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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.







NINE HUNDRED GRANDMOTHERS


CERAN SWICEGOOD was a promising young Special Aspects Man. But, like all Special Aspects, he had one irritating habit. He was forever asking the question: How Did It All Begin?


They all had tough names except Ceran. Manbreaker Crag, Heave Huckle, Blast Berg, George Blood, Move Manion (when Move says “Move,” you move), Trouble Trent. They were supposed to be tough, and they had taken tough names at the naming. Only Ceran kept his own—to the disgust of his commander, Manbreaker.


“Nobody can be a hero with a name like Ceran Swicegood!” Manbreaker would thunder. “Why don’t you take Storm Shannon? That’s good. Or Gutboy Barrelhouse or Slash Slagle or Nevel Knife? You barely glanced at the suggested list.”


“I’ll keep my own,” Ceran always said, and that is where he made his mistake. A new name will sometimes bring out a new personality. It had done so for George Blood. Though the hair on George’s chest was a graft job, yet that and his new name had turned him from a boy into a man. Had Ceran assumed the heroic name of Gutboy Barrelhouse he might have been capable of rousing endeavors and man-sized angers rather than his tittering indecisions and flouncy furies.


They were down on the big asteroid Proavitus—a sphere that almost tinkled with the potential profit that might be shaken out of it. And the tough men of the Expedition knew their business. They signed big contracts on the native velvet-like bark scrolls and on their own parallel tapes. They impressed, inveigled and somewhat cowed the slight people of Proavitus. Here was a solid two-way market, enough to make them slaver. And there was a whole world of oddities that could lend themselves to the luxury trade.


“Everybody’s hit it big but you,” Manbreaker crackled in kindly thunder to Ceran after three days there. “But even Special Aspects is supposed to pay its way. Our charter compels us to carry one of your sort to give a cultural twist to the thing, but it needn’t be restricted to that. What we go out for every time, Ceran, is to cut a big fat hog in the rump—we make no secret of that. But if the hog’s tail can be shown to have a cultural twist to it, that will solve a requirement. And if that twist in the tail can turn us a profit, then we become mighty happy about the whole thing. Have you been able to find out anything about the living dolls, for instance? They might have both a cultural aspect and a market value.”


“The living dolls seem a part of something much deeper,” Ceran said. “There’s a whole complex of things to be unraveled. The key may be the statement of the Proavitoi that they do not die.”


“I think they die pretty young, Ceran. All those out and about are young, and those I have met who do not leave their houses are only middling old.”


“Then where are their cemeteries?”


“Likely they cremate the old folks when they die.”


“Where are the crematories?”


“They might just toss the ashes out or vaporize the entire remains. Probably they have no reverence for ancestors.”


“Other evidence shows their entire culture to be based on an exaggerated reverence for ancestors.”


“You find out, Ceran. You’re Special Aspects Man.”


Ceran talked to Nokoma, his Proavitoi counterpart as translator. Both were expert, and they could meet each other halfway in talk. Nokoma was likely feminine. There was a certain softness about both the sexes of the Proavitoi, but the men of the Expedition believed that they had them straight now.


“Do you mind if I ask some straight questions?” Ceran greeted her today.


“Sure is not. How else I learn the talk well but by talking?”


“Some of the Proavitoi say that they do not die, Nokoma. Is this true?”


“How is not be true? If they die, they not be here to say they do not die. Oh, I joke, I joke. No, we do not die. It is a foolish alien custom which we see no reason to imitate. On Proavitus, only the low creatures die.”


“None of you does?”


“Why, no. Why should one want to be an exception in this?”


“But what do you do when you get very old?”


“We do less and less then. We come to a deficiency of energy. Is it not the same with you?”


“Of course. But where do you go when you become exceedingly old?”


“Nowhere. We stay at home then. Travel is for the young and those of the active years.”


“Let’s try it from the other end,” Ceran said. “Where are your father and mother, Nokoma?”


“Out and about. They aren’t really old.”


“And your grandfathers and grandmothers?”


“A few of them still get out. The older ones stay home.”


“Let’s try it this way. How many grandmothers do you have, Nokoma?”


“I think I have nine hundred grandmothers in my house. Oh, I know that isn’t many, but we are the young branch of a family. Some of our clan have very great numbers of ancestors in their houses.”


“And all these ancestors are alive?”


“What else? Who would keep things not alive? How would such be ancestors?”


Ceran began to hop around in his excitement.


“Could I see them?” he twittered.


“It might not be wise for you to see the older of them,” Nokoma cautioned. “It could be an unsettling thing for strangers, and we guard it. A few tens of them you can see, of course.”


Then it came to Ceran that he might be onto what he had looked for all his life. He went into a panic of expectation.


“Nokoma, it would be finding the key!” he fluted. “If none of you has ever died, then your entire race would still be alive!”


“Sure. Is like you count fruit. You take none away, you still have them all.”


“But if the first of them are still alive, then they might know their origin! They would know how it began! Do they? Do you?”


“Oh, not I. I am too young for the Ritual.”


“But who knows? Doesn’t someone know?”


“Oh, yes, All the old ones know how it began.”


“How old? How many generations back from you till they know?”


“Ten, no more. When I have ten generations of children, then I will also go to the Ritual.”


“The Ritual, what is it?”


“Once a year, the old people go to the very old people. They wake them up and ask them how it all began. The very old people tell them the beginning. It is a high time. Oh, how they hottle and laugh! Then the very old people go back to sleep for another year. So it is passed down to the generations. That is the Ritual.”


The Proavitoi were not humanoid. Still less were they “monkey-faces,” though that name was now set in the explorers’ lingo. They were upright and robed and swathed, and were assumed to be two-legged under their garments. Though, as Manbreaker said, “They might go on wheels, for all we know.”


They had remarkable flowing hands that might be called everywhere-digited. They could handle tools, or employ their hands as if they were the most intricate tools.


George Blood was of the opinion that the Proavitoi were always masked, and that the men of the Expedition had never seen their faces. He said that those apparent faces were ritual masks, and that no part of the Proavitoi had ever been seen by the men except for those remarkable hands, which perhaps were their real faces.


The men reacted with cruel hilarity when Ceran tried to explain to them just what a great discovery he was verging on.


“Little Ceran is still on the how-did-it-begin jag,” Man-breaker jeered. “Ceran, will you never give off asking which came first, the chicken or the egg?”


“I will have that answer very soon,” Ceran sang. “I have the unique opportunity. When I find how the Proavitoi began, I may have the clue to how everything began. All of the Proavitoi are still alive, the very first generation of them.”


“It passes belief that you can be so simpleminded,” Manbreaker moaned. “They say that one has finally mellowed when he can suffer fools gracefully. By God, I hope I never come to that.”


But two days later, it was Manbreaker who sought out Ceran Swicegood on nearly the same subject. Manbreaker had been doing a little thinking and discovering of his own.


“You are Special Aspects Man, Ceran,” he said, “and you have been running off after the wrong aspect.”


“What is that?”


“It don’t make a damn how it began. What is important is that it may not have to end.”


“It is the beginning that I intend to discover,” said Ceran.


“You fool, can’t you understand anything? What do the Proavitoi possess so uniquely that we don’t know whether they have it by science or by their nature or by fool luck?”


“Ah, their chemistry, I suppose.”


“Sure. Organic chemistry has come of age here. The Proavitoi have every kind of nexus and inhibitor and stimulant. They can grow and shrink and telescope and prolong what they will. These creatures seem stupid to me; it is as if they had these things by instinct. But they have them, that is what is important. With these things, we can become the patent medicine kings of the universes, for the Proavitoi do not travel or make many outside contacts. These things can do anything or undo anything. I suspect that the Proavitoi can shrink cells, and I suspect that they can do something else.”


“No, they couldn’t shrink cells. It is you who talk nonsense now, Manbreaker.”


“Never mind. Their things already make nonsense of conventional chemistry. With the pharmacopoeia that one could pick up here, a man need never die. That’s the stick horse you’ve been riding, isn’t it? But you’ve been riding it backward with your head to the tail. The Proavitoi say that they never die.”


“They seem pretty sure that they don’t. If they did, they would be the first to know it, as Nokoma says.”


“What? Have these creatures humor?”


“Some.”


“But, Ceran, you don’t understand how big this is.”


“I’m the only one who understands it so far. It means that if the Proavitoi have always been immortal, as they maintain, then the oldest of them are still alive. From them I may be able to learn how their species—and perhaps every species—began.”


Manbreaker went into his dying buffalo act then. He tore his hair and nearly pulled out his ears by the roots. He stomped and pawed and went off bull-bellowing: “It don’t make a damn how it began, you fool! It might not have to end!” so loud that the hills echoed back:


“It don’t make a damn—you fool.”


Ceran Swicegood went to the house of Nokoma, but not with her on her invitation. He went without her when he knew that she was away from home. It was a sneaky thing to do, but the men of the Expedition were trained in sneakery.


He would find out better without a mentor about the nine hundred grandmothers, about the rumored living dolls. He would find out what the old people did do if they didn’t die, and find if they knew how they were first born. For his intrusion, he counted on the innate politeness of the Proavitoi.


The house of Nokoma, of all the people, was in the cluster on top of the large flat hill, the Acropolis of Proavitus. They were earthen houses, though finely done, and they had the appearance of growing out of and being a part of the hill itself.


Ceran went up the winding, ascending flagstone paths, and entered the house which Nokoma had once pointed out to him. He entered furtively, and encountered one of the nine hundred grandmothers—one with whom nobody need be furtive.


The grandmother was seated and small and smiling at him. They talked without real difficulty, though it was not as easy as with Nokoma, who could meet Ceran halfway in his own language. At her call, there came a grandfather who likewise smiled at Ceran. These two ancients were somewhat smaller than the Proavitoi of active years. They were kind and serene. There was an atmosphere about the scene that barely missed being an odor—not unpleasant, sleepy, reminiscent of something, almost sad.


“Are there those here older than you?” Ceran asked earnestly.


“So many, so many, who could know how many?” said the grandmother. She called in other grandmothers and grandfathers older and smaller than herself, these no more than half the size of the active Proavitoi—small, sleepy, smiling.


Ceran knew now that the Proavitoi were not masked. The older they were, the more character and interest there was in their faces. It was only of the immature active Proavitoi that there could have been a doubt. No masks could show such calm and smiling old age as this. The queer textured stuff was their real faces.


So old and friendly, so weak and sleepy, there must have been a dozen generations of them there back to the oldest and smallest.


“How old are the oldest?” Ceran asked the first grandmother.


“We say that all are the same age since all are perpetual,” the grandmother told him. “It is not true that all are the same age, but it is indelicate to ask how old.”


“You do not know what a lobster is,” Ceran said to them, trembling, “but it is a creature that will boil happily if the water on him is heated slowly. He takes no alarm, for he does not know at what point the heat is dangerous. It is that gradual here with me. I slide from one degree to another with you and my credulity is not alarmed. I am in danger of believing anything about you if it comes in small doses, and it will. I believe that you are here and as you are for no other reason than that I see and touch you. Well, I’ll be boiled for a lobster, then, before I turn back from it. Are there those here even older than the ones present?”


The first grandmother motioned Ceran to follow her. They went down a ramp through the floor into the older part of the house, which must have been under ground.


Living dolls! They were here in rows on the shelves, and sitting in small chairs in their niches. Doll-sized indeed, and several hundred of them.


Many had wakened at the intrusion. Others came awake when spoken to or touched. They were incredibly ancient, but they were cognizant in their glances and recognition. They smiled and stretched sleepily, not as humans would, but as very old puppies might. Ceran spoke to them, and they understood each other surprisingly.


Lobster, lobster, said Ceran to himself, the water has passed the danger point! And it hardly feels different. If you believe your senses in this, then you will be boiled alive in your credulity.


He knew now that the living dolls were real and that they were the living ancestors of the Proavitoi.


Many of the little creatures began to fall asleep again. Their waking moments were short, but their sleeps seemed to be likewise. Several of the living mummies woke a second time while Ceran was still in the room, woke refreshed from very short sleeps and were anxious to talk again.


“You are incredible!” Ceran cried out, and all the small and smaller and still smaller creatures smiled and laughed their assent. Of course they were. All good creatures everywhere are incredible, and were there ever so many assembled in one place? But Ceran was greedy. A roomful of miracles wasn’t enough.


“I have to take this back as far as it will go!” he cried avidly. “Where are the even older ones?”


“There are older ones and yet older and again older,” said the first grandmother, “and thrice-over older ones, but perhaps it would be wise not to seek to be too wise. You have seen enough. The old people are sleepy. Let us go up again.”


Go up again, out of this? Ceran would not. He saw passages and descending ramps, down into the heart of the great hill itself. There were whole worlds of rooms about him and under his feet. Ceran went on and down, and who was to stop him? Not dolls and creatures much smaller than dolls.


Manbreaker had once called himself an old pirate who reveled in the stream of his riches. But Ceran was the Young Alchemist who was about to find the Stone itself.


He walked down the ramps through centuries and millennia. The atmosphere he had noticed on the upper levels was a clear odor now—sleepy, half-remembered, smiling, sad and quite strong. That is the way Time smells.


“Are there those here even older than you?” Ceran asked a small grandmother whom he held in the palm of his hand.


“So old and so small that I could hold in my hand,” said the grandmother in what Ceran knew from Nokoma to be the older uncompounded form of the Proavitus language.


Smaller and older the creatures had been getting as Ceran went through the rooms. He was boiled lobster now for sure. He had to believe it all: he saw and felt it. The wren-sized grandmother talked and laughed and nodded that there were those far older than herself, and in doing so she nodded herself back to sleep. Ceran returned her to her niche in the hive-like wall where there were thousands of others, miniaturized generations.


Of course he was not in the house of Nokoma now. He was in the heart of the hill that underlay all the houses of Proavitus, and these were the ancestors of everybody on the asteroid.


“Are there those here even older than you?” Ceran asked a small grandmother whom he held on the tip of his finger.


“Older and smaller,” she said, “but you come near the end.”


She was asleep, and he put her back in her place. The older they were, the more they slept.


He was down to solid rock under the roots of the hill. He was into the passages that were cut out of that solid rock, but they could not be many or deep. He had a sudden fear that the creatures would become so small that he could not see them or talk to them, and so he would miss the secret of the beginning.


But had not Nokoma said that all the old people knew the secret? Of course. But he wanted to hear it from the oldest of them. He would have it now, one way or the other.


“Who is the oldest? Is this the end of it? Is this the beginning? Wake up! Wake up!” he called when he was sure he was in the lowest and oldest room.


“Is it Ritual?” asked some who woke up. Smaller than mice they were, no bigger than bees, maybe older than both.


“It is a special Ritual,” Ceran told them. “Relate to me how it was in the beginning.”


What was that sound—too slight, too scattered to be a noise? It was like a billion microbes laughing. It was the hilarity of little things waking up to a high time.


“Who is the oldest of all?” Ceran demanded, for their laughter bothered him. “Who is the oldest and first?”


“I am the oldest, the ultimate grandmother,” one said gaily. “All the others are my children. Are you also of my children?”


“Of course,” said Ceran, and the small laughter of unbelief flittered out from the whole multitude of them.


“Then you must be the ultimate child, for you are like no other. If you be, then it is as funny at the end as it was in the beginning.”


“How was it in the beginning?” Ceran bleated. “You are the first. Do you know how you came to be?”


“Oh, yes, yes,” laughed the ultimate grandmother, and the hilarity of the small things became a real noise now.


“How did it begin?” demanded Ceran, and he was hopping and skipping about in his excitement.


“Oh, it was so funny a joke the way things began that you would not believe it,” chittered the grandmother. “A joke, a joke!”


“Tell me the joke, then. If a joke generated your species, then tell me that cosmic joke.”


“Tell yourself,” tinkled the grandmother. “You are a part of the joke if you are of my children. Oh, it is too funny to believe. How good to wake up and laugh and go to sleep again.”


Blazing green frustration! To be so close and to be balked by a giggling bee!


“Don’t go to sleep again! Tell me at once how it began!” Ceran shrilled, and he had the ultimate grandmother between thumb and finger.


“This is not Ritual,” the grandmother protested. “Ritual is that you guess what it was for three days, and we laugh and say ‘No, no, no, it was something nine times as wild as that. Guess some more.’ ”


“I will not guess for three days! Tell me at once or I will crush you,” Ceran threatened in a quivering voice.


“I look at you, you look at me, I wonder if you will do it,” the ultimate grandmother said calmly.


Any of the tough men of the Expedition would have done it—would have crushed her, and then another and another and another of the creatures till the secret was told. If Ceran had taken on a tough personality and a tough name he’d have done it. If he’d been Gutboy Barrelhouse he’d have done it without a qualm. But Ceran Swicegood couldn’t do it.


“Tell me,” he pleaded in agony. “All my life I’ve tried to find out how it began, how anything began. And you know!”


“We know. Oh, it was so funny how it began. So joke! So fool, so clown, so grotesque thing! Nobody could guess, nobody could believe.”


“Tell me! Tell me!” Ceran was ashen and hysterical.


“No, no, you are no child of mine,” chortled the ultimate grandmother. “Is too joke a joke to tell a stranger. We could not insult a stranger to tell so funny, so unbelieve. Strangers can die. Shall I have it on conscience that a stranger died laughing?”


“Tell me! Insult me! Let me die laughing!” But Ceran nearly died crying from the frustration that ate him up as a million bee-sized things laughed and hooted and giggled:


“Oh, it was so funny the way it began!”


And they laughed. And laughed. And went on laughing … until Ceran Swicegood wept and laughed together, and crept away, and returned to the ship still laughing. On his next voyage he changed his name to Blaze Bolt and ruled for ninety-seven days as king of a sweet sea island in M-81, but that is another and much more unpleasant story.




LAND OF THE GREAT HORSES


“They came and took our country away from us,” the people had always said. But nobody understood them.


Two Englishmen, Richard Rockwell and Seruno Smith, were rolling in a terrain buggy over the Thar Desert. It was bleak, red country, more rock than sand. It looked as though the top had been stripped off it and the naked underland left uncovered.


They heard thunder and it puzzled them. They looked at each other, the blond Rockwell and the dark Smith. It never thundered in the whole country between New Delhi and Bahawalpur. What would this rainless north India desert have to thunder with?


“Let’s ride the ridges here,” Rockwell told Smith, and he sent the vehicle into a climb. “It never rains here, but once before I was caught in a draw in a country where it never rained. I nearly drowned.”


It thundered again, heavy and rolling, as though to tell them that they were hearing right.


“This draw is named Kuti Tavdavi—Little River,” Smith said darkly. “I wonder why.”


Then he jerked back as though startled at himself.


“Rockwell, why did I say that? I never saw this draw before. How did a name like that pop into my mind? But it’s the low draw that would be a little river if it ever rained in this country. This land can’t have significant rain. There’s no high place to tip whatever moisture goes over.”


“I wonder about that every time I come,” said Rockwell, and raised his hand toward the shimmering heights—the Land of the Great Horses, the famous mirage. “If it were really there it would tip the moisture. It would make a lush savanna of all this.”


They were mineral explorers doing ground minutiae on promising portions of an aerial survey. The trouble with the Thar was that it had everything—lead, zinc, antimony, copper, tin, bauxite—in barely submarginal amounts. Nowhere would the Thar pay off, but everywhere it would almost pay.


Now it was lightning about the heights of the mirage, and they had never seen that before. It had clouded and lowered. It was thundering in rolling waves, and there is no mirage of sound.


“There is either a very large and very busy bird up there or this is rain,” Rockwell said.


And it had begun to rain, softly but steadily. It was pleasant as they chukkered along in the vehicle through the afternoon. Rain in the desert is always like a bonus.


Smith broke into a happy song in one of the northwest India tongues, a tune with a ribald swing to it, though Rockwell didn’t understand the words. It was full of double rhymes and vowel-packed words such as a child might make up.


“How the devil do you know the tongues so well?” Rockwell asked “I find them difficult, and I have a good linguistic background.”


“I didn’t have to learn them,” Smith said, “I just had to remember them. They all cluster around the boro jib itself.”


“Around the what? How many of the languages do you know?”


“All of them. The Seven Sisters, they’re called: Punjabi, Kashmiri, Gujarati, Marathi, Sindhi, Hindi.”


“Your Seven Sisters only number six,” Rockwell jibed.


“There’s a saying that the seventh sister ran off with a horse trader,” Smith said. “But that seventh lass is still encountered here and there around the world.”


Often they stopped to survey on foot. The very color of the new rivulets was significant to the mineral men, and this was the first time they had ever seen water flow in that country. They continued on fitfully and slowly, and ate up a few muddy miles.


Rockwell gasped once and nearly fell off the vehicle. He had seen a total stranger riding beside him, and it shook him.


Then he saw that it was Smith as he had always been, and he was dumbfounded by the illusion. And, soon, by something else.


“Something is very wrong here,” Rockwell said.


“Something is very right here,” Smith answered him, and then broke into another song in an Indian tongue.


“We’re lost,” Rockwell worried out loud. “We can’t see any distance for the rain, but there shouldn’t be rising ground here. It isn’t mapped.”


“Of course it is,” Smith sang. “It’s the Jalo Char.”


“The what? Where did you get a name like that? The map’s a blank here, and the country should be.”


“Then the map is defective. Man, it’s the sweetest valley in the world! It will lead us all the way up. How could the map forget it? How could we all forget it for so long?”


“Smith! What’s wrong? You’re pie-eyed.”


“Everything’s right, I tell you. I was reborn just a minute ago. It’s a coming home.”


“Smith! We’re riding through green grass.”


“I love it. I could crop it like a horse.”


“That cliff, Smith! It shouldn’t be that close! It’s part of the mir—”


“Why, sir, that is Lolo Trusul.”


“But it’s not real! It’s not on any topography map!”


“Map, sir? I’m a poor kalo man who wouldn’t know about things like that.”


“Smith! You’re a qualified cartographer!”


“Does seem that I followed a trade with a name like that. But the cliff is real enough. I climbed it in my boyhood—in my other boyhood. And that yonder, sir, is Drapengoro Rez—the Grassy Mountain. And the high plateau ahead of us which we begin to climb is Diz Boro Grai—the Land of the Great Horses.”


Rockwell stopped the terrain buggy and leaped off. Smith followed him in a happy daze.


“Smith, you’re wide-eyed crazy!” Rockwell gasped. “And what am I? We’re terribly lost somehow. Smith, look at the log chart and the bearings recorder!”


“Log chart, sir? I’m a poor kalo man who wouldn’t know—”


“Damn you, Smith, you made these instruments. If they’re correct we’re seven hundred feet too high and have been climbing for ten miles into a highland that’s supposed to be part of a mirage. These cliffs can’t be here. We can’t be here. Smith!”


But Seruno Smith had ambled off like a crazy man.


“Smith, where are you trotting off to? Can’t you hear me?”


“You call to me, sir?” asked Smith. “And by such a name?”


“Are the two of us as crazy as the country?” Rockwell moaned. “I’ve worked with you for three years. Isn’t your name Smith?”


“Why, yes, sir, I guess it might be englished as Horse-Smith or Black-Smith. But my name is Pettalangro and I’m going home.”


And the man who had been Smith started on foot up to the Land of the Great Horses.


“Smith, I’m getting on the buggy and I’m going back,” Rockwell shouted. “I’m scared liverless of this country that changes. When a mirage turns solid it’s time to quit. Come along now! We’ll be back in Bikaner by tomorrow morning. There’s a doctor there, and a whiskey bar. We need one of them.”


“Thank you, sir, but I must go up to my home,” Smith sang out. “It was kind of you to give me a ride along the way.”


“I’m leaving you, Smith. One crazy man is better than two.”


“Ashava, Sarishan,” Smith called a parting.


“Smith, unriddle me one last thing,” Rockwell called, trying to find a piece of sanity to hold to. “What is the name of the seventh sister?”


“Deep Romany,” Smith sang, and he was gone up into the high plateau that had always been a mirage.


In an upper room on Olive Street in St. Louis, Missouri, a half-and-half couple were talking half-and-half.


“The rez has riser’d,” the man said. “I can sung it like brishindo. Let’s jal.”


“All right,” the wife said, “if you’re awa.”


“Hell, I bet I can riker plenty bano on the beda we got here. I’ll have kakko come kinna it saro.”


“With a little bachi we can be jal’d by areat,” said the wife.


“Nashiva, woman, nashiva!”


“All right,” the wife said, and she began to pack their suitcases.


In Camargo in the Chihuahua State of Mexico, a shade-tree mechanic sold his business for a hundred pesos and told his wife to pack up—they were leaving.


“To leave now when business is so good?” she asked.


“I only got one car to fix and I can’t fix that,” the man said.


“But if you keep it long enough, he will pay you to put it together again even if it isn’t fixed. That’s what he did last time. And you’ve a horse to shoe.”


“I’m afraid of that horse. It has come back, though. Let’s go.”


“Are you sure we will be able to find it?”


“Of course I’m not sure. We will go in our wagon and our sick horse will pull it.”


“Why will we go in the wagon, when we have a car, of sorts?”


“I don’t know why. But we will go in the wagon, and we will nail the old giant horseshoe up on the lintel board.”


A carny in Nebraska lifted his head and smelled the air.


“It’s come back,” he said. “I always knew we’d know. Any other Romanies here?”


“I got a little rart in me,” said one of his fellows. “This narvelengero dives is only a two-bit carnival anyhow. We’ll tell the boss to shove it up his chev and we’ll be gone.”


In Tulsa, a used-car dealer named Gypsy Red announced the hottest sale on the row:


“Everything for nothing! I’m leaving. Pick up the papers and drive them off. Nine new heaps and thirty good ones. All free.”


“You think we’re crazy?” the people asked. “There’s a catch.”


Red put the papers for all the cars on the ground and put a brick on top of them. He got in the worst car on the lot and drove it off forever.


“All free,” he sang out as he drove off. “Pick up the papers and drive the cars away.”


They’re still there. You think people are crazy to fall for something like that that probably has a catch to it?


In Galveston a barmaid named Margaret was asking merchant seamen how best to get passage to Karachi.


“Why Karachi?” one of them asked her.


“I thought it would be the nearest big port,” she said. “It’s come back, you know.”


“I kind of felt this morning it had come back,” he said. “I’m a chal myself. Sure, we’ll find something going that way.”


In thousands of places fawney-men and dukkerin-women, kakki-baskros and hegedusies, clowns and commission men, Counts of Condom and Dukes of Little Egypt parvel’d in their chips and got ready to roll.


Men and families made sudden decisions in every country. Athinganoi gathered in the hills above Salonika in Greece and were joined by brothers from Serbia and Albania and the Rhodope Hills of Bulgaria. Zingari of north Italy gathered around Pavia and began to roll toward Genoa to take ship. Boemios of Portugal came down to Porto and Lisbon. Gitanos of Andalusia and all southern Spain came to Sanlúcar and Málaga. Zigeuner from Thuringia and Hanover thronged to Hamburg to find ocean passage. Gioboga and their mixed-blood Shelta cousins from every cnoc and coill of Ireland found boats at Dublin and Limerick and Bantry.


From deeper Europe, Tsigani began to travel overland eastward. The people were going from two hundred ports of every continent and over a thousand highroads—many of them long forgotten.


Balauros, Kalo, Manusch, Melelo, Tsigani, Moro, Romani, Flamenco, Sinto, Cicara, the many-named people was traveling in its thousands. The Romani Rai was moving.


Two million Gypsies of the world were going home.


At the Institute, Gregory Smirnov was talking to his friends and associates.


“You remember the thesis I presented several years ago,” he said, “that, a little over a thousand years ago, Outer Visitors came down to Earth and took a sliver of our Earth away with them. All of you found the proposition comical, but I arrived at my conclusion by isostatic and eustatic analysis carried out minutely. There is no doubt that it happened.”


“One of our slivers is missing,” said Aloysius Shiplap. “You guessed the sliver taken at about ten thousand square miles in area and no more than a mile thick at its greatest. You said you thought they wanted to run this sliver from our Earth through their laboratories as a sample. Do you have something new on our missing sliver?”


“I’m closing the inquiry,” Gregory said. “They’ve brought it back.”


It was simple really, jekvasteskero, Gypsy-simple. It is the gadjo, the non-Gypsies of the world, who give complicated answers to simple things.


“They came and took our country away from us,” the Gypsies had always said, and that is what had happened.


The Outer Visitors had run a slip under it, rocked it gently to rid it of nervous fauna, and then taken it away for study. For a marker, they left an immaterial simulacrum of that high country as we ourselves sometimes set name or picture tags to show where an object will be set later. This simulacrum was often seen by humans as a mirage.


The Outer Visitors also set simulacra in the minds of the superior fauna that fled from the moving land. This would be a homing instinct, inhibiting permanent settlement anywhere until the time should come for the resettlement; entwined with this instinct were certain premonitions, fortune-showings, and understandings.


Now the Visitors brought the slice of land back, and its old fauna homed in on it.


“What will the—ah—patronizing smile on my part—Outer Visitors do now, Gregory?” Aloysius Shiplap asked back at the Institute.


“Why, take another sliver of our Earth to study, I suppose, Aloysius,” Gregory Smirnov said.


Low-intensity earthquakes rocked the Los Angeles area for three days. The entire area was evacuated of people. Then there was a great whistle blast from the sky as if to say, “All ashore that’s going ashore.”


Then the surface to some little depth and all its superstructure was taken away. It was gone. And then it was quickly forgotten.


From the Twenty-second Century Comprehensive Encyclopedia, Vol. 1, page 389:




ANGELENOS. (See also Automobile Gypsies and Prune Pickers.) A mixed ethnic group of unknown origin, much given to wandering in automobiles. It is predicted that they will be the last users of this vehicle, and several archaic chrome-burdened models are still produced for their market. These people are not beggars; many of them are of superior intelligence. They often set up in business, usually as real estate dealers, gamblers, confidence men, managers of mail-order diploma mills, and promoters of one sort or other. They seldom remain long in one location.


Their pastimes are curious. They drive for hours and days on old and seldom-used cloverleafs and freeways. It has been said that a majority of the Angelenos are narcotics users, but Harold Freelove (who lived for some months as an Angeleno) has proved this false. What they inhale at their frolics (smog-crocks) is a black smoke of carbon and petroleum waste laced with monoxide. Its purpose is not clear.


The religion of the Angelenos is a mixture of old cults with a very strong eschatological element. The Paradise Motif is represented by reference to a mystic “Sunset Boulevard.” The language of the Angelenos is a colorful and racy argot. Their account of their origin is vague:


“They came and took our dizz away from us,” they say.







GINNY WRAPPED IN THE SUN


“I’M GOING to read my paper tonight, Dismas” Dr. Minden said, “and they’ll hoot me out of the hall. The thought of it almost makes the hair walk off my head.”


“Oh well, serves you right, Minden. From the hints you’ve given me of it, you can’t expect easy acceptance for the paper; but the gentlemen aren’t so bad.”


“Not bad? Hauser honks like a gander! That clattering laugh of Goldbeater! Snodden sniggers so loud that it echos! Cooper’s boom is like barrels rolling downstairs, and your own—it’ll shrivel me, Dismas. Imagine the weirdest cacophony ever—Oh no! I wasn’t thinking of one so weird as that!”


Musical screaming! Glorious gibbering with an undertone that could shatter rocks! Hooting of a resonance plainly too deep for so small an instrument! Yowling, hoodoo laughing, broken roaring, rhinoceros runting! And the child came tumbling out of the tall rocks of Doolen’s Mountain, leaping down the flanks of the hill as though she was a waterfall. And both the men laughed.


“Your Ginny is the weirdest cacophony I can imagine, Dismas,” Dr. Minden said. “It scares me, and I love it. Your daughter is the most remarkable creature in the world.


“Talk to us, Ginny! I wish I could fix it that you would be four years old forever.”


“Oh, I’ve fixed it myself, Dr. Minden,” Ginny sang as she came to them with a movement that had something of the breathless grace of a gazelle and something of the scuttering of a little wild pig. “I use a trick like the hoodoo woman did. She ate water-puppy eggs. She never got any older, you know.”


“What happened to her, Gin?” Dr. Minden asked Ginny Dismas.


“Oh, after a while she got gray-headed and wrinkled. And after another while her teeth and hair fell out, and then she died. But she never did get any older. She had everybody fooled. I got everybody fooled too.”


“I know that you have, Ginny, in very many ways. Well, have you eaten water-puppy eggs to get no older?”


“No. I can’t find out where they lay them, Dr. Minden. I’ve got my own trick that’s even better.”


“Do you know, Ginny, that when you really cut loose you are the loudest little girl in the world?”


“I know it. I won it yesterday. Susanna Shonk said that she was the loudest. We hollered for an hour. Susanna’s home with a sore throat today, but there isn’t anything the matter with me. Hey, has that house ever been there before?”


“That house? But it’s our own house, Ginny,” her father, Dr. Dismas, said softly. “You’ve lived in it all your life. You’re in and out of it a thousand times a day.”


“Funny I never saw it before,” Ginny said. “I better go see what it looks like on the inside.” And Ginny hurtled into the house that she was in and out of a thousand times a day.


“I’ll tell you a secret, Dismas,” Dr. Minden said. “Your small daughter Ginny is not really beautiful.”


“Everybody thinks that she is, Minden.”


“I know. They all believe her the most beautiful child in the world. So did I till a moment ago. So will I again in another minute when I see her come out of the house. But her contemporary, my small son Krios, told me how to look at her; and I do so. For an instant, out of her incessant movement, I forced myself to see her as stopped cold, at rest. She is grotesque, Dismas. If ever she pauses, she is grotesque.”


“No, she is like ultimate matter. Existence and motion are the same thing for her, and there cannot be the one without the other. But I’ve never seen her stopped, even in sleep. She’s the liveliest sleeper anyone ever watched—a laughing and singing sleeper. Her mother calls her our beautiful goblin.”


“Exactly, she’s a goblin, a monkey, a kobald. She’s even grown a little pot like one of them. Dismas, she has a monkey face and bandy legs and a goblin’s own pot.”


“No, she hasn’t! There she goes! Out of the house and up into the rocks again, and she’s so beautiful that it shakes me. Four years old—and she can still look at the world and say, ‘Funny I never saw you before!’ Yes, I’ve got a multidimensional daughter, Minden. Also a neighbor who is either deep or murky. You keep feeding me snatches of that paper of yours so I suppose that you want to excite my curiosity about it. And the title—The Contingent Mutation. What is? Who is?”


“We are, Dismas. We are contingent, conditional, temporary, makeshift and improbable in our species. Mine is a paper badly conceived and badly put together, and I shiver at the reception that it will get. But it is about man, who is also badly conceived and badly put together. The proposition of my paper is that man is descended, recently and by incredible mutation, from the most impossible of ancestors, Xauenan-thropus of Xauen Man. The answer of that descent scares me.”


“Minden, are you out of your mind? Where is the descent? Where is the mutation? The Xauens were already men. No descent and no mutation was required. The finds are all fifteen years old. One look at Xauen, and everybody saw instantly that the Neanderthals and Grimaldi and Cro-Magnon were all close cousins of the same species—ourselves. They were the template, the master key. They unriddled every riddle. We saw why the chin or lack of chin was only a racial characteristic. We saw it all. There is nothing to distinguish the Xauens from ourselves except that their adults were badly made ganglers, and probably unhealthy. The Xauens are modern men. They are ourselves. There is nothing revolutionary about stuttering out fifteen-year-old certainties, Minden. I thought your paper was to be a giant stride. But it is only stepping off a two-inch curb.”


“Yes, an abysmal step off a two-inch curb, Dismas, backward and around the world, and standing on one’s head and turning into a howling monkey in the process. It isn’t a simple step. If I am correct, Dismas, then our descent from the Xauens was by an incredible, sudden and single mutation; one that has been misunderstood both as to effect and direction.”


“I’ve never been quite satisfied with Xauens myself. There is something misshapen about the whole business. Of course we know the Xauens only by the skeletons of ninety-six children, three adolescents, and two adults. We are bound to find more.”


“If we do, we will find them in the same proportion. Oh, we will not recognize them at all. But does it not seem an odd proportion to you? How come there were so many kids? And how come—think about this a long, long time, will you?—that eighty-six of those kids were of the same size and apparently of the same age? The Xauen skeletons came out of nine digs, close together both in location and age. And of the total of one hundred and one skeletons, eighty-six of them are of four-year-old kids. Sure the Xauens are modern man! Sure they are ourselves chin to chin. But eighty-six four-year-old kids out of a hundred and one people is not a modern proportion.”


“You explain it then, Minden. I suppose that your paper attempts to. Oh, scatter-boned ancestors! Here come the religious nuts!”


Drs. Dismas and Minden had been sitting in the open parkland in campesino chairs, in their own fine neighborhood between Doolen’s Mountain and the lower brush-land. Dr. Dismas drew a hog-nosed pistol from under his arm at the sight of the nuts who had shuffled up that way several times before.


“Be off!” Dismas barked as the nuts crowded and shuffled up closer from the lower brushland. “There’s nothing around here you want. You’ve been here a dozen times with your silly questions.”


“No, only three times,” the nut leader said. He was clean-shaven and short-haired in the old manner still affected by fanatics, and he had fool written in every line of him. “It’s a simple thing we seek,” the leader sniffled. “We only want to find the woman and kill her. I believe that you could help us find the woman.”


“There is no woman here except my wife!” Dr. Dismas said angrily. “You have said yourselves that she isn’t the woman. Be gone now, and don’t come back here again.”


“But everything that we know tells us that the woman is somewhere near this place,” the nut leader insisted. “She is the woman who will bear the weird seed.”


“Oh, well, there are some who say that my daughter Ginny is a weird seed. Be off now.”


“We know Ginny. She comes down sometimes to mock us. Ginny is not the seed, but there is something of it about her. Ginny is born and already four years old. The seed that we are seeking to kill is still in the womb. Are you sure that your wife—”


“Damnit, do you want a public pregnancy test? No, my wife is not!”


Dr. Dismas shot a couple of times around the feet of the nut leader, and the whole gaggle of the nuts shuffled off again. “It is only a little thing we seek, to find and kill the woman.” they snuffled as they went.


“They may be right, Dismas,” Dr. Minden said. “I’ve been expecting the weird seed myself. I believe that it may already have appeared several times, and such nuts have killed it several times. The contingent mutation can come unhinged at any time. It always could. And when it does, the human world can well pass away. But this time they won’t be able to find the woman to kill her.”


“This is fishier than Edward’s Ichthyology, as we used to say in school. I begin to understand why you’re afraid of the reception that your paper might get. And you, as well as I, seem to have developed a little weird seed lately.”


“Yes, my young and my older son are both acting most peculiarly lately, particularly in their relation to the Dismas family. My son Dall has been jilted by your daughter Agar, or is it the other way around? Or have they both been jilted by your small daughter Ginny? As far as I can arrive at it, Ginny told them that that sort of stuff is out, no longer necessary, not even wanted on their parts. She is obsoleting them, she says.


“And my four-year-old son Krios is about out of his mind over your Ginny. He is so advanced in some ways and so retarded in others. It seems as though he grew unevenly and then stopped growing. I worry about him.”


“Yes, Ginny has acquired several more small boyfriends now. She says that you break the fort with a big ram and you break the ram at the same time and throw it away. And then you find better tools to take it over. I don’t know what she’s talking about. But Krios is jealous as only a passionate four-year-old can be.”


“Krios says that Ginny is bad and she made him bad. He says that he doesn’t know the words for the way they were bad, but that he will go to Hell for it.”


“I had no idea that children were still taught about Hell.”


“They aren’t. But they have either intuitive knowledge of the place, or a continuing childhood folk legend of it. Oh, here comes bad Ginny and her mother, and they both have that stubborn look on them. You have two strong women in your house, at least. I wish that Agar were; for my son Dall isn’t, and one of them should be.


Ginny and her mother Sally came hand in hand with the air of something needing to be settled.


“I want to be fair about this, Father,” Ginny called solidly. “What I like about me is that I am always so fair.”


“That’s also what I like about you, Ginny,” said Dr. Dismas, “and what is the argument?”


“All I asked of Mother is that she make me three thousand seven hundred and eighty peanut butter sandwiches. Isn’t that a fair request?”


“I’m not sure that it is, Ginny,” Dr. Dismas said. “It would take you a long time to eat that many.”


“Of course it will, twelve hundred and sixty days. But that makes only three a day for the time I have to stay hidden in my nest up in the rocks. I figured that out by myself without paper. A lot of kids that have been to school already can’t figure as well as I can.”


“I know. A precocious daughter is a mixed blessing,” her father said.


“Oh, Ginny, you’re going to get a paddling,” her mother said. “I made you three of them, and you said that you weren’t even hungry for them.”


“Father, who is this woman who talks to me so brusquely?” Ginny demanded.


“She is your mother, Ginny. You have been with her every day of your life and before. You have just come out of the house with her, and you still stand hand in hand with her.”


“Funny I never saw her before,” Ginny said. “I don’t believe that this woman is my mother at all. Well, I will get my servants to make the sandwiches for me. Serpents kill you, woman!—Oh, no, no, nobody touches me like that!”


Musical screaming! Wailing of a resonance too deep for so small an instrument, as Ginny was dragged off by her mother to get paddled. Howling to high Heaven, and the plainting of wild hogs and damned goblins!


“She is in good voice,” Dr. Minden said. “When she speaks of her servants, she means your daughter Agar and my son Dall. It scares me, for I almost know what she means. It is eerie that two compatible young people say they will not marry because a four-year-old child forbids them to do it. It scares me still more when I begin to understand the mechanism at work.”


“What is the mechanism, Minden?”


“The mutational inhibitions. It’s quite a tangled affair. Do you remember the Screaming Monkeys of boondocks Rhodesia twenty years ago?”


“Vaguely. Bothersome little destructive monkeys that had to be hunted down and killed—hunted down by a sort of religious crusade, as I remember it. Yes, a mutation, I suppose. A sudden wildness appearing in a species. What is the connection?”


“Dismas, they were the first, the initial probe that failed. Others are on the way, and one of them will not fail. The story is that the religious crusaders said that no human child could be born while the howling monkeys flourished, for the monkeys themselves were human children. Well, they were. Well, no they weren’t children. And they weren’t human. But, in a way, they had been both. Or at least—”


“Minden, do you know what you do mean?”


“I hardly do, Dismas. Here come the ‘servants.’ ”


Dall Minden and Agar Dismas drove up in a little roustabout car and stopped.


“What is this nonsense I hear that you two are not going to get married?” Dr. Dismas demanded.


“Not unless Ginny changes her mind, Father,” Agar said. “Oh, don’t ask us to explain it. We don’t understand it either.”


“You are a pair of damned useless drones,” Dismas growled.


“Don’t say that, Dismas,” Dr. Minden gasped. “Everything begins to scare me now. ‘Drones’ has a technical meaning in this case.”


“Ginny has just suffered an ignominy past bearing.” Agar grinned. She was a nice pleasant girl. “Now she is sulking in her cave up in Doolen’s Mountain and has sent word for us to come at once.”
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