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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


Desperate for fear the whim that had made the man in gold accept his inspired half-true invitation might evaporate in face of his kind’s ineffable contempt for things of today, Creohan silently cursed the doorway of his house for being so slow to open and admit them. There seemed to be a sullen reluctance about the withdrawal of the protective zareba of poisoned thorns, as though the house were growing senile.


Yet perhaps it was only the terror in his mind, bred of his unshared knowledge, that was making seconds feel like hours, minutes like a foretaste of eternity.


The instant the gap was wide enough to admit them, he caught his companion by the arm and hurried him through. Automatically the man in gold resisted; no one could have laid hands on a gold-clad noble of the Lymarian Empire and not felt the chill stroke of just such a jewelled poignard as this counterfeit wore at his waist. But counterfeit he was, all said and done. The resistance was a mere token. Besides, his curiosity had been aroused by Creohan’s way of phrasing his invitation.


Inwards, then, to the heart of the house, by a moss-floored passage walled with soft-gleaming excrescences shedding an even light, then as they aged deliquescing into a honey-thick substance uttering a delicate fragrance to the air. And, in the midst of the house, the great chamber where the image-field of Creohan’s telescope depicted the black sky full of stars.


Too full of stars, by one…


Before and after his encounter with the man in gold who alone of all the citizens abroad on the streets tonight had yielded to his importunities, Creohan had been rehearsing in his mind words to bite deep through the armour of indifference. Against this long hoped-for moment he had planned gestures, declamations, masterly word-pictures to convey the same sense of disaster looming as dominated all his own thoughts. Yet now, coming upon the event in reality rather than imagination, all he could find to say was simply: “Look!”


The man in gold complied, his face showing plainly that he expected more and had no idea what to prepare himself for. A span of time wore away, and he glanced half-angrily back at Creohan.


“This, then, is your device for seeing into the years to come?” he asked. “And this is all that it will show?”


“That star,” Creohan said, and pointed. “You never saw it in the sky over your beloved Lymarian Empire, did you?”


“I? How should I know? In that great age men had better things to do o’ nights than stare their fill of stars! You cheated me—you lied! You told me you had a way of looking into the future, and I followed you in hopes it might compare with looking at the past. But this—this is nothing!”


Abruptly fury at the smallmindedness of this fellow unlocked Creohan’s tongue.


“Is it nothing to know that star will pass so close to Earth that the seas will boil and the land will parch, cities rise in smoke and flame towards the sky—that all the hopes and aspirations of a thousand centuries will be consumed and leave our planet as a barren ball? Is that nothing?”


His vehemence took aback the man in gold, who retreated a step, hand falling for reassurance to the hilt of his poignard. “Show me this thing, I say!” he challenged.


Creohan sighed, but he knew already he had failed. “I cannot bring it your sight like the empire whose clothes and manners you affect”—he had almost said: bad manners. “But it will surely come about, and in a much lesser space of time in the future than your Lymarians lie into the past.”


“How soon?” There was almost greed in the eyes of the man in gold.


“In less than three hundred years.”


The man’s unease vanished like mist on a sunny morning. He relaxed with a sneer. “Three hundred years? Write it down for your grandchildren to read, then, you fool—by that time Ill be dead, and you, and what shall we know of it? Bah! I should never have believed the promise you made to lure me here.”


“I have given you the chance to see into the future,” Creohan snapped. “Is it my fault that you lack the wit and will to profit by that chance?”


Very nearly, the sting of the insult caused the man in gold to drag his poignard from its scabbard. But he was no more than a Historicker—a man who spent his life gazing into the dead past with a voyeur’s lust—and reason prevailed. They were in Creohan’s house, and everyone knew, though few had lived to report, what a house of this kind could do to protect its owner against attack. The Lymarians had had no acquaintance with such homes, but he was not a Lymarian. Clad like one, armed like one, he was still counterfeit.


He spun on his heel, cape swinging out on the air, and strode away muttering curses. Behind him Creohan clutched the supports of the telescope mirror and felt his brain reel under a tidal wave of despair.


Could nothing breach that monstrous wall of human indifference, before the air seared their throats and the hair burned crackling on their heads?





Across the object mirror of the telescope the image of the stellar runaway crawled. As yet it was tiny. He might never have paid it any special attention, but for Molichant.


That small, dark, astute man was a Historicker likewise, but of a kind Creohan found bearable: not an addict consumed by jealousy for some long-distant day when, as he deluded himself, he could have found outlets in real life for some quality of heroism or some fancied skill, but one concerned to know how things became as they were, conducting a rational quest among the mazes of the past for the cause of this, or that, or the other contemporary phenomenon.


Perhaps because the majority of his fellows were indeed addicts, over the past year or two he had taken to calling on Creohan occasionally to discuss what he had learned. To talk of his discoveries with other Historickers would, in Creohan’s cynical view, have been fruitless; argument would rapidly have degenerated into vain screaming, and perhaps even fighting, over the comparative virtues of a dozen great periods of history.


In return, Molichant suffered Creohan’s talk about the stars with good grace, and even sometimes furnished him with useful information about the changing patterns of the sky as they appeared over the accessible range of millennia. And, lately, he had happened to mention that this star now so bright had not been visible in the time of the Mending of Men, a scant ten centuries before.


Intrigued, Creohan had indulged in a few measurements, a little calculation—the sort of thing he loved. He had catalogued the local proper motions long before, and disregarded this particular star as having nothing remarkable to attract his attention. And an increase in brightness over the decade or so of his studies was too marginal to be significant; there were many stars whose radiation fluctuated by the odd per cent either way.


A thousand years, though, gave an adequate baseline for computation. And last night, out of idle curiosity, he had made use of it.


Until dawn he had sat checking and re-checking the figures, eliminating every possibility of error; drugged himself at last to sleep in the faint, faint hope that today he would prove himself wrong; woken again and gone back, foodless, haggard, to repeat the entire series of equations. There was no mistake. In two hundred and eighty-eight years that star would cross the limits of the solar system. It would be drawn inwards to circle the sun in a dwindling spiral until the two united in a giant hell of flames.


Only there would be no one to see it—on Earth.


Confronted, alone with that intolerable burden of knowledge, Creohan had wished fervently he could have been born a Historicker by inclination, or a Druggist, or a Coupler—anything that would have saved him from having to meddle with the knowledge of reality. Perhaps he had gone briefly mad, for there was a gap in his memory; from his table at home he seemed to have passed directly to the streets of the city, without decision to move.


All afternoon and evening he had walked the streets, accosting strangers, being rebuffed or laughed away. The man in gold had been his last hope. A flash of inspiration had supplied the promise of a glimpse into the future, and the man—a sensation-seeker above all—had taken the bait.


To no purpose.


Creohan clenched his fists in impotent rage. Did these people feel no gratitude to Earth, which had brought forth the manifold richness they turned to their unworthy ends? Was their power of vision wholly limited to the span of their selfish little lives? Had they lost all love for the planet which bore them? If he brought himself to believe that, he could not endure to go on living! It would not seem worth being a member of the human race.


Surely, somewhere, if not in this city then in another, he must find a companion who would feel with him for a disaster which would not occur in his own lifetime. There were, ‘ after all, so many people, and of so many different kinds… His tumultuous mind calmed a little. Given a link to the quiet, reasonable days of the vanished past (was it only yesterday when that past ended? It seemed like an eon ago!), he was able to order his thoughts. He had hit on a subject he had frequently discussed with Molichant, in ordinary conversational style. He commanded the house to conjure up the man’s likeness in the air, and—having gathered an excellent impression of him on his repeated visits—the house complied so effectively that Creohan all but addressed his friend aloud.


If only he could have been here in person…


But at their last meeting Molichant had expressed his intention of trailing some triviality—the form of a current word, maybe, or a snatch of melody: Creohan had forgotten what—into the very deep past indeed, and from a trip of that order he would not return in less than twenty days. And if he were physically present, 1 think I might-Shocked and horrified, Creohan chopped the thought off in the instant of its conception. To revenge himself on a friend for facts which were the fault of the universe—no, that was a shameful impulse, such as he was dismayed to find in himself. It could not be better to linger in blissful ignorance, though he might wistfully envy the fortune of those who had no inkling of the doom awaiting this planet. Molichant had done him a service by guiding him to his discovery, and indeed, provided all spirit had not been j leached out of the people of this modern age, might have j done a service for the whole of mankind. |


Concentrating on that argument, Creohan composed him- | self with his eyes fixed on the image of his friend and reviewed the common course of the many chats they had had on what for the moment seemed an all-important theme.




II


“Have you not thought”—so Creohan would customarily say—”that in another few centuries men like yourself will be yearning back towards this day and age, our own, and finding it superior to theirs? Yet you, and all those who share your passion for Historicism, turn aside from it, neglect it, think it beneath your notice! I’ll wager you know more of the way the world wagged in the time of the Mending of Men than of what is going on abroad this very instant”


He had thought Molichant, specializing in a period less than ten centures ago—moderation as Historicism went—would be vulnerable to such an argument. But it seemed to slide past him, and he accorded it no more than a chuckle, the kind with which one acknowledges a casual witticism.


“Find this bland age superior? Why, compared to theirs, maybe it will appear so! Maybe each age is indeed inferior to its predecessors.”


Then, noticing the stony look on Creohan’s face which disdained joking, he would hunch forward, both hands clasped around a mug of that particular wine offered by his hosts home which he preferred, it not being secreted by his own house, and shift to a marginally more serious tone.


“Oh, there is much evidence one can advance for such a view! It has been established, for example, that these houses which so cosset and protect us are not a product of the natural order of life, but cunningly fashioned by subtle tampering with vegetable heredity; where today can you find me such an artificer as he who contrived the first of them? Likewise the lights that hover nightly in the sky, and render us independent of the fixed return of the sun—there was an age, not overlong since, when the air was empty of them and men had perforce to stumble around bearing torches if they wished to venture abroad after sundown. All this you must grant me, must you not?”


“I cede it willingly,” was Creohan’s reply. “For it digs a deep pitfall across the pathway of your logic. Consider! You choose a time to expend your attention on which, by the clock of the universe, lies a mere eyeblink into the past. Another who goes with you to the Houses of History will sneer at the time of the Mending of Men, and linger only when he encounters the Brydwal, claiming that their exploitation of the senses of the human body represented the pinnacle of all our millennia of achievement; a second will envy the abdication of personal responsibility achieved by the Gerynts, and mock the excessive concern the Brydwal exhibited with the subjective responses of the individual; still a third will class both these as extremist, and maintain that the Minogovaristo were ideal, as having hit upon the balanced compromise. Is it not so?”


And, on Molichant’s cautious nod of agreement, he uttered in triumph his insoluble paradox. “On your argument that each age declines from its predecessors, why does not every Historicker go back as far as possible?”


Molichant shrugged. “In the last resort it’s something unsusceptible of definition which lures a man to the Houses of History. Had you even a spark of what we feel by instinct, as it were, I’d not need to sit here and argue over it. You might, however, say that some people, owing to their ancestry and their way of thinking, feel better suited to ages other than their own. The infinite variety of cultures and societies which our imagination has brought about must hold something for everyone by now.”


“No, that cannot be so. Otherwise how account for such as I, who feel no least attraction from what I’m told of any bygone age?”


“Perhaps I was exaggerating,” Molichant admitted after a pause. “An alternative occurs to me: that the lure may lie in the security one feels when experiencing an age of which one knows the outcome.”


“Is there, then, so much insecurity in this modern age?” Creohan countered. “From what can it stem? Anciently it derived from the fear of hunger, or the threat of storm and winter-cold. Who today risks starvation, who is stricken by poverty? Why, even the ultimate shadow of death is lessened by the knowledge that through the Houses of History another may endlessly re-witness one’s most petty doings!”


“Why, then, look on it as an antidote to boredom,” Molichant said in a cross tone. “Apparently nothing closer to the truth will penetrate the armour of your preconceptions!”


At which point the dispute would hang fire, unresolved. Creohan had often suspected that at bottom Molichant was still smarting from his original failure to persuade his friend that he ought to sample, at least, the experiences which for him were the entire reason for living, and he had no wish to re-open a stale argument for fear of spoiling the liking that had grown up between them on other grounds.





Coming back from memory, he dismissed the image of the Historicker, and as it faded thought again of one justification he had advanced for his pursuits. Now the outcome of this age that he and Molichant and everyone else lived in was known: did that make it more acceptable? Would Molichant become more secure, sharing Creohan’s knowledge? Of course not! He and all his kind would flee further and more often into years gone by.


He desired to see the sky direct, instead of through the intermediacy of the telescope, and the roof of the chamber folded back like a tired flower, leaving him standing in the open. There was something he had never questioned, and now he started to wonder about the workings of it, as though in the moment when he realized it must end, Earth had become a source of total and complete fascination for him.


The house had been—not a part of him, exactly, but—an extension of him, since he acquired it. He had selected it because of its telescope; before he came along it had stood empty, as all houses had to, forgetting its previous owner. Perhaps he had been a little too hasty to move in. Even now it occasionally displayed a trait he did not recognise as his own, and conversely he wondered now and then whether some of the habits he did so recognise might not have been unconsciously inherited from his predecessor.


Once, a few years ago, he had been sufficiently moved by curiosity to ask the house, “Who was your former occupier? Can you show him to me?”


The room shivered; the whole house seemed to strain in recollection. But by that time it did in fact know only Creohan as owner, and the image it projected for him was a slightly younger version of himself.


Well, it didn’t matter. The one-time owner of this house would—seeing that he had centered his home around this telescope—presumably have understood the emotions which now racked Creohan. But he must be long dead. There was only one way to find out who he had been, short of frustrating and probably pointless inquiries of all the citizens, and that was to turn Historicker. He had considered asking Molichant to investigate for him, but decided against it. The answer would almost certainly have been that here was the ideal opportunity to sample for himself the wonders of a House of History.


Cool night breezes tugged at his full beard as he stood listening to the clamour and fitful music of the city going about its night-time affairs. In the far distance he could faintly discern the insane laughter of the next day’s meat as it assembled on the gentle slopes of the hills inland prior to descending to the shore and there making rendezvous with its predestined master, Death. Overhead hordes of circling lights blinded the populace against the stars.


On impulse he whistled one of the lights down to him, recalled belatedly that it could not come until he had ordered a cessation of the soft vibrations which his house emitted from tympanic membranes to clear the field of vision for the telescope; set that to rights, and whistled once again. The light complied, and he gazed at it as it perched on his outstretched hand, its mindless head cocked on one side, its beady eyes closed. This one was green, for his street was green and had been for the past week—roadway, the walls of the houses, and in consequence the lights circling in the air. Some elementary reflex drew them always to places of their own colour.


Although Molichant had specifically cited the existence of the lights as the continuing proof that some past age had enjoyed skills that now were lost, he had never given the creatures much thought. They appeared nightly, served their purpose, and went away, a simple fact of modern living. Now he found himself wondering about them with a kind of hunger. Did they eat? They must, but if so, what? Surely, too, they must breed and reproduce. Where? Would it serve any purpose to inquire among Historickers about their origins, suffering the inevitable boastfulness each displayed about his preferred segment of the past until he learned when and in what manner they were brought about?


No, probably not. He sighed. Historickers like Molichant were rare. The majority preferred to contemplate uncritically the vanished wonders of another age, and lacked the persistence to make complex inquiries into their mode of operation.


He shook the creature back into the sky, and it spread its radiance-shedding wings and resumed its aimless circling among its fellows.


From the hills the breeze again brought the half-ecstatic, half-agonised screams of the meat, and his mind was once more darting off at a tangent. That was something Molichant could justly have invoked along with lights and houses to prop his thin argument about modern decadence: the daily arrival of sufficient meat, its willingness to greet Death as a friend and serve the people of this city. Doubtless the idea had escaped him because, like Creohan, he seldom partook of meat except when dining with a friend. He and Creohan both were exceptionally fortunate in their homes, that were still versatile enough to furnish all their dietary needs; there was no question of principle involved.


And many people, Creohan glossed greyly, still clung to the superstitious notion that some extra, indescribably subtle contagion would convey vigour from food which had itself been vigorous a few hours earlier into their own bodies.


Are we all grown foolish in our decline? The question loomed unbidden at the fringe of Creohan’s awareness. Are we as a species bordering on senility, so that the doom of the approaching star will offer merciful euthanasia?


“No!” he cried aloud, and the sound startled a few of the hovering lights, so that they flapped wildly and withdrew to higher levels.


No, the suggestion was intolerable. To accept it would be to accept that argument of Molichant’s to which he had given the fie, and concede that there was something in past history for every person now alive; hence, the human race had exhausted its powers of invention.


Once more, he decided, once more, he would make the attempt to find a companion to lament the fate of Earth. He could hope for no more than a fellow-mourner’s solace-he had no means to turn a star aside from its course. But regret was the very least that Man could offer to his mother-world.


Somewhere in the city, then, he must find the person he sought. Or if not in the city, then out in the wide world-inland across the plains of Cruin, or beyond the near and far Arbelline Oceans…


Somewhere. Somewhere!


He needed a means to impress on people the seriousness of his pleading. After a moment’s thought, he commanded the house to give him a suit of mourning clothes: a hat with a brim that cast a melancholy shadow on his face, a slashed tunic the colour of drying blood, and leggings that appeared to be plastered from ankle to knee with slowly crusting mud.


Arrayed in this garb, Creohan set out to find his fellow-mourner.




III


For hours he walked, up this street and down that, until he was growing giddy with fatigue, hunger and despair. And, moreover, with the monotony of variety that the city afforded to his eyes. No two houses anywhere were alike, because no two people were alike, and where a couple, a group or a family of more than one generation shared a single dwelling the complexity of interaction between them rendered their home fantastical. Sheer randomness made it impossible to deduce by abstract principle where any given house was located; the names, even, which each street bore were outworn traditional terms. His own was called “Of the Musicians”, but to his knowledge no musician had lived there in a decade or more.


Currently it was, indeed, superficially united into a whole, by the shared green tint which stretched from end to end and dictated the colour of the hovering lights above it. But that too was a fickle phenomenon, brought about by the chance cycle of the sluggish metabolisms of the houses and their habit of adopting reflexively the tint of whichever was for the moment most vigorous. Last week the Street of the Musicians had been blue, and before that orange-yellow. Tonight it was the Street of Carvers that was orange-yellow, and the Street of the Travellers beyond it was white.


Ordinarily that would have been of interest to Creohan. Often, when he wanted a white light for some special task and the natural luminance of his house’s walls was inadequate, he needed to go and whistle one down, hood it and carry it home. Now, though, he could not conceive of himself wishing to attack any other task than the one of finding his fellow-mourner.


Apart from Historickers—and at this time of night most of them were mentally far away in the past—people generally affected clothing of the same colour as their street was currently, as though they could not be sure who their neighbours and friends were without outward evidence of conformity. The folk walking abroad waved to others similarly clad, embraced and exchanged warm words of greeting. To one wearing mourning clothes, however, none chose to speak, and on Creohan’s addressing them the people he stopped returned a blank, uncomfortable gaze and no attention.


Before a house on a street whose name he did not know, over the door of which hung a sign announcing that the inhabitants were poets and calligraphers and would furnish for a small fee unparalleled verses on any subject in the Yandish, Fragial or Cleophine scripts, he encountered a youth attired in tufts of hair at elbows, knees and ankles much occupied in nibbling at the plump pale shoulders of a woman older than himself. In a voice harsh with desperation Creohan demanded what it would cost to have made a powerful and affecting ballad on the end of the world.


The youth ceased his attentions to the woman for an instant of reflection. “It’s a stale subject,” he announced at last. “The minstrel Scrand exhausted it five thousand years ago. And who any longer derives enjoyment from the work of Scrand?”


The woman favoured Creohan with a scowl, and guided the poet’s writhing lips to the lobe of her left ear.


In an open space where recently a house had died, and as yet the ground was too impoverished for new seeds to take root, a woman was forming shapes of coloured smoke, watched by three awed children below the age of puberty. To her likewise Creohan spoke, demanding if she could make a great display visible throughout the city, of sombre roiling fumes lit with such flame as might depict the incineration of a planet. She paid no heed; when finally he touched her arm uncertainly, she raised her face to give him a sweet smile and drew back curtains of dark hair either side her head to reveal that she lacked ears and could not perceive his words.


Shuddering a little, he passed on, and came at last with purpose unaccomplished to the edge of the sea. There a broad road curved with the shore around a bay, on towards a headland where it vanished from sight. A quiet succession of waves rolled beachward from the ocean, leaving the land’s fringe of sand littered with crabs and molluscs dying in luminescent pulses of ice-green and white. In response a few white and green lights circled overhead, but the road was sombre purple like a shadow, and the lights directly above him were so few they did not altogether blot out the stars.


Despondent, he sought among them for the runaway which boded mankind’s doom, and saw it slanting towards the horizon, for the night was far advanced. He stared at it long and long, half-minded to abandon his quest already. For who, lacking the insight years of work with his telescope had given him, would credit danger arising from something so innocent and beautiful as a sparkling light on the backdrop of space?





At length he roused himself and looked around. Not far off, a solitary tavern grew from the beach. He had not been into one for years; taverns were patronised mainly by folk whose own homes were inadequate, through youth or age. Now, though, his nerves were jangling, and liquor would be welcome. Besides, someone lounging in a tavern would be less likely to move away before he could speak his knowledge than someone stopped at random on the street.


He made towards it. Like all taverns, it was circular. Seven rooms disposed like a chambered snail-shell spiralled outwards from a central circle, and in this centre was the waiter, blind, slow-thinking, and at anyone’s service to grant any refreshment within its power.


That dull green knob, high as a man and studded with the sphinctered projections from which it served the clients, did not ask what he wanted as he entered. It was content to wait, immobile as the jugs on the low counter ringing it, placid as the sea outside.


Voices and laughter could be heard from some of the curved side-rooms, but the customers there were out of sight. In the central circle at the moment Creohan walked in there was only one other person, a gross woman in dark clothing, staring at the ceiling with blank unfocused eyes. At first he paid her no attention, mentally debating which of the available infinity of liquors he should select, but while he was still pondering she moved, leaning over the low counter and applying her lips directly to a projection on the waiter, like an infant at the breast.


Instantly there was a tingling all down Creohan’s spine. He spun, and gave the woman an astonished glance. The drab black chiton which was her sole garment, the attitude she had adopted as she sucked, made all clear in an instant. She was a Historicker addicted to the period of the Glorious Gerynts, and what she was imbibing could only be…


Horrorstruck, he saw how her heavy body sagged and heaved with her gulping and made her chiton stretch and hang loose by turns. That was the Gerynt way; they had scorned ornament and decoration. And when one of their contemporary imitators reached this phase, the best place to be was somewhere else.


He made for the door, walking cat-soft, but before he could reach it she had ceased her sucking, turned bleary eyes on him, and shot out a fat arm with dismaying speed to block his way. Helpless, not a little frightened, he stopped dead.


“You mourn?” she said thickly, when she had completed her survey of his appearance. “It is not the custom to mourn in a tavern. It is unfitting!”
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