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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.


      




 


By the waters of Babylon we sit down


and weep, when we think of thee, O America!


Horace Walpole, 1775




1


In which Alex arrives, and picks up some donkey droppings


When Alex was thirteen, he and the other kids in his age group used to fight with knives. Every Saturday morning for months on end they practised single combat, and pairs, and two-against-one. Alex hated it. The blades were made of stiff rubber but the bruises were real.


The blades had to be of rubber or else he might have got accustomed to not plunging his weapon right home in his opponent’s neck or belly. In a genuine fight that sort of delicacy could have been fatal.


At first Alex hadn’t seen the point. Their armoury was well stocked with M-16 rifles, pistols, grenades, light and heavy machine guns, mortars, and even rocket launchers. But Mitch, the coach, took the long view. One day the ammunition would run out; whereas they would always have sharp knives.


Alex also learned to throw knives. Steel knives now. Thuck. They quivered in the man-shaped target. Mitch had rigged a track to jerk this target along, but to Alex there was something unreal about this kind of target practice. An intruder wasn’t going to trundle along in a straight line. And supposing he missed the intruder, Alex would be disarming himself and giving his enemy a present.


He had hated knife practice.


On Friday afternoons Mitch had tutored the kids in geography. Mitch’s favourite map was of military target areas inside America. Primary nuclear targets were marked by solid black spots. Secondary targets were open circles. Some parts of this map were great black splotches as if someone had spilled a bottle of ink.


Oregon, where Alex lived, was almost clean. Portland and another coastal target were secondaries, but otherwise – come nuclear doomsday – the state would be okay, more so than northern California, where other survivalist communities had holed up.


And if doomsday didn’t come with a bang, but the world’s economic and political systems simply fell apart, plenty of people in Oregon would get by while whole populations elsewhere starved, rioted, looted, and froze.


Alex was brought up to believe in Survival; and in its twin, Collapse.


A few years later Alex had given up on the version of survival as practised at … at somewhere in the Cascade Range. Alex wouldn’t say where exactly. That was his early training coming out. Never lead strangers back to your base.


So here was Alex, in these late days of civilization as we know it, trying to distance himself from Oregon.


What late days?


The year 2000 had come around like any other. Christ hadn’t appeared in the sky to rapture all true believers up into the air. No angels had flown down, nor missiles neither. But though Russia and America may have shaken hands at last, many more countries than ever before were armed with ever more nuclear weapons, some of those countries already hated America, or would do so when new régimes took over, and in 2001 the Twin Towers had been destroyed – setting the tone for the new Millennium?


Alex didn’t believe in the end of the world, yet he could imagine it. Millions of other people must have felt likewise in various ways. Those who believed in the Rapture. Those who believed in surviving somewhere in the Cascade Range. The planners and the politicians. The antiglobalizationists. Ordinary people, grown sick with civilization. Yes, many. Otherwise, would the city of Babylon have been rebuilt?


Alex Winter was a gritty-looking fellow, his hair wavy and unruly. His skin seemed to have been sandblasted like some ancient stone statue which sloughed off particles. It didn’t seem as though his skin was diseased, just as though he had recently tramped through a dust storm. For a couple of years while he was in college he had applied an oily skin cream; then he’d given up. He’d decided that his skin simply shed old cells and grew new ones faster than most other people’s.


His face was bold, with a Roman nose and a strong – even jutting – jaw. His eyes were a dull, washed-out blue. His hair was a brindled hue, brown flecked with red, as though every now and then the roots injected a few cells of richer pigment. When he sat, he sat very still and looked determined. When he moved, his motions were often brisk and sudden; though not necessarily effective. With maturity he hoped to reach a compromise between these two states.


He was a sociology drop-out from the University of Oregon at Eugene; concerning which, he reflected how odd was this whole psychological business of reacting against one’s home and folks. He had honestly believed that by working his way through school in Eugene he was rebelling – against knife practice and such. He would study the phenomenon of his own upbringing objectively in terms of attitude formation, group dynamics, ideology. He would discover what really made that mountain commune tick. By so doing he would inherit the outside world as a full human being, freed of fear, shrived of doom.


Yet now here he was about to enter a community weirder than any survivalist village, a community designed to find out whether survival as such was possible: the survival of any civilization whatever.


Here was Alex escaping from the new Millennium by altering the date, by rolling back the calendar to the year 323 B.C.


Here he was, approaching the gates of Babylon. Which of course was much closer to ground zero than he had ever been while in Oregon. On Mitch’s target map south-eastern Arizona had been one big black blot.


Alex didn’t care. In his mind a magic bubble enclosed the area which lay ahead. Perhaps at last he had overcome his upbringing.


Unless on a far more fundamental level he had finally submitted to it.


We’ll see, he thought.


And it is Alex who is writing this account. In Greek, on hinged boards coated with beeswax.


They crossed the Arizona desert awakening from a daze, their minds buzzing with the common tongue, the universal language: Greek.


Forty passengers rode the hovercraft; and their brains still frothed and simmered from all the speed-teaching. For a week they had been drugged and hypnotized and interfaced with computers. Even sleep had been invaded. Recorded voices had squeaked at high speed like whistling dolphins.


By the time the passengers arrived at Babylon, they’d been told, their heads would have cleared. A deep sediment of Greek would have settled to the bottoms of their minds. Their ordinary consciousness would be lucid, clear, and Attic.


A couple of Saguaro cacti flashed by, towering amidst the scrub. The dead-looking ocotillo and brittle-bushes resembled corals on a sea floor so long drained that most things had turned to dust. Or so it seemed, after the lushness of Oregon. Ahead, not even scrub. A whole swathe of desert was as barren and pockmarked as the moon, as though the landscape had been deliberately scoured to produce a no-man’s-land between the native vegetation of America and that of Babylon. Alex remembered that this was the old Luke-Williams Air Force Gunnery Range. Rockets and cannon shells and tracer rounds had pruned the plant life in years gone by.


Next door to the range was another empty segment of the state, the Papago Indian Reservation. In the north of this, the grazing had failed. The nearer sod-roofed adobe villages of Hickiwan and Vaya Chin were abandoned years since. This Alex recalled from the briefing before the language lessons began in earnest. He recalled, but it meant little to him.


In the far distance he noticed jagged mountains which looked un-Babylonian. If the copper smelters had still been burning away full blast at Ajo down there in the south-west, he mightn’t have been able to see those peaks at all on account of sulphuric smoke hazing the sky.


The Ajo open-cast mines, once run by the Phelps Dodge Corporation; the US Air Force; the Papago Indians – these things meant nothing much. They were part of America, not Babylonia; and America lay behind the travellers.


Their hovercraft followed the concrete ribbon of the road which once gave access to the construction site. No cars or buses might use this now. It was closed; no longer a modern highway. They flew a few inches above it. The gale of air supporting the hovercraft and the wind from the tail fans swept the concrete clear of grit. Travellers did not touch the surface. They were disconnected, as surely as they were disconnected from America. The voices babbling in their brains disoriented them. Already, as promised, these voices were becoming quieter, dropping beneath the horizon of awareness.


‘Alex – ’


Deborah was saying something to him in Greek, in ancient Greek with an enriched vocabulary which linguists had cannibalized from modern Greek.


He nodded, but paid little attention. Nothing that they could say at the moment meant anything. They were still in transition.


He did wish a relationship to flower between himself and Deborah. When they first met a spark had flown, a connection had formed, a tenuous bridge had been built. He was certain of the spark, the bridge; before drugs and hypnosis drowned him and her. No doubting it. He wished they might be friends and lovers. He felt sure she wished this, too. Here they were, sitting side by side, almost touching. He sat very still. Whatever they felt for each other was dwarfed by what was going to happen. They couldn’t relate as the people they had been; only as the people they would become.


Was that the last Saguaro before Babylon? The cactus stood brokenly, wooden ribs exposed, savaged by lightning or by a cannon shell.


A solitary jackrabbit took off, terrified by the roar of the hovercraft. The animal’s sides flashed from tan to white as it dodged left and right to confuse its enemy. Not that the enemy was interested. Abruptly the rabbit halted and faced north, to drain the heat of flight out of its enormous ears.


Deborah Tate: of medium height, and definitely graceful, though unusually so. Her shoulders sloped remarkably. This was the first physical characteristic of Deborah’s which had struck Alex: that strange, almost alien swoop of the shoulders sloping down from a long, vase-like neck. She was like some African tribal woman whose neck had been stretched, her shoulders pressed down by brass neck-bands. Such African beauties could not, of course, support their skulls unaided upon the stretched vertebrae, not without a column of strong metal to brace the neck. Yet Deborah’s white skin soared unaided. So in a way she looked almost unhuman, as though she was a woman from another star system, her neck and shoulders a perfect touch-sculpture. Since no one else had stared at her wonderingly Alex had concluded that her neck and shoulders somehow conformed to some ideal pattern within himself: the geometry of some personal emotional equation.


Her eyes were glossy dark; her hair raven dark and strong, cut close in a thick helmet, a protective black tongue teasing her nape. She wore a loose white poncho blouse of linen over a long white linen robe from which the tips of leather sandals and her toes peeped out. Her arms were bare, copper bangles at the wrists.


In her Greek costume she looked chaste. Yet she had already hinted that once in Babylon she would soon go to sit in the Temple of Love to wait for any stranger to come along and toss a coin into her lap. Old man, youngster, ugly or handsome, skinny or fat, clean or filthy, she must go with him and lie with him. Every woman of Babylon was obliged to do so some time before she reached the age of thirty; a custom which could prove inconvenient if the woman was ugly – she might spend weeks waiting. Presumably one of the priests might then bribe a beggar to cast the coin.


The prospect seemed to fascinate Deborah.


Maybe she had only spoken of it to Alex, back at the university, in the hope that the stranger might be him? So that she could experience the frisson of excitement and trepidation, then avoid the reality of a total stranger?


Alex already knew that it would not be he who threw into her lap that coin with the head of King Alexander stamped on it. Not he; not yet. To do so would be untrue to Babylon. He hoped she understood this.


Later on – presuming that they both became Babylonian citizens – maybe he would bid for Deborah before the auction block in the marriage market of Babylon. (For that was also a custom, if a woman possessed no dowry.) Maybe.


Alex was already sure that he would become a citizen at the end of the first trial month. He would enter Babel Tower to be taught Babylonian, lying drugged and hypnotized in some deep stone chamber. He would emerge, to grow his hair long, and wear a turban and perfume, and flourish a jaunty walking stick.


He wouldn’t simply be some Greek-speaking tourist who departed after a month, delighted or disgusted, to be debriefed by the university psychologists. Babylon still needed tens of thousands more citizens. The city had been completed only five years ago. Alex would be one of those citizens; he would belong.


‘There’s a drumming in my ears,’ Deborah said softly in Greek.


Alex touched her hand lightly; only lightly, and quickly. ‘It’ll fade. It’ll pass.’


Maybe that was the wrong response? Maybe she spoke of her excitement so as to share it with him?


How could there be right things or wrong things to say on this journey? Silence was best. The other passengers were mostly absorbed in themselves, as if gathering strength to hoist a great rock, to shoulder a whole new world. There was very little tourist chatter; only the dying hum in all their skulls.


She said, in Greek:




‘My tongue freezes into silence,


And a gentle fire courses through my flesh;


My eyes see nothing,


And there’s a drumming in my ears …’





Alex imagined for a moment that she was echoing his own thoughts in rapport. But no; surely she was quoting poetry. Yes, that was it. She was reciting one of Sappho’s love songs. Seventh-century Sappho; no anachronism there.


The skull hum had all but disappeared; so why the drumming in her ears? Was it for him? – or for Babylon? – or for the temple of Ishtar, the sacred brothel?


Deborah came from New York, opposite point of the compass to Alex. Perhaps New York gave her something of a prior lien on Babylon? Her mundane background was computer operator. Also, would-be actress; but that dream had died, replaced by the desire to live out a role at last.


Which was about all Alex knew of her earlier life; and he had told her just as little of his own. Arriving ten days earlier at the hypermodern township of Heuristics south of Casa Grande on Interstate 8, all the new arrivals put their pasts behind them. Their purpose: to confront the future which was written in the past, but not in their own personal past.


He and she had flown into Sky Harbor Airport, Phoenix, to be bussed together with thirty-odd other people to the Institute of the Future in the desert at Heuristics. It wasn’t entirely by chance that they had sat together on the bus, but it was only on the bus that they had mentioned their previous lives.


Heuristics: as a name this sounded no more nor less capricious than the names of several other townships thereabouts. Such as Aztec. And Mecca. Salome, and Baghdad. Yet of course ‘heuristics’ meant the art of asking questions, a word from the ancient Greek, as Alex now well knew.


Being hypermodern, the township of Heuristics was mainly invisible – just as the future was invisible? Heuristics was mostly underground, windows in its ceilings. This highly energy-conservative design served to hide the true size of the Institute, which might have been smaller or very much larger than the actual oasis of glass, the array of twinkling little lakes which would be visible from the air: a chequerboard of mirages or mirrors. Mirrors, more like. The Institute of the Future was indeed a many-faceted mirror reflecting the past into the future. Though what did it reveal of its graduates’ faces? Alex did not know yet. By the time he did know, would he wear the same countenance as before? Would Deborah?


‘Look,’ she said in Greek.


Everyone in Babylon spoke Greek to begin with. Greek was the world language used by travellers. It was the English of its day. For this was the epoch of Alexander the Great, and these were the last days of his reign. Alex’s namesake lay dying of fever even now in the palace of Nebuchadnezzar.


‘Look, Alex!’


Ahead to east and west fields fuzzed the desert with rich greens. Canal water glinted, webbing irrigated farmland …


Babylonia did not actually trespass upon the Papago Indian Reservation, but it came quite close, the further to remove itself from modern civilization: from the rumbling, farting commercial entrails of Arizona. Were the Papagos – those weavers of bright baskets – not now retrenched deep within their heartland, surviving on welfare, their few starving cattle cropping the last arid pasture, they might well have been incensed to behold the greenery of Babylonia and to guess how much money was spent on piping water underground from the flood-control reservoir on the Gila River outside Gila Bend. But it was a fifty-mile walk from the nearest Papago village to Babylon. The Indians still held their wasteland in perpetuity. The border between Babylonia and Papagueria remained sacrosanct, inviolate; except to buzzards.


Realistically – Alex told himself – Babylon made not one jot of difference to the neighbouring Indians. If there had been no Babylon, the money certainly wouldn’t have been spent on piping a river into Papagueria. So there was no injustice.


Why then did the thought cross his mind? Was he, the trained survivor, suffering a twinge of liberal conscience?


If so, he was a fool. Unprepared for the Babylonian experience.


Anyway, there were only four or five thousand Papago Indians. There were thirty or forty times as many Babylonians. Very likely some of the more go-ahead Indians were already basket-weavers or herdsmen in Babylonia.


At last! Far off, Alex spied the city walls and the Tower of Babel rising behind.


This time he did clasp Deborah’s hand. When he let go she shook her wrist as though a fly had settled on it. Her copper bangles rattled.


The fields running up to the outer wall were patchworks of leeks and onions, turnips and cabbages. Dykes, shaded by date palms, divided the fields. Big, mature palms – of which there were thousands – must have been transplanted here full-grown. Dozens of men and women laboured at a leisurely rate, a few cranking hand pumps, most carrying and emptying water-pots. The women wore loose cotton or flannel smocks, belted at the waist. The men were mainly stripped to their loincloths.


The river Euphrates flowed citywards close by, bearing coracles, some carrying a single donkey tethered aboard, others giant boats with three or four donkeys penned on them in addition to passengers and cargoes of produce, wine-casks, or goats. From atop the great brick citadel a few guards eyed and counted the river traffic.


Coracles weren’t the handiest of boats. Even with oars fore and aft and with a central mast dangling sail to trim the course, these perfectly round craft tended to spin in the current like waltzer cars at a funfair.


Yet this was how goods arrived in town from upstream Babylonia, dizzily water-borne. Then the skin hulls were stripped off the stick frames and loaded on to the donkeys to be carried back north. The donkeys munched up the straw padding of the boats to sustain them on the return journey; while the sticks were sold as kindling.


It all made sense.


The Euphrates made a return journey, too. Once well out of sight of the city and the southern Babylonian estates, the bulk of the water was filtered and cleaned and pumped through underground pipelines back to its source some twenty miles north of Babylon. From there, topped up by extra water from Gila Bend, the river recommenced its course down through verdant Babylonia.


Alex was aware that visitors should never allude to this arrangement, nor to the buried nuclear power source which would run the pumps automatically for at least the next hundred years. Citizens of Babylon ignored the origin of the Euphrates; forgot it. According to the laws of Hammurabi, the penalty for broaching the forbidden topic was enslavement to a temple on grounds of blasphemy. Or worse: the Greek visitors had been told that an offender could legally be executed.


Thus actually the broad Euphrates flowed all the way from distant Armenia, and onward down to the sea.


Am I mad? wondered Alex momentarily. Are we all mad, who come here?


No! The pretence regarding the river was a logical lunacy. It aimed to challenge the greater lunacies: of time, decay, decadence, and the death of civilization. It was only one item in a much greater pretence; a pretence so grand that it readily became reality.


Enough said, regarding the false Euphrates. The true Euphrates.


Was Alex mad? Or would he be mad only once he became a Babylonian?


No. He had been mad previously. The rest of the world was mad. It had been mad for years, waiting for the end.


Now Alex would be sane.


And now the hovercraft had arrived at its destination. The road of concrete had disappeared a while since, giving way to a road of dirt.


In the lee of the outer walls below the looming citadel, the craft settled on its skirts. Its engines died. The dust swirled and settled. The passengers disembarked.


An avenue led onward and inward, tunnelling between wall and citadel. Down this avenue they could see the more massive inner walls pierced by the Ishtar Gate. Before they could proceed, a squad of soldiers spilled out of a guardroom and barred the way with spears. These were local soldiers, robed and bearded; not Macedonians.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Their corporal’s counting us,’ said Deborah. ‘That’s all.’


It wasn’t quite all. Even when the corporal had finished totalling the new arrivals, his men still blocked the way. The corporal glanced impatiently along the avenue. Soon a small group of Greeks, no more than half a dozen, hastened into view, shepherded by a couple of spearmen. The Greeks trotted along the avenue, then headed for the waiting hovercraft. The soldiers all dropped back into shelter, though otherwise none of them acted as though the twentieth-first century machine existed. Quickly the craft roared to life, reinflating its skirts and whipping up clouds of dust which covered all the waiting visitors.


They had arrived neat and clean, but now, as the craft swung round and departed, suddenly they were as travel-stained as though they had walked the whole way to Babylon – across all of Asia Minor, Cilicia, Cappadocia, down through Mesopotamia.


‘Shit,’ one voice said loudly in English – and a soldier’s spear jerked as if to impale the word. English was a dead language; it hadn’t yet been born.


The corporal stepped forward. ‘Now you enter Babylon, Gate of God,’ he called out in Greek.


The newcomers had to stop once again outside the Ishtar Gate, not because of soldiers but simply to admire.


The massive inner wall of baked brick rose impregnably from the steeply sloping scarp of a deep canal-moat lined with burnt brick and bitumen. A bridge of removable planks led across to the gate, its towers gorgeously enamelled and decorated. At top and bottom were friezes of rosettes like spinning chariot wheels. In between, against a bright turquoise background, beasts in glazed, moulded brick stood out one above the other: white and blue bulls with yellow horns and hooves, and dragons.


The dragons’ bodies were covered with scales. Their hind legs were those of a bird of prey; their forelegs were feline. Tails were tipped with scorpion stings; heads sported the double horns of the Arabian viper. Mane and scaly claws and forked tongue were a golden brown; the rest was creamy white. The dragons stepped forth proudly, quivering with alertness; though at the same time they looked somewhat pea-brained.


Alex’s thoughts were sharp and clear. They were as luminous as that brickwork. He felt that he ought to perform a sacrifice of thanksgiving to some long-forgotten resurrected god. To Shamash, perhaps, whose sun beat down. It would only be polite.


‘Rejoice,’ said Deborah. ‘We have come.’


She sounded like Phidippides after his marathon run to Athens when the tide of the Persians had been turned, a hundred and sixty-odd years ago now. There were already so many layers of history; of rise and fall …


So many layers. Babylon the Magnificent, the Babylon of Hammurabi the compiler of laws and builder of canals, fell to the pugnacious, greedy, uncultured (and perhaps maligned) Kassites, who let the city fall into neglect. After a while that first Babylon was totally destroyed by the Assyrian Sennacherib. His soldiers killed every man, woman and child in the city, smashed the houses down, and diverted a major canal to flood the ruins.


Less than a hundred years later, the Chaldeans – who destroyed the overstretched Assyrians with Persian help – rebuilt Babylon as their own capital. Before long the city, under Nebuchadnezzar, was more splendid than before.


Curiously, these Chaldeans failed to quite live in the present. Certainly their intelligentsia – priests and scribes – failed to. Amidst sumptuous new palaces and temples, even as they were building astronomical observatories to study the planets and the stars, they were also digging nostalgically in the old ruins for clay books and record tablets. Taking these texts as their guide, the Chaldeans began affectedly to copy the past in dress, speech, and custom. (That may have been why, according to some Greeks, King Nebuchadnezzar had tried to collect and destroy all old records!)


Soon the Persians, former allies, attacked and overthrew the Chaldean Empire; slowly Babylon crumbled away into ruins and wreckage. Or more exactly, Darius the Great adorned the city; then his heir Xerxes taxed it savagely to pay for his Greek wars, eventually sacking and wrecking the city when it rebelled. But by the time of Darius III Babylon was back in business.


Presently, Alexander of Macedon overthrew the Persians (and put a torch to the winter palace of the Persian kings). Then something new in history happened. Alexander conceived the dream of ruling the whole world. He unified the Macedonians and Persians. The first world empire was organized with a common language and a common economy, centred upon Babylon. Babylon rose again as capital of the known world.


Briefly, oh so briefly. In the palace of Nebuchadnezzar Alex’s namesake lay dying at the age of thirty-three.


This was the end of Babylon yet again; the last days of rekindled glory. Rise and fall. Rise and fall. And final fall. Ahead, dust and ashes; and the unknowable future.


What future? The future of Rome, currently a town of no great note. The future of Byzantium. The future of the Holy Roman Empire. Of the Spanish Empire. The British Empire. The Third Reich. The Stars and Stripes.


Dust and ashes. Buried monuments. Bones. Amnesia.


Meanwhile, what rough village in the Congo or the South Seas was slouching towards the future to become the new capital of human life?


Which indeed? – when there was no vastness left in the world where a new golden horde could gather, no wild forests out of which barbarians could sweep invigoratingly?


Where was the new birthplace of power and splendour? Could there be such a thing? Must the latest Babylons – of New York and Moscow, Tokyo and Peking – make way in their turn? And if so, make way for what?


What were the dynamics of decline and fall? Where was the elixir of immortality? How, as the years rolled by, could the present be perpetuated into the future so that change did not sweep away all that one knew? What did the social psyche know which the futurologists knew not?


To answer such questions was Babylon rebuilt in the Arizona desert and rekindled with life, gloriously poised on its final precipice with Alexander forever dying of a fever in the palace.


Had the history of Babylon happened in quite the order that Alex remembered? Maybe; maybe not! He had trouble sorting it all out in his head. So many ups and downs, before the final downer. Undoubtedly the sequence was more even complicated.


That didn’t matter. Babylon had been rebuilt synchronously, simultaneously, the city of Hammurabi and the city of Nebuchadnezzar and that of Alexander coexisting in time. Here in the rekindled Babylon the great buildings of all the different epochs occurred together.


Thus the city questioned time itself; time, the reaper of human dreams.


Babylon was no Disneyworld. It was no utopian arcology. It was no experimental community which wilfully turned its back on the twenty-first century in fanciful pursuit of an ancient lifestyle. If it were merely one of those, would the American government have underwritten the huge initial cost, equivalent to that of a manned space station? Would it have exempted Babylonia from state and federal law?


Space! Perhaps the future Babylon, the new centre of civilization – if any – would be in space … one day, the people of the asteroids and moons behaving as the new, rich, vigorous barbarians. When Earth itself would be a ruin.


In the meantime Babylon was the most ambitious, most important project regarding the future of civilization as one knew it.


Perhaps.


And perhaps the institute at Heuristics was a monstrous folly and its Babylon a different sort of folly, more akin to the follies built by rich English gentry in their landscape gardens in the eighteenth century? Although much vaster, and not merely a façade, but a fully functioning ancient city.


Was the autumn of a culture marked by vast, capricious building projects? By exercises in architectural metaphysics, designed to stem the tide of time? By schemes reeking of immortalist religious yearnings masquerading as something else? (Call this the Ozymandias Syndrome!) Was Babylon the psychic salvation of the American dream, or the very symbol of its decay?


Alex wasn’t entirely sure. He hoped to find out.


‘Come on!’


Deborah was the first to pass through the Ishtar Gate. Alex followed close behind.


He felt, oddly, as though he was entering his own head; and that once inside, he might never find his way out again. But then, he doubted he would ever want to leave.


The Processional Way, also known as Victory Street, stretched straight as an arrow into the distance. Its centre was paved with white limestone flags and the edges with slabs of milky-veined red breccia. On both sides the street was hemmed by high, blue-glazed walls. Snarling lions in red, white and yellow tiles marched along both walls out from the heart of the city.


The wall of lions on the right cut off any view of Nebuchadnezzar’s palace and the Rainbow Gardens. That was no big disappointment. Before he could tackle the greater wonders Alex felt that he needed to come to terms with the common streets, the populace. No survivalist should be without immediate food and lodgings. First establish your base. Explore outwards in concentric circles. Gawping could come later. Unobtrusively he patted the pouch of shekels under his tunic.


When they reached the end of the lion walls, where Victory Street crossed the Libil-hegalla canal, he glanced only briefly back at the south face of Neb’s palace, now exposed to view. He merely registered the colonnaded tiers clad in so many trees and flowering shrubs. Like a camera he snapped the scene but didn’t develop it. As yet he had no real context for that palace. No experiential framework, as they say.


The rest of the party stopped on the bridge and stared. But not Deborah. She understood.


One thing which did catch Alex’s eye and numb him for a while was the sight of the Tower of Babel to the south-west. The sprawling base wasn’t visible, but most of the upper circuits were. Babel looked enormous, far bigger than he had imagined. The air seemed to shimmer and ripple around the tower as though the whole of the district containing it – indeed, the very fabric of the city – was somehow warped and distorted to accommodate such bulk. To Alex’s eye the tower looked less a Babylonian ziggurat than the building as painted by Brueghel.


Once across the bridge, Alex and Deborah plunged down one of the side streets. The street soon branched, putting out side shoots rigidly to right and left like an espaliered peach tree. Their progress was no plunge now, but a sidle through increasing numbers of Babylonians going about their business. The main triumphal thoroughfare had been fairly deserted since it led only to the exit. No doubt on feast days people processed there, but otherwise their feet – mostly bare feet – left the broad, well-paved avenue alone.


These narrow side streets, the veins of the city, were surfaced not with flagstones but with compacted rubbish as if strips had been cut from a flattened refuse dump and laid between the blank house walls. Strips which were excessively, generously thick. The road level – a gastronomic rather than a geological stratum consisting of dried apple cores, cabbage stalks, gnawed ribs of pork, fish bones, date stones, pot fragments, rags, bits of old rush matting – rode knee- to waist-high above the doors of houses. Side-steps were hewn to give access to the homes; and Alex wondered whether his notion about the origin of these roads was quite so fanciful. So much solidified rubbish couldn’t have accumulated and risen tide-high in only five years. More like fifty years. And while on the subject of tides, what a mess there would be if the Euphrates ever broke its banks and flooded the city! Water would pour down these steps cut from ancient dreck, into every doorway.


Babylon, it seemed, had been rebuilt as a used city, a second-hand city, even though its civic structures gleamed.


The dominant odour of these streets was a kind of vegetarian halitosis: armpit of Brussels sprouts, with a soupçon of donkey dung and urine. This might be perfectly comforting and friendly, were you a rabbit. The meaty and fishy elements must be scavenged nightly by stray cats and dogs – by rats too? – or else bare feet would tread upon a mat of maggots.


Had rats been introduced? Had they gravitated mysteriously across the intervening desert sands, scenting the Hamelin of new pickings without fear of poison bait?


The nostrils of Babylon’s passing citizenry did not, by and large, twitch to the aroma of their native paths busily and appreciatively like bunnies’. If the flesh of the streets exhaled a compost-heap body odour, a fair number of passers-by – those who were sufficiently prosperous – deployed a whole battery of counter-smells, an olfactory palette of aromatic gums, fragrant oils, musk, sandalwood, patchouli.


Many men wore only a kilt, striding along stripped to the waist. A few owned no more than a loincloth. Others sported cloaks fastened at the shoulder by a peg. One or two, who walked arrogantly, sported embroidered robes. Some men were clean-shaven but many wore beards, often stylishly waved. Wavy hair fell loosely over some men’s shoulders, although turbans were also popular, and one saw the occasional fez. Richly robed fellows swung walking sticks jauntily.


Women were in smocks or loose, ankle-length shawls. Their hairstyles varied: plaited and coiled like a turban, or done up in a bun. Some buns were huge, and netted in a snood. Some faces were lavishly painted. Kids raced along the street almost naked, boys and girls alike – of course they still were alike, except under a minimal linen cache-sexe.


‘We’ll have to visit a perfume vendor, too,’ said Alex. ‘Before long, eh? Shall we?’


Deborah wrinkled her nose, for a moment just like a rabbit. ‘Greeks don’t wear perfume,’ she said. ‘It’s effete.’


He was sure she was teasing. ‘I bet they do here, Deb. I just bet they do.’


Hitherto all the whitewashed house façades had been blankly private save for the single vaulted archway which gave access sunkenly into shadows; and then only on the side of the street which faced the cooler north. Yet the walls, which continued on from one building to the next, weren’t featureless. They were built in a saw-tooth style, in and out, in and out, so that where sunshine reached into the street it cast bands of brightness and shadow. The walls on the sunny side were a chiaroscuro of slats like a long louvred window set on its side, as though a sudden jerk on a rope running the length of the houses might have swung all the bands of clay bricks at once, rendering the interiors breezy and visible.


Realistically, of course, in that unlikely event the houses would have tumbled down – as indeed their highest elevations seemed already to be doing bit by bit, resulting in frayed, crumbling crenellated battlements up top.


One house was scaffolded precariously with poles and rope. Builders were hauling up baskets of clay from a damp greasy mound tipped in the street, partly blocking it. The men were repairing a section of slumped roof and parapet wall. Grown-up kids playing mud pies, for real.


‘I bet they guarantee those repairs at least till the next thunderstorm,’ said Alex, nodding aloft. ‘Albeit a year from now.’


‘Adobe’s a good building material. It’ll outlast steel and glass.’


‘Should they slap it on while it’s wet?’


‘Become a builder. Find out.’


He nudged her. ‘Talking of men wearing perfume,’ he whispered, ‘I hear the local Macedonians have all gone Persian.’


‘So?’


‘You said that was effete. You seemed to disapprove.’


Momentarily Deborah looked confused, but then she laughed. ‘Look, Alex, where I come from – came from, I mean – guys could bathe in asses’ milk, should they find a convenient ass. And many did. They could wear bones through their noses and raspberry jam on their cheeks. It only bothers me as a visiting Greek lady, see? If it attracts you, do it. Find yourself.’


Oh, I will, he thought – and felt ashamed, of naivety. Not for the first time it occurred to him how his own home community had been puritanical in its codes of behaviour. Wasn’t Babylon, too, in its own fashion? A woman who killed her husband for the love of another man was impaled alive. Supposedly.


Obviously a law like that wasn’t carried out to the letter.


Or was it?


A crashing and clanging issued from the next doorway. A pall of fumes arose from the house’s hidden courtyard, smutting the blue sky overhead. Alex concluded that this particular building must house a factory or a smithy – unless the place was on fire within and the frenzied occupants were trying to beat out the flames with swords and chains and hammers. No other indication that here was a workshop. No clay tablet trodden with duck’s-foot cuneiform letters was inset by the door. How did the locals know where a place was? Or whose place was whose?


From here on much of the rest of the street was sky-soiled on the north-facing side; and more intermittent Nibelungish din soon reached his ears from within the walls. Half a dozen houses were anonymous foundries or blacksmiths’.


‘This must be the Street of the Smiths, but how does anybody find the right Mr Smith? I don’t see any signs.’


‘I guess,’ said Deborah, ‘if you have business here, you already know.’


‘That isn’t much help to a newcomer.’


‘Why should there be signs on everything? The thing itself is its sign.’ She waggled her hand. ‘Do you need signs on your fingers telling you which is which? If so, you’re in trouble. And so is anyone with you.’


Alex experienced a quick chill of implied threat. He tried to sound nonchalant. ‘There mightn’t be any signs, but have you noticed how everyone’s walking in the same direction? That’s been true of all streets since the bridge. No one’s going the opposite way.’


‘Isn’t it obvious?’ she asked. ‘With streets so narrow?’


Again Alex felt that he had suffered a minor defeat. Too many of these, he feared, might erase Deborah from his life like a message rendered nonsensical by too many errors.


He was rescued from discomfiture by donkeys. And Deborah, one moment cool and languid, was the next moment panicked by these same beasts, as David Copperfield’s Aunt Betsy Trotwood would be goaded into a tizz, a passion, by the mischievous antics of donkey boys and their wicked quadrupeds, two thousand and some years later.


Laden with swaying bundles, a gang of donkeys – the only teamwork being that imposed by the confines of the houses – came at a canter, buffeting pedestrians out of the way while urchin muleteers played a hopeless game of tag behind, trying to catch hold of tails and avoid the hammer kicks of hooves which would surely ensue. Further up the street one incompetent lad lay sprawled upon the slippery mound of clay which had created a bottleneck, causing separation of boys from donkeys, and donkeys from their braying senses.


The leading donkey sideswiped Alex with its swaggery flanks, which were belly-bountiful like those of some huge hairy child suffering from kwashiorkor, and doubly swollen by bundles of trader’s booty tarpaulined under a sheep fleece. A tiny package of dirty cloth tied with cord slipped out from under the fleece, to fall at his feet.


Without really thinking, while confusion mounted and loud Babylonian curses erupted everywhere and while the next donkey blundered heavily past, Alex snatched the package up. Otherwise it would be squashed down into the deep litter of other rags and tatters of bedding and cabbage stalks, wouldn’t it be?


Two more beasts were trying to run abreast, crowding the street from wall to wall. Maybe this was the fault of the kilted man squeezed between their necks who was trying to wrestle them both to a halt, but being dragged along. The people ahead of this donkey duo took to their heels, encouraging the animals to do likewise.


‘Help!’ cried Deborah, doing nothing to escape. Why not? Was that beneath the dignity of an elegant Greek lady?


Alex seized his chance, and her hand (his other hand gripping the package) and dragged her in flight as far as the next intersection, which luckily was close at hand. They ducked down a different street just as hooves thudded by – the runaway pair pursued in turn by yet more beasts, then by squealing urchins, finally by a foul-looking burly fellow swearing and lashing a whip at the urchins’ backs.


Enjoying the sensation of leading Deborah, Alex hurried her more than halfway down this street of refuge before she dug her heels in, out of breath or tired of playing that role. She gazed at him wide-eyed. Angry? Exhilarated?


In purest Attic Greek she said, ‘Wow. I could use a drink.’


No one else had dodged up this particular thoroughfare to escape the stampede, although the way had been completely clear. Now, as if some unseen Babylonian traffic controller had waved a flag, the street began filling with folk from ahead.


‘We seem to be facing the wrong way,’ said Alex.


‘I doubt if it damn well matters. Much. Might get our toes stubbed.’


‘We won’t get impaled for jaywalking, you mean?’ He winked.


People crowded by.


‘God, you do construct cages around yourself.’


He slipped briefly into English, and joked, ‘Well, we are looking for bars.’


She looked shocked, insulted, on the point of marching off alone. Probably high-born ladies did not walk these streets alone; so she stayed.


‘Sorry, Deb. I’ll ask directions to the nearest beer shop, or wine palace, or whatever.’


The man he chose to ask – a short, dark, Hispanic type – was kilted and bare-chested but wore leather sandals, so obviously he wasn’t riff-raff. What else he was, was betokened by his tattooed forehead. He wore there the sun-disc mark of Shamash. The sides of the man’s head were shaved, and the curious quiff of hair which remained on his crown made him resemble a sun-browned version of the comic-strip French detective boy Tintin. Alex stepped in his way.


‘Excuse me.’


‘I’m busy.’ The man spoke gruffly, thrust past, and continued on his way. He smelled of sandalwood.


‘You just asked a slave,’ said Deborah.


‘So?’


‘A temple slave.’


‘Obviously he wasn’t my slave.’
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