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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION



For many years I have written science fiction — a genre which, at its best, has always seemed to me to be concerned with the art of the possible. I do not like galactic empires, quasi-magic weapons, celestial cops and robbers. These are strictly for the kindergarten — and for such misguided folk who believe that “Star Wars”, “Star Trek” and “Dr. Who” are the quintessence of visual science fiction. If they would only take the trouble to read or re-read such novels as Brave New World, Nineteen Eighty-four, Player Piano and A Clockwork Orange, they would discover what science fiction is really about.


It is concerned basically with the human predicament in possible scenarios usually set in the future.


There is another literary genre which is almost the antithesis of science fiction: it is fantasy. Good S.F. attempts to deal with the affairs of imaginary people in a potentially real world. Fantasy draws upon symbols and dreams and psychological archetypes for its literary potency.


Folk-lore and myth are the precursors of modern fantasy. Magic, good and evil gods and supermortals, symbolic quests, breathtakingly beautiful women held in thrall, ghosts, goblins, demons — these are all part of a cultural heritage that is lost in the mists of time.


I do not usually write fantasy; but, I suppose, everyone is haunted by dreams now and again — dreams that may persist even in one’s waking life.


Such a dream was “The Firebird”, a novella which takes up more than half of this book. For a writer, there is only one way to exorcise such a vivid dream; and that is to get it down on paper. Of course, the dream was not exactly as it has been recorded, nor was there such a wealth of detail. It was necessary for the writer to intrude upon the province of the dreamer. It was compulsive writing, almost automatic; as if I were simply taking dictation. The novella was written in less than three weeks, several years ago. It was first published in the U.S.A. where it was well received.


The American writer and critic, Lin Carter, in an introduction to the story, surprised me greatly. He made learned reference to mentions and use of the Phoenix symbol by the Roman historian Herodotus; and by Ovid, Dante and Milton. Apparently it also had religious significance as defined in the works of Tertulius, St. Ambrose and Cyrillus of Jerusalem. Even the great modern Argentine writer, Jorge Luis Borges, discusses the myth of the Phoenix in his Book of Imaginary Beings.


I knew nothing about all this before or during the writing of “The Firebird”. I knew only what most people know — that the Phoenix was supposed to be a bird that consumed itself by fire, and rose again from the ashes. So perhaps I have touched upon a sort of racial memory …


One or two of the other fantasy stories in this collection are for more light-hearted. “I am a Ghost”, for example, was written in the 1950’s as a literary joke for a friend who was credulous enough to believe almost everything he had read concerning the supernatural.


Before I had established myself as a writer, I frequently received rather nasty letters from my bank manager; also I was still haunted by experiences in the Second World War. One evening I went to bed, having dined not wisely but too well. The result was a nightmare which I recorded as well as I could in “The Second Chance”.


“The Snow Crystals”, “Jahweh” and “The Diminishing Dragon” obviously have nothing at all to do with personal experience. They were just vague ideas that drifted into my mind; and, as a writer, I tried to explore them.


I do not think I shall write any more fantasy. You know what you are doing with science fiction, but not with fantasy. At least, I don’t. And that makes me just a little afraid …


Madehurst, Sussex.
October, 1979.










The Firebird











1 A Green Cathedral



Dawn.


It was a world of strange shapes and shadows, impossible colours. It was a world of silence and beauty — a dark and dancing world still shivering under the flimsy mantle of light. It was an oyster shell opened to reveal the pearl of exceeding wonder. It was a ripple of music — a moment of sadness in the long and terrible laughter of life. It was the beginning.


On the rolling stillness of the land, trees stood like tired soldiers, washed by the receding tides of mist. But there was no sound, or only the subtle whispers of a stillness before action; for all the hidden manoeuvres of the night were frozen by daybreak. And waiting lay heavily over the landscape, an invisible veil.


The house rose out of the mist, its mellow red bricks damp and shiny, its leaded windows glazed with a million drops of moisture. No smoke drifted from the chimneys, but tiny wisps of vapour hovered delicately upon lichen-daubed tiles, as if their lazy movement mimicked the slow turning of the sleepers below.


The boy looked back at the house and thought of his sleeping family. He was fond of them — as fond as one can be of strangers united only by blood and habit and love — but he had not told them of his intended departure. They would not have understood. They were too old — too old to imagine the shape of unimaginable journeys.


He stood a few paces from the door he had closed so softly behind him and gazed back at a house that had suddenly lost its meaning.


It was now no more than a chrysalis, a dead shell from which his spirit — his essential self — had crept like some bewildered imago.


Dominic was a strange child — strange as all children are until the light dies in their eyes and the fire goes out of their limbs, and their strangeness is swallowed by cities and civilizations, and the empty meaning of clocks. Dominic was a strange child, full of frightened courage and the urgency of forgotten dreams; full of death and immortality, and in love with both.


As he looked at the stillness of the house, he shivered, knowing that he would never enter it again. Dawn was a time of visions and decisions. They swirled about him as the mist swirled, plucking at his feet and fingers, creating in his eyes tears that he would never cry, and making his heart beat with hopes that might never be fulfilled.


But, whatever happened, he knew that he would not go back into the house again; knowing that footsteps can never be retraced, that every moment another moment dies, and that there are too many possibilities waiting to be born for any to have the gift of resurrection.


He did not need words for such thoughts. They were implicit in the transient dew on spider webs, the mist-hidden carpet of grass, the muted rustle of trees and the curdled fiery streaks along the eastern sky.


As the sun rose like a monstrous red balloon from distant pine trees, Dominic began to walk away. There was no sadness, only a sense of leaving.


Dominic half believed he would walk for ever through an eternal morning where mist drifted like a smoky ocean over the entire earth, where early sunlight sent fingers of day through a million cracks and openings in the trees’ rooftops, and where stars faded on the ebb-tide of the west.


He was alone, but there was no sense of loneliness; for the morning had become a green cathedral as he walked among leaning columns of trees, and watched the mist fight a slowly losing battle with the warmth of day. His thoughts were nowhere and everywhere, as daylight whispered of hidden destinations and the blood in his veins sang of a thousand miracles that might imminently happen.


And presently one of them did.










2 The Thousandth Miracle



Dominic had reached a small clearing, not far from the lake, where the ruins of a derelict cottage — long rough-hewn beams, studded doors and broken pantiles — were returning to the earth from which they had long ago been drawn. It was a scene of enchantment; for here, obviously, were ghosts — invisible and friendly, bound for ever to a home that was itself a ghost.


Dominic surveyed the debris with pleasure and surprise. He realized that, though he might have passed by the ruined cottage before, he was seeing it for the first time.


The walls of the cottage had been reduced; but with odd persistence one doorway, complete with door, still remained standing. It was surrounded by rubble and ferns and the climbing luxuriance of honeysuckle. It was a green door set in a green world.


But, above all, it was a door that had to be opened. No one, thought Dominic as he scrambled over beams and broken window frames and the mounds of clay that had once been clean white walls, no one could possibly pass by such a door without opening it.


He gazed with delight at the rusty knocker. It was a small iron hand loosely holding a massive ring. Below it, embedded in the door, lay the flattened striking piece, its face covered with a fine green cushion of moss. He lifted the ring and brought it down, but the moss muffled the sound of impact so that it could hardly be heard.


He tried again harder, but the bruised moss still held firm and the sound was swallowed. Dominic hammered on the door with his clenched hand; but the sound was no louder, and no one answered his summons.


He was disappointed. On such a morning such a door should have been opened. It was a time for mysteries and inexplicable happenings; a time for discovery.


Impulsively, he flung himself at the unresponsive door. It yielded easily — more easily than he had expected — and he half fell through the doorway on to what had once been a polished brick floor.


At the same time, his eyes were dazzled by an intense and shimmering light. In the moment that he stumbled, he saw — he thought he saw — a bird of incredible plumage, a thing of fire and radiance, rise silently from the ruins to circle above his head.


There was no sound at all and yet — and yet the air was shaking with music; and there was such a nearness of beauty and power that the earth quivered beneath his feet; and there was the message of bells from a distant temple.


The boy shaded his eyes and glanced up. The looking brought pain — and ecstasy. There it hovered against trees and sky — a creature of flame whose wings made the very air dance with excitement.


Slowly, the Firebird circled over his head. Then, with slow wing beats, it passed silently between the trees.


Dominic gazed spellbound after the bright majestic bird. He stood motionless, watching its fiery shape pass behind trees and over bushes — an unhurried flight that was neither a retreat nor an escape but a subtle invitation to follow.


In a single moment the boy’s life had changed. He had opened a door to nowhere, not knowing that on the other side of the door the Firebird waited.


He rubbed his eyes and thought that he was dreaming. He rubbed his eyes again and knew that he was not dreaming. The reality of the Firebird was beyond doubt. The air was still alive with its memory: the derelict cottage was still somehow radiant with its passing.


Dominic knew that he would follow. He knew that there was nothing else to do but follow; for if he turned back through the doorway there would be nothing left for him but an ordinary world in which to live an ordinary life.


Here on the other side of the door, where the Firebird had been waiting, it was as if the world were in sharper focus — as if the air possessed a sudden tremendous clarity so that colours were brighter, contours sharper, and every leaf, every twig, every blade of grass of immense significance. It was as if the morning had been locked in crystal and the crystal bathed in light.


The boy’s feelings suddenly changed to anxiety as he realized that the Firebird was already out of sight. He began to run, filled with a delicious fear that he had lost it — yet, at the same time, knowing that though he might never actually possess it neither would he ever completely lose it.


As he ran among the trees, Dominic caught another glimpse of the Firebird, perhaps a hundred yards ahead, in calm and unhurried flight. It hovered above a small colony of bramble bushes for a few moments — almost as if it were waiting for him — then it resumed its leisurely flight towards the lake.










3 The Golden Meteor



By the time Dominic had emerged from the long sprawling patch of trees, the Firebird was already skimming in graceful curves low over the still water. The heat from its wings annihilated the thin blanket of mist wherever it passed, describing hypnotic patterns which became themselves mobile, until it seemed as if the whole surface would soon be covered in fantastic tracery.


To Dominic the lake was more than a lake: it was a great inland sea with strange countries on the farther shore, and still stranger mysteries on the island that rose almost in its geometrical centre and was oddly like the elbow of a submerged giant.


There was a building on the island. It looked like a tiny Greek temple with four scarred stone columns supporting a carved portico, and round the base were broad circular steps. It was, in fact, a disused folly that had been built in the days when such architectural extravagances were considered necessary to any civilized landscape. Much time had passed, however, since the laughter of cultured gentlemen, the delighted prattle of delicate ladies and other sounds of sylvan gaiety had echoed from it across the lake. Now its only occupants were insects and mosses, flowers and small wild creatures, and the invisibly persistent shadows of things past.


Inside the folly there was a descending flight of steps leading originally to a semi-subterranean bower which was no doubt appropriate for the romantic foibles of an age of elegance. Dominic had been to the folly once before, but he had not ventured down the steps. He had no taste for grottoes that might house anything from a skeleton to an angry beast of darkness.


Now, as he stood at the edge of the lake, he saw that the Firebird, despite all its graceful digressions, was flying inevitably towards the island.


He remembered the boat he had used on the previous excursion and was relieved to see that it lay moored as he had left it by the broken-down wooden jetty — no more than a few planks on thin rotting piles — some fifty or sixty paces away. As he walked to the boat he began to think about the ruined cottage he had discovered, and wondered why he had not noticed it before. But perhaps it was simply because this was no ordinary morning. There was so much that he had already seen — and knew he would be seeing — for the first time.


He walked carefully along the loose planks to the boat, stepped carefully into it and cast off. The small rowing boat had settled a little on the mud of the lake bed; and he had to dig and push his way into free water with an old piece of weatherboard that did double duty as paddle and pole.


It was hard work getting away from the edge of the lake. By the time he was able to look up the Firebird was nowhere to be seen. Clearly, it had reached the island; for the heat of the rising sun had begun to disperse the mist, and almost the whole expanse of water was now visible. With utter certainty, he knew that the Firebird had not passed the island or crossed to the other side of the lake, and he was vaguely puzzled by the sureness of his conviction.


Dominic began to paddle expertly and rhythmically with the old weatherboard, so that the bows of the small boat pointed steadily at the distant target. Presently, the giant’s elbow loomed large ahead of him; and as he paddled he both amused and frightened himself by trying to estimate the dimensions of the rest of the body that lay petrified beneath the surface of the water.


Presently, he was close enough to the island to see the tiny crevices in the stone columns of the folly, and the flowers and weeds that had proudly allocated themselves a place in the sun along its waist-high, semi-circular parapet. But of the Firebird there was still no sign; and for the first time he began to have doubts — not so much of the Firebird’s destination as of its very existence.


After all, there were such things as daydreams. Perhaps the Firebird was part of a daydream. Perhaps the dream was now ending. The thought seemed to cut like a knife; and he was filled with a dismal fear that the island would prove to be empty — empty of everything save the folly, a few stunted trees and the bitter mockery of ordinary, everyday birds.


But even as doubts assailed him, he found a reason for disproving reason. The Firebird could not belong to a daydream because a daydream would only be part of him, limited by his own thoughts and imaginings. Dominic knew that, alone, he would never have been able to dream of anything so beautiful, so full of power and purpose as a bird with fiery head and wings of flame, radiant as the sun yet gentle in movement, and of such splendour and such strange destiny that whoever followed it would surely understand the meaning of miracles.


As if in response to his thoughts, the Firebird suddenly rose from a patch of tall grasses and circled high over the boat while Dominic prepared to land. He gave a cry of delight and jumped ashore, pulling the boat after him as high as he could get it on the narrow border of mud and sandy earth. Meanwhile the Firebird spiralled higher and higher, its heat and radiance mingling with that of the morning sun, until it seemed to be no more than a burning point in the now clear sky.


The boy watched, fascinated and afraid. Was this to be the end of the journey, with the Firebird disappearing eventually into those high blue reaches, and leaving only the memory of a brief pursuit that failed? He rejected the question even as he silently asked it. And it was as if he had signalled the Firebird’s impossible return.


Down it came, a golden meteor. Down, down in a falling curve, and with such speed that its passage seemed to leave an arc of light carved briefly in the sky. Down to the disused folly it streaked, to vanish behind the parapet in a moment of thunder and silence.


Dominic was appalled by the fierceness of that terrible dive. He gazed at the folly in an agony of suspense, half expecting some sign of the inevitable destruction. Surely the Firebird could only have dashed itself into a thousand fragments of light against the unyielding stone?


But there was no death glow, no explosive radiance, nothing. The folly continued to bask serenely and quietly in warm sunlight, as if all were entirely normal on this most normal of mornings. Presently, movement returned to the boy’s limbs, and he went forward cautiously to explore.


The folly was empty. The Firebird might never have existed.










4 The Eye of Darkness



But as Dominic sought futilely for even the slightest evidence of that fantastic fall to earth, his eyes were drawn to the narrow descending flight of steps, the dark stairway leading down to a concealed bower. Not a fern or a flower had been displaced, and the only possible explanation was that the Firebird had arrowed straight down into the darkness, either to shatter itself or — or to lead the way.


Carefully, the boy stood at the top of the steps and peered down. There was no sign of movement or radiance, nothing but a baleful eye of darkness staring back up at him. He stood indecisively for a few moments, trying to estimate the quality of his own courage, and the possible reasons for the Firebird’s descent — if indeed it had really vanished into the darkness of the bower.


The hesitation did not help. His conviction that the Firebird had gone down into the darkness increased in direct proportion to his own aversion for following it. The black inscrutable eye seemed to become larger, more menacing, until he knew that if he delayed any longer his fear would win.


Consciously blocking his thought and imagination, Dominic set foot on the first step. Then he ventured further, resolutely telling himself that he was merely going down eight or nine steps into nothing more extraordinary than a small dark room.


The cool air of the grotto rose up to meet him, and he felt as if he were slipping into a pool of night. He refused to count the steps, and so they became innumerable, leading perhaps to a cavern at the very centre of the earth.


Eternity passed and there were no more steps. He found himself standing on the floor of the bower. As his eyes became accustomed to the gloom, he saw that what he had imagined as total darkness was nothing more than a sort of deep twilight relieved by a patch of sky which he could still see when looking back up the stairway. A few rays of light also filtered through a small high window which had been set into the wall of the folly just above ground level, and which could not be seen at all from the outside, screened as it was by ferns and grasses.


Something was slithering along the floor. Dominic peered anxiously through the gloom and thought that he could make out the shape of a small snake retreating to the far side of the bower. Probably it was a grass snake or a blindworm; but the possibility that it might also be a viper served to justify his apprehension about coming down, and restored his self-respect. Viper or not, he was determined to stay until he discovered what had happened to the Firebird, for it was not to be seen.


The wall of the bower, like the outside wall of the folly itself, was circular. Dominic, his mind filled with visions of secret panels and hidden springs, decided to explore every part of it. Surely the Firebird had gone somewhere. Such a bright and vital creature could not just cease to be alive.


The slithering of the snake had stopped and, as he moved slowly forward letting his fingers slide delicately over as much of the smooth stone wall as he could reach, he willed himself not to think about it. So intent was he upon exploring the possibilities of the wall that he did not notice another smaller pool of darkness that opened at his feet.


With the next step that he took, Dominic walked unexpectedly into space. There was a long, terrifying moment of falling — a strange, weightless interval when it seemed as if the whole physical world had suddenly dissolved, leaving him to be carried alone down the river of eternity — then his small body was shaken by a searing impact. Stars exploded in the darkness, cascading in showers of brilliant colours, dazzling and symmetrical as the patterns of a turning kaleidoscope, before they faded into a deep whorl of nothing.


Dominic did not know how far he had fallen or how long he had been unconscious. He was aware only of the ache in his limbs, the rhythmic throbbing in his head, the sense of isolation. Now he was in a world of total darkness, a cold frightening world where the sound of his own voice mocked hollowly as it bounced back at him from hidden walls of silence.


He wanted to die. He wanted the pain and the fear and the loneliness to be swallowed by a state of unbeing. He wanted to live. He wanted daylight and movement, the joy of recognizing himself in a recognizable background. Above all, he wanted to know that what had happened was neither pointless nor cruel, that at least there was a meaning even in disaster.


He was afraid to move, afraid that there might be yet another pit at the edge of which he could even now be lying. But as he lay there, waiting and wondering, he was surprised to find that he was becoming curiously calm.
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