by. A few merchants in sedan chairs of satinwood and horn passed along the street. While he thought about his interior circuitries, the eye stirred casually and discerned what it could of their wealth and what they reflected of the economic strength of the Holy City. Such considerations meant nothing to the men of power, and Aden’s world knew it, but they still insisted on looking, as if they wanted to find a common ground of normality in the way the wizards fought their war.


These were exercises that might have been carried out by any spy, trivial compared to the recordation of the passing magician and his retinue: transmutation, his personal triumph over death flouted before the people, his unarticulated powers outlined by a perceptible nimbus surrounding his head and chest. These were proper challenges for the capabilities of Aden’s eye.


He had to think that, he realized during the first month of his mission, in order to remain functional. Anything less and he would succumb to the same spell that half of the world had already fallen under. Either that, or he would unconsciously betray the curious arrogance that characterized the proponents of each side in the face of the other, the defensive contempt each cultivated toward the other’s conception of the universe. He would dwell constantly upon any conceit or belief that would help hold in his delicate and poorly defined equipoise between half-knowing and half-believing.


His mission had been conceived after the philosophers and scientists of his home had, after centuries of war, hit upon the difference between science and magic. Before their realization, the ritual of two worlds shadow-boxing across mutually contradictory and invisible frontiers had exerted a certain fascination on both sides. Neither side understood the manners or methods of the other, and so the commonly perceptible forms of sheer movement often obscured the strategic realities of power and death.


Inevitably, through all the badly aimed attempts at attack and occupation, the two incompatible universes overlapped. The massacre at Thorn River had been the last such meeting. Before that had been the battles of The Corridor, Morgan’s Hill, Kells, the Third Perimeter, Heartbreak Ridge, the Lesser Bennington Isles, Black Cat Road … endlessly fractured dreams through which each world sought to preserve its visions of divinity against those held by the enemy.


Those strange times, before the understanding by Aden’s world, gave rise to stranger nations and personalities. Science was often confused with magic, as it had been during the latter’s first death and the former’s birth. Thus arose successions of intentionally equivocal and elusive intelligence and counterintelligence organizations in each world, such as the one Aden worked for, some maintaining so precarious a balance between the universe that they tried to protect and the one they attacked that they spent their whole existences fighting themselves, awarding their own agents decorations when they killed their comrades and erecting monuments to the failure of gallant, purposely suicidal missions. Thus also, the weird romance of the war itself and of the literatures it spawned.


But no one in Aden’s home could find anything in the war sufficiently romantic or fascinating enough to dull their grief and sorrow. Instead of composing heroic romances, illuminated by artists (who, it was reported, were often driven selectively insane by their patron magicians in the hopes their talents would reach peaks not otherwise attainable), the men of Aden’s home thought more and more deeply upon the nature of their enemy. At last they conceived that their own dreams, those which they retained, were, in the very texture of their construction, tied to objective understanding. Magic and science alike, when they strove against each other, hypothesized similar accomplishments and ends. It was in the methods that they differed.


Science could be understood and therefore controlled. The mechanisms and the sources of its power would be subject to a final switch, accessible to any man, or to any trained ape or dolphin for that matter.


Magic, as it gradually defined itself in the funereal hazes over the Burn, Devils’ Slide, Cameron and two hundred other disasters, could never be understood. By its very definition, it had to remain no more objective than art. Its practice must always be intuitive, given only to persons chosen by unknowable entities according to secret elections.


From this proceeded the comparative dullness of Aden’s world, and also its tired grace, its acknowledgment of universal things, universal weariness, universal frustration, universal defiance. Contrawise, it also explained the awesome personalities the enemy’s world had thrown up, with their barely pronounceable names and tangled genealogies, interwoven with beings of questionable humanity. Their world blazed with baroque, liquid fires, while the men of Aden’s world concerned themselves with blackout curtains and light beams so perfectly coherent as to be invisible unless one was their target. The magicians paraded in raiments stitched with gold and silver thread, studded with precious stones, costuming themselves more gorgeously than the inhabitants of myths, for they conceived themselves to be made of the same stuff. It was easy to become lost in their world, when one’s own offered so little to stand against it. There was a damp warmth about the magicians’ kingdoms that hung about their places and works like the intoxicating sweat of lovers.


Aden’s world dressed in white: starched, spotless, undistinguished except for cut and tailoring, which sometimes showed obsessive attention to detail. Almost by way of petulant counterposition, Aden’s world became progressively colder and abstracted. Everything must be understood, and they found it an unexpectedly easy step; they had always secretly believed that everything could be reduced to component parts of the utmost simplicity, if sufficient energies were devoted to their study.


The men of power wrapped the world in silks and incense, which hid the poverty of their feudal society and cushioned the jarring discordancies of pleasure and horror that it contained. That, too, formed part of their world’s charm.


Three hundred years before Aden’s birth, the nations of his world had begun to replace their guns and missiles with antennas of increasing subtlety and precision. The computers grew to process the accelerating influx of information that they stole away from the hidden kingdoms. New inquiries and postulates proposed themselves and more antennas, satellites and robot reconnaissance ships were built to confirm or deny them. Most were destroyed; their lubricants were turned to powdered diamonds, air suddenly ceased to flow faster over the tops of their airfoils than it did underneath, finite masses were subjected to infinite stresses.


But enough of the devices survived to feed the computers and the persons who habitually dressed in white. These people sat before the readout consoles and blackboards in underground bunkers, refining their inhumanity, drawing further away from the wild vitality that had murdered so many of their fellows; their hands were the color of pale marble, veined with red porphyry.


They learned. Within the aching sterility of their silences, the content of magic was reduced to philosophical syllogisms, then to historical commentaries, then to equations.


The first breakthrough, after the initial realization of the difference between science and magic, was in the discovery of multiple spectrums, paralleling the electromagnetic along which all forces and presences had been previously thought to manifest themselves. The electromagnetic spectrum, it was discovered, did not extend indefinitely. At one end, it stopped with the attainment of absolute zero; at the other, it consumed itself in the high-energy situations that comprised the non-dimensional cores of black holes.


By accident and tradition, the wizards had intruded into the parallel spectrums and manipulated them through the sheer force of their possibly divine personalities. Thoughts of a particular nature that coincided with certain gestures and tones of voice granted them access into the parallel spectrums, even though they had not the slightest idea that that was what they were doing.


Propelled by the inertia that the idea of absolute understanding carried with it, the enemies of magic also entered upon the parallel spectrums, not merely blundering across their lines by a gesture and remembered set of mental attitudes preserved and taught for centuries, but quite deliberately invading them, coursing up and down their twisting limits on forces of inflexible constancy. They found they could turn the gold back into dust at will.


The horror that lurked in this was ignored during the first grand decades, when men found that they could strive against and sometimes defeat the nightmares and beauties that the magicians hurled against them. Then it was revealed that Heisner and his staff had found that love was explainable through the application of simple equations to specific portions of the electromagnetic spectrum and the next two that paralleled it. The equations were the thing that people really felt. It was not a simulation. It was an explanation of a given phenomenon in objective terms adaptable to any time and place.


Heisner was elected to the Royal Academy for his achievement, but committed suicide before his formal installation.


The Discovery, as the histories generically referred to Heisner’s finding and those that followed, cast an unexpectedly ominous tone onto the new way the war was being waged and, many said, won. The men of Aden’s home began to wonder what the universe might look like when they had understood all of magic and all the forces and emotions it had controlled. Magic was art; it lived and died within each individual who practiced it. When a young person sought to know its manipulation, he started with the same fundamentals and elementary skills that his teachers had. In the understanding of numbers, stored and locked inside computers, engraved inside spheres of helium, time meant less; each man stood on the shoulders of his predecessors, gifted and condemned to a more complete span of vision.


They looked, and the ones that came after them looked. Deeper mysteries solidified into geometric masses, the gesturing sweeps of the wizards’ arms were quantified into series of parabolas and their radii plotted on spacetime graphs of infallible precision.


The tangle of grid antennas and tropospheric scatter units outgrew the walls of barbed wire upon which the skeletons of hooded basilisks and minotaurs had bleached for centuries. But the suspicions that Heisner had confirmed grew also. The war cooled. Magic, half in fear and half in self-fascination, turned in upon itself, cultivating stranger and more bizarre talents. Its lands were stalked by impossibly shaped beasts; death and life were toyed with by the men of power as if they were flower arrangements, to be composed according to their personal aesthetics.


Aden had known this history when he had begun to work for the Special Office at fourteen. By the time he was sixteen he knew part of what it meant.


When he was eighteen, he was trained, modified, his abilities at analytic thought surgically blunted, and he was sent against the enemy.


He stepped into a side street paved with glazed turquoise bricks. The houses leaned high above him; some had beautiful rugs hung from their upper balconies, out of thieves’ reach. His left eye searched the glowing patterns as they shifted heavily in the late sun, his natural eye keeping pace, covering; the eyes of the Holy City were numerous and often as perceptive as his own. He searched through conjunctions of arabesques, twisted vines, heroic battle scenes and erotic myths until he found one with a triskelion of three armored legs, bent as though running. From a distance of thirty meters his eye could see that each foot had a spur tipped with a six-pointed star.


His chest itched underneath the lice in his shirt. He adjusted his clothes to seem presentable and walked into the shop below the rug. The man inside had been waiting for him for seven years.


The air inside was thick with fragrances and the hushed, careful idiom the City’s men of commerce often affected. Everyone except for Aden and the serving boy was well dressed. From the cut of their robes, several might have been high civil officials or apprenticed mages. Some turned to him when he entered, but then looked away with cultivated disinterest. The serving boy refrained from bringing him the customary glass of mint tea.


Aden wandered about the shop, examining the less expensive rugs and making what he hoped were appropriately respectful noises as he passed by those of better quality. The very finest, he knew, would not be on display for they had some intrinsic magic woven into their patterns.


At length, the shop emptied. With the evening, the greater wizards of this City and the other towns that thought themselves Holy would be abroad on their chosen work and not on parade for the adoration of the rabble.


The owner sent his attendants home and then turned to Aden. He was fat and rather older than Aden had expected. Half his face had been burned away by some kind of fire. A flap of skin skirted the edge of his right eye, crossed a scar line and then angled downward over part of his mouth. His words were partly masked by it, as if he were speaking from behind a confessional screen.


Aden bowed in respect to the man’s rank and deformities, but then raised himself and looked directly into the other’s face. The Office’s eye evaluated the man’s retinal pattern and found a grid of synthetic sapphire implanted there; nothing obtrusive or complex, but useful for vision in the far infrared and ultraviolet ranges. There was, therefore, no need for the password he had been taught.


Aden smiled as lightly as he could at the remains of the man’s face. “I imagine …”


The other let the right side of his mouth drop and abruptly held up his hand; it, like his face, was scarred and half obliterated. “I cannot help you.”


Aden hesitated a bit. “You are Donchak?”


“I am.”


“And the rug, the one with the running legs, that’s yours too? Is it not?”


The other man nodded politely, but his right eye stayed directed toward the floor. “It is the Office’s, as is the eye that recognized it.” He said this in the consciously ornate merchant’s speech. He had, Aden reminded himself, been sent in over seven years ago to wait for the training of a person such as himself to be completed, the undesigned equipment tested, and the cover established by his own years of wandering through the kingdoms of magic. Still, he had hoped for a guarded wink, or something like “Thank God you’ve come, Carruthers.”


“I imagine …” Aden began again.


“I understand,” Donchak countered, “and I understand too much besides that. That is why I cannot help you.” His half-face was arranged in planes of sadness. “You are too late for my help. Please go.”


“With the eye?” Aden suppressed a twinge of confusion. For all its wonders, the eye was feeling more and more like a detonator, threatening to ignite unstable elements both in the City and within his own mind. “I can’t stay here with it grafted onto me. You must know that even the small amounts of energy it leaks and the block transmissions can’t go unnoticed forever.”


“Then leave.”


“It’s shielded here.” Aden heard himself getting impatient. “The mass of energies and spells. The air’s so thick with them that it’s a wonder anyone can breathe. The only way I got it this far is because it didn’t start working and sending until I was through the borderlands and into the middle of this lunatic nation …”


“If you feel that way, you must correct the problem yourself.” Donchak brought his left hand up and covered the erased portions of his face, further softening the sound of his words.


“Were you betrayed?” In desperation Aden shifted the conversation back against the man.


“Only by myself.”


“But this shop? You must be fairly well off.”


“The building is mine only so long as I remain the private joke of some men of power. They view it in the nature of a game to occasionally pit their arts against my desire for understanding them.” Donchak looked around him. “My rugs are also reputed to have some abilities of their own, which one properly trained could use.”


Gone native, thought Aden, and more than a little crazy too. “But you mean the rugs that you sell. The weavers …”


“… are blind, as tradition specifies. That is correct, as am I.” Donchak smiled at Aden for the first time. “That is my one secret from them. My eye is blind, but the last apparatus the Special Office gave me that I kept still lets me see into areas few of them care exist.”


“Your patterns, then …” Aden’s words trailed off as he thought that Donchak must be seeing him as a dancing glow of cobalt, saffron and orange.


Donchak’s fractional smile continued. “Simple understanding of the interrelation of the chromatic, spatial and auditory spectra and the responses that can be coaxed from their various combinations.” The man could still talk, at least, in the language of the Office. The abstractions of Heisner’s successors sounded out of place among the rugs and gilt work of the shop’s interior.


Outside, muezzins sang warnings to the City and to their masters’ enemies. They vied with each other in the lyric intricacy of their threats, each seeking to exceed the one before him in describing the horrors that waited those who opposed his master’s designs. The civil government abandoned the City at dusk and retired to its barracks and offices.


“Are you watched?”


“Tomorrow I shall be. If you are still here tomorrow, I shall be questioned too.” Donchak began walking away. “There are spy entities here, and there and there.” He pointed with his flabby arms at points in the air as he walked. “I have masked their sensitivities. At any rate, I presume that they will not be looking in the areas where your eye’s power drain could be detected. But they see you are here and probably discern that I am talking to you, though they cannot understand the words. Please go.”


“But the war. The Office cannot …” Aden had spotted insubstantial stains of light hovering in the places that Donchak had gestured toward. He felt his throat and stomach tighten.


“I cannot afford to concern myself with either.”


“Myself, then?”


“I know nothing of you. You were a child when I was modified and sent in.” Donchak paused, resting his hand on the silver tea service. “You can stay if you choose, if you judge you can hide from my companions”—he waved again to the spy entities. “Wait until the effects of the Office’s surgeries wear off and use your understanding to make a place for yourself. It’s more than you’ll be allowed to do if you reach home again.” Donchak continued to stare at him, his eye moving in minute arcs across his body as it gauged the temperature differentials between veins and arteries, and perhaps deciphered the electric crown of wires buried in Aden’s skull, reading his fear.


“Then I’ll betray you.” Intending to be coolly threatening, Aden over-controlled and the words came out brittle and hinting at irrationality.


“I have told you that the men of power know …”


“They do not know of your eye, only your mind.”


“They have not thought it worthwhile to look beyond my mind.”


“But wouldn’t they be disturbed to know that some of the powers they’ve bought, however slight, came from graphs that you learned in a secret police school, or that the patterns that so please their women …?”


“They probably already know.”


“If they did, you wouldn’t be here. They’d permit your training and your former allegiance, but not that grid. That would be too much. They’d take it from you before they found themselves asking you what you saw with it, as if you were some kind of mirror they couldn’t resist looking into. And if they take it from you …” Aden shrugged theatrically, only later thinking that Donchak saw his fear and not the gesture. “If you consider yourself a joke now, Donchak, think how their powers of illusion will eat at your understanding when you’re left in the dark.” Aden felt almost proud that he should have thought of such a tack to use on the other man; it was fortunate he had studied the man’s psychological profile before he had been sent in. “Anyway, they cannot be ignorant to what has, or has not been going on. They’re edgy and nervous with the way the war has been going.”


“But we aren’t?” Donchak whispered icily.


Aden ignored him. “That’s why they’ve been going at each other even more than usual lately. All that damned-up ability and power. They don’t dare use it, because that would give the Office and the Border Command and Lake Gilbert a chance for more study.”


“Study their power? Had they not studied it enough at Thorn River?”


“That was important. It added a great deal …”


“But didn’t they see enough?” Donchak drifted on in the same remotely irritated tone. “I was there, you know. The thing that the Office had put into this eye”—he gestured toward the scarred side of his face—“was like what yours must be now. I was caught there and, unlike the others, I could see the magicians coming through the sky and striding across the plains to crush us.”


Aden let the advantage of his argument slip away as he listened. Thorn River had been among the last great engagements between science and magic, and the largest to have occurred in his lifetime. He remembered, for an instant, the streams of starved and brutalized refugees that had passed his home for days, heading for the sanctuaries of the Taritan Valley, and thought he found Donchak’s face among them.


“And I could see the Border Command ships circling it during the first three days. I could see the masses of attack planes and bombers that waited behind them, waited for three more days, three more hours, three seconds while another variation of the magicians’ power was expended on someone, picked apart and catalogued. I saw the face of the wizard that burned me, and I saw the face of the man who examined it and hoped for my death because that would tell him even more about the magic. I even remember their names, though I cannot say the wizard’s with the way my mouth is now. The man’s name was Etridge.” Donchak paused for a moment. “Do you truly want your eye to serve people such as that, people who could watch such things as if they were lessons drawn on blackboards?” Donchak seemed to be genuinely amazed with his own question, as if its articulation had preceded his thoughts and accidentally proposed something that he would not have otherwise considered possible.


“Of course. They’re not monsters.”


“They watched, cold and bloodless. They did nothing when they might have stopped it, or at least drawn their enemy away. Is that not something worse than simple monsters?”


“Not at all. They were pursuing a”—Aden found the words coming with more difficulty than he would have wished—“a duty. That was the only thing they could do if we were to get anywhere.”


Donchak fixed him suddenly with his functioning eye. “There were other ways! A hundred other ways. Mine, the Office’s, the regular services’, the Academy’s.”


“It worked. It’s working now. Look at what happened to them at Foxblind.”


Donchak softened his voice; his eye returned to looking at the floor. “The price was excessive, wouldn’t you say? Thousand and hundreds of thousands at Thorn River, myself, the killing of this.” He swept his hand toward the door.


“This? The City?” Aden forced outrage back into his voice; Donchak was playing on treasonous grounds again, Aden’s.


“There is not enough beauty here for you?”


“Beauty destroying itself.”


“If it tried to understand itself thoroughly enough to defeat us, to fight us according to our own rules, it would no longer be beauty. It would just be numbers and knowledge, circling round its own grave. Do you want that?” he asked again.


“I must,” Aden said at once, but did not know where the words had come from for he had not felt his tongue move.


Donchak waited for a moment and then nodded, either to the younger man’s threat or to the logic of his position. The muezzins finished their arias. Aden glanced through the door-grill and his eye picked up auroral waverings in the gaps between the houses. He saw the distorted reflections of other lights on the glazed paving stones. The mages often said they were practicing their arts for their own perfection and in preparation against the other half of the planet. The fact that they practiced so often and so enthusiastically on each other spoke for itself.


“Where am I to leave this?” Aden pointed to his left eye. “The Office must have a place that is mobile, if at all possible, and protected.”


“I am aware of the Office’s wants and needs.” Donchak muttered and walked toward the back of the shop. A barred door led out to an alleyway.


They left the perfumed rug shop and the stench of the City closed over Aden again. The paving stones were fired turquoise, even in the alley, but the piles of filth and garbage behind each building dulled the reflected light of the magicians’ practice.


They passed three brave, or particularly hungry figures digging into the trash heaps. The spectrographic abilities of Aden’s eye informed him that at least one of them was a leper.


The City had been named Cape St. Vincent before the war. Then the wizards had come to it and brought their reborn powers and mysteries with them. Within a decade after they had consolidated their rule over the area, they had grown powerful enough to send away the ocean that had faced the city, because it displeased them. The old city’s marble quays and granite boulder jetties still surfaced from under newer buildings only a century or two old. With either marvelous whimsy, or, more likely, invincible blindness, the wizards had often built on and around these structures. Aden saw one house that was partially supported by a corroding rolling derrick that one of the first engagements for the city had welded solid; his eye traced the crane’s outlines in the facing wall and he thought it to be more of a superimposition of distinct worlds, rather than a single structure.


The geometric grid of the original city had dissolved into a tangle of wandering streets and alleys. This, the men of power often declared, more aptly expressed the subtlety and complexity of their personalities. The men of power regarded it as a great humanizing process, an affair of the spirit as much as anything else. Aden’s world watched the process in aerial photographs and regarded it as retrogressive, chaotic, medieval.


Aden speculated how the leper would have regarded the matter. He, personally, had not noticed any great disparity in the number or character of the garbage piles in the cities of either world.


Donchak’s eye led them easily through the night streets. Ironically, Aden’s more versatile unit was often confused and blinded by the reflected energies that the City’s wizards were playing off the ionosphere.


The avenues broadened and straightened themselves. The closely packed houses and shops gave way to the barred entrances of substantial mansions, government buildings and the great halls of the City’s guilds. Many were left over from the ages when there was but one reality on the planet, and they were defined by straight lines and euclidean masses. The structures of magic had overgrown and smothered them, like the crane, with intricate masonry and marble traceries. Eccentric balconies, turrets, minarets, arches, colonnades and porticoes softened the old, harsh outlines; mosaic overlays glittered in the wizards’ lights.


He was aware of the City’s splendor in spite of the darkness. In Aden’s home, when men chose to care, they concentrated on the definition of whole, integrated units. Their processes of understanding allowed for little else but the finishing of broad sweeps of brushed steel or oiled hardwood. Straight lines always ended cleanly or merged into precisely defined arcs and parabolas, always so complete that a building, and sometimes an entire block or town might be seen, weighed and comprehended with a single glance. This aesthetic had been pursued with such single-minded devotion that Aden had come to believe that it was as much an expression of his world’s hatred for magic’s passion as it was an affirmation of its own beliefs.


Aden shook his head as he walked to free himself of these thoughts. In everything he saw and remembered, there was such perfect counterposition. The devastated middle ground had narrowed, allowing each kingdom to press more closely against the other, compacting their energies until each was immobilized by its own fury. The worlds orbited each other, duplicating the death-cycles of stars, until they might become the equivalents of black holes, self-sustaining fields of annihilation.
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