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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.


      







Salvage Rites


Tim and Rosy had cleared out their spare room ruthlessly. They had almost emptied it of the various categories of things that haunt spare rooms: surplus things, fatigued things, souvenir things, exiled things, scraps of things, things that might conceivably be repaired or cannibalized, things that might one day come in handy -all the time vault of twenty years.


Trouble with being poor,’ Rosy said while they were loading the car, ‘is the way you store rubbish like treasure.’ As if she blamed him for the accumulation.


‘We aren’t exactly poor,’ Tim said awkwardly. ‘Compared with, say, someone in Africa, we’re well-off. We get by.’


Yes, they got by, on the income from the grocery shop. They were able to pay the interest on their debts, which lodged with them like a greedy, infirm uncle; like a senile, crippled mother who stopped them from ever going on holiday. Tim’s poetry earned a bit of extra money. His short, fierce lyrics could be roughed out during slack half-hours – jotted down like customers’ grocery lists – then polished before bed. Two small collections had been published and well-received. And of course he was working on his sustained mock-epic set in an imaginary Central European country, forever adding ten lines, crossing out five. The country in question needed to be imaginary since he and Rosy couldn’t afford to travel abroad.


‘Modern life is rubbish,’ said Rosy. ‘I saw that sprayed on the front of the cinema. It’s perfectly true.’


‘It’s the fault of the recession,’ he replied.


‘It always costs more to be poor, doesn’t it? We buy the cheapest, so it’s trash. We wear clothes from charity shops, so we look like paupers and people try to swindle us. The poor always rob the poor. This car’s a heap of junk; it costs more to keep on the road than a Rolls.’


Their car was over ten years old, and rust was eating the bottoms of the doors. The hydraulics of the hatchback had failed; thus the hatch had to be propped up with a broom handle when open. The erratic engine guzzled oil.


When the car, with its rear seats lowered, had been crammed with off-cuts of carpet, underfelt, old curtains and coats, bags of lank sweaters and sad shoes, tatty toys, a sick television set, and such, Tim felt oddly refreshed and clean. Whenever he scraped out the last smears of marmalade or pickle from a jar, whenever he emptied out a cereal box, he would feel a similar minor surge of satisfaction, as though now something new and different might happen. Freud might explain this as a babyish pleasure in the expulsion of faeces. True, Freud also spoke about anal retention. Next to nothing had been retained in the spare room.


The clear-out coincided with daughter Emma’s departure to college. Her choice of geography to study wasn’t so much a poignant comment on her parents’ immobility as due to geography being regarded academically as an easy option. Emma would probably become an underpaid teacher in a mediocre school; she might marry another teacher. Emma didn’t know this yet. Kids were as bouncy as bunnies, before the fox ate them or the winter froze them. Nature pumped the hormone of optimism into each generation. In recent years, Tim had reconciled himself at last to dwelling in the geography of the imagination.


So the house above the shop was doubly empty. It was empty of accumulated clutter; and empty of Emma. Sadly, yet somehow refreshingly empty, like the late-autumn Sunday itself. The sun shone brightly on the empty street. People were still in bed, sleeping in. But the public dump five miles away would be open. Dawn till dusk.


‘Junk,’ repeated Rosy. Tim hoped she wasn’t going to turn bitter when it came time to throw their past away.


He removed the broom handle, let the hatchback slam itself, and patted it reassuringly. ‘Don’t discourage the old thing.’


Rosy plucked at a loop in her saggy sweater and eyed a box of Emma’s childhood toys inside.


‘Well, we’ve got rid of her at last,’ she said, apparently changing the subject. ‘Now we can start living, I suppose. If we still know how. Before we’re too old.’


Automatically, Tim smoothed his hair around the tonsure of his bald patch. They climbed into the car, which started without too much fuss.


As they drove off, Rosy said, ‘If we won a fortune, I shouldn’t be able to spend it, you know. I could never bring myself to buy a coat at new prices. Or a meal in a restaurant. Or a proper hairdo. It would seem obscene. I’ve been trained.’


‘Me too. I wonder how we’d win a fortune.’ He spoke flatly, not asking. Most houses and gardens they passed were blank and lifeless, but one man was out washing a car with last year’s registration. Tim hardly knew what model it was. He failed to imagine himself driving it. He and Rosy had originally started the shop with help from parents, back in the days when he had dreamed of becoming an internationally regarded poet who travelled places. Parents were now all dead. Legacies had gone to assuage the upward-creeping debts.


‘Beautiful day.’


Rosy said nothing in reply. She pulled down the sun visor briefly and sought wrinkles in the mirror on the back.


‘My hair needs cutting,’ she said presently.


‘Go to a hairdresser’s,’ he murmured.


‘I’ll do it myself. As usual.’


Tim thought he needed a haircut, too. When you wore cheap old clothes, short hair was best.


‘The roots are showing,’ she said.


‘That’s fashionable nowadays. Look, you said we ought to start living. If you couldn’t ever splash out in a restaurant, how can we start living? A bit of a contradiction, isn’t it?’


‘An economic contradiction. Why should we have to own a shop? The state should own everything. There shouldn’t be private cars, either. There should be enough good buses and railways.’


‘True. But there aren’t. The services have been castrated.’


A poem occurred to him: about eunuchs in Arabian robes driving harems of passengers who peered not through windows but through intricate lattices.


The dump would be open today because the dump was a market, too. A bazaar of sorts. Just as charity shops sprouted like fungi in any temporarily empty commercial premises in town, selling the rags of richer people to poorer people to send aid to the totally poor in the Third World, so, with the deliberate decline of the economy, rubbish dumps had changed their nature. Concessionnaires bid for the salvage rights. Anything reusable was sold back to the public. Ecological recycling? Logic of poverty? One or the other.


Tim and Rosy had visited the dump outside town a year before and bought a washing machine for a song. The machine worked for three months before breaking down. Cheaper than renting with an option to buy. Now the carcass, with holes cut in, acted as a compost bin in their patch of back garden. According to gossips visiting the shop, the dump had since undergone a further metamorphosis. A hot-drink vending machine had been installed so that browsers could refresh themselves with a plastic cup of coffee. That summer an ice-cream van had visited the dump most weekends.


‘Next thing,’ he said, ‘people will be having picnics at the dump. There’ll be a play area for kids. Tours of the infill. Bulldozer rides. Déjeuner sur le dump.’


‘What?’


‘The Manet painting. Imagine that fellow and his naked mistress sitting on the dump drinking champagne. I presume she’d have to wear a bikini.’


A poem? ‘Manet at the Dump.’ Maybe. What word rhymed with ‘rubbish’?


Driving along the two-lane road between the first ploughed empty fields of the countryside, Tim spotted a cloud of gulls milling in the sky over the sprawling infill acres of the dump, like so many scraps of white paper. Rusty corrugated-iron sheets walled off the visitor’s zone.


Which they entered, in low gear, the suspension creaking ominously as the car humped itself over the sleeping-policeman ramp.


A large concrete yard was lined with bulky rubbish bins into which their car could probably have fitted. Down one side the high bins were already loaded with rubble. Those along the opposite side were empty; however, most were roped off with a notice prohibiting use. An arrow pointed to the far end, where several bins stood behind notice-boards indicating ‘glass’, ‘garden refuse’, ‘metal’. Those bins were already full; sunlight glared from a pile of windows.


A battered bulk-shipping container the size of a railway carriage blocked the view beyond, though another mounted wooden arrow pointed behind it.


Nearer to hand stood a black oil sump, and a bottle-bank painted camouflage green that resembled an armoured car, with slots for clear and coloured bottles reminiscent of muzzles from which howitzer shells could be fired. A score of ripped-off doors were stacked against one end.


Tim stopped the car by a truck trailer that was packed with a mound of old clothes and rags. Shirt sleeves hung down as if they had tried to climb out and failed, all the breath crushed out of them.


Beside this trailer, another huge shipping container, open at one end, was labelled ‘shop’. Within, Tim saw clothes on racks, shelves of paperback books, electrical goods. A fat, vacant-faced woman of indeterminate middle age, wearing a pink parka, occupied a deckchair outside. The shop forecourt displayed collections of tools, lamp bases and shades, mirrors, ambiguous metal paraphernalia, a cocktail cabinet with the veneer peeling.


Inside a makeshift pen, cobbled together from car roof-racks, an Alsatian guard bitch woke to life when Tim opened his door. The powerful animal reared, barking, raving.


‘Jilly!’ screamed the fat woman. She ignored Tim. The Alsatian slumped, and whined.


Apart from their car, the yard was deserted. Too early in the day, perhaps. By this afternoon the bazaar of rubbish might be buzzing; then the beast wouldn’t be on edge. Tim stepped nervously round to the hatchback, raised it, and inserted the broom handle. He carried the first plastic bag of clothes to the open trailer, and swung. The bag landed high up the hill of garments, jamming against the roof. He noticed a movement in the inner gloom. Some rags shifting, knocked off balance?


Rosy wound her window down. ‘Why can’t you save the bags?’


‘Oh,’ he said stupidly, measuring the height of the trailer floor, the incline of the clothes hill. Should he climb up and empty the bag? ‘There’s no space left at the front. Our stuff would fall out.’


Supposing you tried to repossess a coat you’d thrown away – having changed your mind about discarding it -would the Alsatian be within its right to rip your throat out? Because you no longer owned that coat? A sign fixed to the dog-pen forbade visitors from taking anything, except by way of the shop. Salvage rights had been granted. To a firm called Griffiths Scavenging. Associates of the fat woman in the deckchair.


‘Tim, come back here!’


He hurried to the car window.


‘Someone inside there,’ Rosy whispered.


In the dim interior of the trailer, almost hidden by the summit of fabrics, Tim spotted a skinny girl with ratty hair. As he watched, she ripped open the bag he had thrown, and tossed the contents this way and that, examining, sorting.


‘It’s obscene,’ said Rosy, ‘having your socks and knickers picked over before your very eyes.’


‘Maybe we should have washed all our old clothes before we threw them away?’


‘That isn’t funny. Find somewhere else, will you? Down there by those signs.’


Leaving the hatchback propped, Tim got in and started the engine. He drove down toward the other freight container and followed the arrow behind it.


Another arrow pointed the way down a long lane lined by bins. As Tim and Rosy entered the lane, shadow fell upon them from the high metal sides and suddenly the day was cold. The occasional freestanding notice announced ‘plastic’, ‘rubber & tyres’. As well as being inconveniently tall, the bins were mostly full.


Heeding a further arrow, he turned the car along a side-lane similarly walled with bins and intermittent notices.


‘Carpeting,’ he read. ‘Here we are. Get rid of that, at any rate.’


On his second attempt, he managed to raise their rolled threadbare carpet to head-height and tumble it over the metal lip. It fell dully within. From the car, he hauled the first bundle of heavy underfelt, which they had stored for years on the off-chance.


‘That isn’t exactly carpet,’ called Rosy.


‘Undercarpet. Same thing. What do they expect? We should sort out everything for them? Bother that. I’ll toss the lot in here, clothes and all. Who cares?’


Another plump, empty-faced woman, in raggy woollens and baggy trousers – an obvious sister of the deckchair occupant – squeezed her way from between two bins and stood watching. A boy of five or six in shorts and black zipper jacket followed her, clutching a torn picture book.


Tim walked over to the woman. ‘Is it all right if I throw underfelt in that one?’ Her skin oozed grease.


‘Wha’?’ she said after a while.


He repeated himself.


‘Uh,’ she said, which might have meant anything. He realized that the woman was stupid, moronic. Maybe she had no connection with Griffiths Scavenging, after all. She might just be wandering around.


‘Well, I will, then.’ So Tim disposed of all the underfelt, awkwardly heaving and hurling aloft while the woman stared silently at him.


He got back into the car. ‘There’ll be bins for clothes and stuff further on.’


True enough. The next arrow directed them into another long, narrow roadway of bins, all brimful of different categories of clothing. Signs were hardly necessary. Suits. Shirts. Skirts. Underwear. Boots and shoes. Buttons; there was even a bin full of buttons, a mountain height of multi-coloured shingle.


He cruised at walking pace. ‘Must be their storeroom, hmm? Maybe they export to poor countries. Or places hit by disaster. Cyclones, earthquakes. We oughtn’t to have come so far. We should have dumped the lot back in the yard.’


A pair of acne-scarred youths in jeans, heavy steel-tipped boots, and bomber jackets emerged. One slapped a hand on the front of the car, forcing Tim to brake. The other strolled grinning round to the open boot.


‘Help yer, mate?’ The youth tore a bag open and pulled out an old skirt of Rosy’s. He ran and tossed this up into a bin of skirts, returned and burrowed, while his companion joined him.


‘Hey,’ objected Tim. ‘Get out of our car. Now.’


As though instinctively alert to the contents, the youths grabbed the other clothes bags out of the back and ripped them open to sort on the ground. Tim immediately drove on and soon rounded another corner. Yet another lane of bins – all apparently empty – stretched ahead, with an arrow indicating a turning halfway along.


‘Stop and reverse,’ said Rosy. ‘Go back the way we came.’


‘We still have the TV to dump, and the –’


‘Stop! Back up and turn. Unload the rest in the yard. Anywhere! Drive away. Home.’


Home. That house above a shop that fed them and imprisoned them. The house with an empty daughter’s room. And now with an empty spare room. Tim experienced an odd feeling of certainty that before leaving that morning they had emptied the entire house – of furniture, stove, refrigerator, everything – and that there was nothing left any longer to connect them to the place. As if they had cleared all the shelves in the shop, too, leaving bare boards. They were free; they had escaped – hadn’t they? Something new could begin.


Vacant shop, vacant house, vacant debts. As vacant as this street of empty bins; as vacant as the rear of the car was fast becoming. He wished he had closed the hatchback down. Otherwise something more precious than junk might escape, might be snatched or simply drift away into the chilly air here between these looming steel boxes that mockingly imitated a decrepit city street – from the future, perhaps, after a war.


He halted the car and shook his head to clear a cold fog of apprehension from his brains. Before he could engage reverse gear, he saw in the driving-mirror the high front of a truck loom around the corner behind. Piston arms, at attention, dangled chains embracing the steel bin on its flatbed back. Somehow the bintruck negotiated the turn. He wondered how it could ever manoeuvre to pick up or deposit any of the bins ranged on either side. Maybe there was a turntable built into the chassis. Standing in the bin as though navigating the vehicle was the moronic woman.


Suddenly the sight of her terrified him. The truck slowly approached, and honked.


It must be one-way-only, Rosy.’ Tim drove forward to the next intersection and swung down á lane of close-packed bins containing scrap metal. By the time they reached another arrow, and another turn, the bintruck had already entered the scrap metal street.


Tim took another turn, then another, losing the truck way behind, If it had been deliberately following, to begin with.


Arrow followed arrow. Turn followed turn. Lane of bins succeeded lane of bins. Once they turned into the street of clothing bins, yet this led to a street of scrap metal bins, not a street where the bins were empty. Unless his memory was deceiving him. No, it wasn’t. The clothes bins must have been different ones. They were lost in a maze.


‘This is ridiculous,’ he told Rosy. ‘There isn’t space for all these lanes.’


‘We’ve entered the world of rubbish,’ Rosy whispered back. ‘Where we’ve been heading for the past twenty years.’


The engine coughed and missed a couple of times. Tim pulled the choke half out, racing the engine, though of necessity still driving slowly.


‘It’s all this damn crawling in first gear. The plugs soot up.’


The very next lane opened into a long concrete yard walled in by bins. It wasn’t the yard that housed the shop. Slamming the choke back in, Tim gunned the car toward the arrow marking the exit at the far end, hoping to burn the plugs clean. He braked violently in time to enter the next narrow alley.


Six lanes later the engine quit. Tim couldn’t restart the car.


‘What do we do now?’ asked Rosy.


‘Walk. I’ll leave the keys in the ignition.’


The bins on either side stood shoulder to shoulder. They seemed twice as large as previously. You couldn’t even squeeze sideways between bins, though you might just manage to crawl on your belly. The only route was the concrete road.


‘I wonder if this was once an old airfield?’


Then Tim remembered the gulls flocking about the infill. But no gulls flapped in the sky now.


‘What’s in the bins, Tim?’


Not since that second yard had they passed a single sign announcing the contents. He peered up. Suddenly he understood the assorted shapes peering over the lips of the containers.


Car doors.


Further along … a forest of exhaust pipes like several church organs jumbled by a bomb blast.


‘Bits of cars,’ he said, opening his door.


Two lanes later they heard from somewhere behind them the whine of a power tool, then the clanging of metal. He felt sure that their stalled car was being broken up into parts. Taking Rosy’s hand, he hurried her onward and along another lane. Faintly, he heard a thump of boots and a silly, idiotic giggling.


Clothes bins again! Jackets, shirts, sandals, nightdresses looked over bin tops. Before they could reach the next corner, the moronic woman waddled out from it ahead of them. She was accompanied by a big, bony, overall-clad man in his mid-forties, his thick black hair slicked back in waves, his nose an absurdly small squashed blob in a large, battered face.


‘Yer need a hand, squire?’


Tim jerked around. One of the youths sat perched on the edge of a shirt bin behind him. The youth dropped to the ground just as his partner came wading over the bin of summer dresses opposite. He leapt down, too.


‘Show us the way out of here!’ cried Rosy. ‘No, go away! Leave us alone!’


The two youths rushed and clamped Rosy by the arms. At the same moment the man seized Tim, who struggled uselessly; the grip was like granite.


‘Yer need a hand,’ the youth repeated.


The plump woman ambled forward. While the man manipulated Tim like a toy or a life-size doll, the woman undressed him, taking her time about it, tossing his clothes up into various bins. Soon Tim shivered nakedly, still held tight.


Then it was Rosy’s turn.


Their captors led Tim and Rosy, both stripped naked, to the turn and released them, thrusting them into the next steel and concrete lane.


‘Ge’ on, now, squire!’


The woman and her three companions remained at the intersection, blocking any return to the bins where Tim’s and Rosy’s clothes and shoes had been discarded. Shaking with cold and shock, Tim and Rosy ran along numbly to the next turn, as much to hide their nakedness from the blankly watchful eyes and chilly breeze as to escape.


Tim’s teeth chattered. ‘We’ll f-find something to wear. F-further on. Any old rags. Or c-curtains.’


The bins in this new lane were loaded with sheets of cardboard, rolls of wallpaper, bundles of old magazines.


Tim wondered whether he could scale the side of a bin with bare feet. He would have to!


Rosy wailed, ‘I thought they were going to rape – !’ Her breasts bounced. ‘They did! They did. It was the same.’


‘Listen, this is all a vicious joke. Next we’ll come across some rags to put on. Then we’ll reach the yard where the shop is, looking like scarecrows. And we’ll find our car waiting for us – with our clothes folded on the seats. Nobody will believe us, but…’ He had to believe it. ‘They could have hurt us. They didn’t.’


‘You think they didn’t hurt us? I’m hurt forever.’


The bins in the next lane all looked empty; nothing peeped over the tops. Tim rapped his knuckles against several; all rang hollowly. He didn’t feel inclined to try to climb, to check.


They walked in cold shade. Whichever direction a lane led, sunlight seemed excluded. At last an arrow pointed the way down between rows of bins full of broken furniture, to a concrete-surfaced yard.


‘It’s the way out,’ he said. ‘We’ve arrived.’


However, the yard, lined with more giant bins, was only as large as a tennis court, and no arrow pointed to an exit. There was only an entrance. Half of the yard was bathed in sunshine, where Rosy ran to warm herself. Her bare flesh quivering, the breeze still nipped her. Whatever these bins contained couldn’t be seen from ground level. A car roof-rack rested against one. Side-on, its metal bars were steps.


‘I’ll see the way out!’ Wincing, then planting her feet sideways so as to spread her weight along the thin steel bars, Rosy ascended.


Shading her eyes, she stared around helplessly.


She looked down inside the bin itself. And screamed. And screamed.


Tim scaled the bars; there was room alongside. Clutching her cold shoulders with a chilly arm, he, too, gazed down.


For a few seconds he hardly understood what he saw. A layer of slime-coated ping-pong balls? Hundreds of hard-boiled eggs?


No. Eyes. The optic cords sprouted like tiny lengths of electric cord torn out of plugs.


Sheep’s eyes? No, he didn’t think so. Not the eyes of sheep, or any other animal. Rosy had stopped screaming, out of breath. She shook convulsively, clutching the top of the bin, screwing her own eyes tight shut as if to hide them.


He could see into the neighbouring bin as well. A heap of french fries? Baby parsnips? No.


Fingers. Chopped-off human fingers.


He stared wildly around the yard. What did all the other bins hide in their depths? Toes, tongues, lungs? Arms and loins and brains? The parts of the body, sorted out… Yes! He knew this was so, even before the grind of an engine dragged his gaze to the entrance of the little yard.


The bintruck heaved into view and halted in the entrance, completing the circuit of metal walls. The front jutted sufficiently into the yard that the truck doors would be free to open. Crowded side by side in the cab were the man, at the wheel; the two youths; the moronic woman with her boy on her knee; the blank-faced fat woman in the pink parka; and the skinny, ratty girl. All of the passengers, even the little boy, were clutching assorted tools. Saw. Pincers. A gouge. A small axe.


The truck engine died.


‘For God’s sake, climb on top, Rosy! Walk along the side to the bin beyond. We must get out of here.’


Beyond the yard for as far as he could see in all directions were endless rows of bins.


Desperately, bruising his naked body, almost crippling a toe, Tim scrambled on top, struggling to balance, half-helping, half-dragging Rosy with him. The top edge was far too narrow ever to walk along with bare feet, tight-rope-style. Nude, he knew they couldn’t even slide along, astride. That would be like riding a blunt steel blade. After a while it would cut through them, between their legs. Instead he slid down inside, pulling Rosy howling with him.


‘We’ll climb out the back way into the next one! And the next!’


Jelly lumps squelched underfoot. He skidded in the six-inch-deep pool of eyes and fell, nauseated. Scrambling up, he waded, then leapt at the high rear edge of the bin. He did catch hold, with outstretched fingers, his front smashing against the metal, but he couldn’t pull himself up. He hadn’t enough of a grip. There was no purchase. His feet were slipping on soft marbles.


‘Yer need a hand?’


A crowd of heads popped up behind. Vacant faces smiled vaguely. The man, the women, the youths, the ratty girl, even the little boy.


Hands rose into view, displaying a gouge, an axe, pincers, saws.







The Moon and Michelangelo


Peter Catlow woke from a dream of a wide straight road stretching invitingly through cow pastures and willow trees upon a sunset evening towards, yes, some village with a pub where the real ale would be strong and malty just the way he liked it.


He lay trying to keep hold of the dream, since it was years since such rural scenes had existed in such an unprotected form. As an earlier image clarified he realized that the dream had only been a half-happy one, for the road of his dream had set out from one of the gateways of the alien city. His right arm had been trapped in the mouth of one of the stone Herms; he’d been struggling to pull free.


Pins and needles stung Peter’s hand as paralysed flesh thawed. He’d been sleeping on his arm, squeezing the blood-flow.


Though he was sure that it must still be the middle of the alien night, as soon as he turned over to catch more shut-eye his alarm began to bleep. Disbelieving he slapped the alarm off, slapped on the light (and his wake-up tape of Vaughan Williams’ Variations on a Theme of Thomas Tallis), and swung out of bed before he could relapse. A button unshuttered the window upon another streaky-bacon dawn on Rock.


Not that the landscape was barren; the brightening light of swiftly-rising Tau Ceti was disclosing lush herbage, the vegetable fields checkered purple and emerald, a sinuous fish-rich river, and a forest of giant ferns and bottle-trees.


But whereas Earth people had named their world after the flesh of the planet, the soft fruitful soil, the lemur-like natives of Tau Ceti II apparently preferred to call theirs after the bones of the planet, the hard skeleton. Apparently.


From the edge of the window of his little cubicle Peter could see a kilometre away the southeastern flank of the city writhing with its gargoyles and grotesques.


Mary Everdon had said to him: ‘Perhaps for the natives the hardness of rock, and the manipulation of rock into shapes dense with meaning, equates with their emergence from biology, from organic culture, into culture and permanence and history? Carved rock and sculpted stone equals thought solidified and redeemed from timelessness into the new stream of sapient time.’


Each time that she voiced her embryonic theory, it seemed to put on more weight, to become ever more viable. But Peter thought of it as her intellectual phantom pregnancy – which could become ever more convincing until one embarrassing day she might need to face the fact that there was nothing in it, after all. Of course, that was Mary’s merit too, in an extraterrestrial context: the ability to make speculative leaps.


Mary pointed out that this city near which the expedition had set down was only one of many such carved wonderlands (or horror-villes) scattered about the two habitable continents which shared the same side of the world, nestling together like a pair of cashew nuts. The closest distance between any two cities was a couple of hundred kilometres. Forest or swamp, desert or mountain intervened. No road network existed. So the architecture must display the psychic bedrock of the inhabitants, must be a way of perceiving and celebrating their own triumphant separation from unthinking nature.


As Peter let the pastoral swell of Vaughan Williams tone up his nervous system (while he washed quickly, while he shaved) he contemplated another day which wouldn’t last long enough to tire a fellow without taking a pill, to be followed by another night not long enough to rest oneself adequately.


This planet makes me feel prematurely old,’ he’d confided to Mary in the refectory the evening before, while they hastily spooned up their dinner of chili con carne before the nightly info-swap began, prelude to bedtime.


The forty-strong complement of the shuttle base munched their spiced beans and chattered science at twenty little tables. (Prevent cliques; prevent isolation. Nevertheless, there were cliques. Nevertheless there was…) Cheery yellow plastic walls; several doors open to the corridor; Commander’s podium; large video screen showing a Californian beach-scape that particular evening. Overhead the large bubble skylight framed one of the two bright moons chasing its partner in vain, or being chased. Periodically (not now) you saw the glint of the orbiting voidship, Michelangelo – named a touch arrogantly after Earth’s supreme sculptor – with the non-landing crew on board. They would soon get their treat: a trip out to orbit the third, fourth, and fifth planets which were two modest airless deserts plus an awesome gas-giant with a family of moons; before returning for pickup.


Since Mary usually generated a theory she asked, ‘Does your speciality make you feel you’re a sort of medieval person, who’s ancient compared with all this?’ She smiled with sympathetic bonhomie.


He shook his head. ‘No, it’s because when you’re young the days seem to stretch out endlessly, yet they shrink as you grow older. Here, the days have all suddenly grown very short, as though I’ve aged twenty or thirty years.’


‘How old are you? I’ve forgotten. Is it forty-eight?’


‘That’s right.’ She hadn’t forgotten.


They had all had access to each other’s bios, and according to the bare bones of hers Mary Everdon was thirty-nine years old, doctorate in cultural anthropology from… Peter couldn’t care less where. Mary was unattached, plumpish, red-haired. She reminded him of… (Had she taken lovers? What were her erotic preferences? If any.)


Peter nodded in the direction of Carl Lipmann, the scrawny blond linguist.


‘It’s a pity we can’t ask the natives how they feel, and understand the answers.’ It was a pity he couldn’t bring himself to ask Mary outright how she felt about him.


‘Not yet. We’re making progress, aren’t we?’


Was he?


‘They twitter and warble like birds.’


‘Ah, but in a flexibly structured way. And we have quite a few sound-groups provisionally pegged with meanings. So it’s a true language.’ She raised her voice. ‘They’re far from being some sort of mammalian termite, as Fremantle had the nerve to suggest.’


Barney Fremantle, bald and natty, sat two tables away with Sandra Ramirez, the ecologist (black waterfall of curls). The biologist cocked an ear and shrugged. He had a sample bag beside him, which he patted like an obedient dog. Fremantle had suggested that the building of the city and the intricate carving of the natives might simply be wired-in, instinctual behaviour – akin to the artistic forecourts of bower birds – and that they weren’t genuinely sapient. This, despite their wooden agricultural implements and their sledge-carts, and their cooking bowls and their use of fire; despite the presumption that they must possess metal tools so as to have sculpted their ornate city.


Peter wasn’t here in quite the same capacity as the other experts from sciences hard and soft. After the drone-probe had hyperpulsed its highly detailed aerial pictures of the cities of Rock back to Earth, it had been decided imaginatively to include a stonemason in the exploration team. A stonemason should have practical, existential knowledge of what seemed to be the main manifestation of the native culture.


When the invitation had come – when some computer had picked up his name as a master stonemason without family ties – Peter had been in charge of renovating the abacus of ancient statues on the front of the acid-eaten Lichfield Cathedral, now that the town was safely protected by a Fuller dome. Perhaps it was nostalgia, rather than the promise of interstellar adventure, which prompted his acceptance. To be able to stroll through a city of uneroded carvings under an open sky, a city neither rotted by pollution nor air-conditioned like a museum piece.


As Peter scraped up his last spoonful, Commander Ash strode to the podium, short, stocky, crew-cut, her oval face nevertheless (or perhaps on account of the crew-cut) that of a delicate china doll. She blanked the screen.


‘Need for brevity,’ she reminded. ‘I’ll guillotine garrulity.’


Oh yes she would; and during the info-swap they would all talk in the same clipped telegraphic way. How to cram a pint into a half-pint pot. Likewise activity by day and sleep by night. Likewise the Commander’s own physique: a pint of power in a half-pint frame, with irrelevant coiffure shorn off. No time to bother with your hair on Rock. Emulate the name of the world; have head like a boulder. Made of china. Peter felt his brain gearing up to match the pace of the info-swap.


Yet Mary’s hair was very long, a flood of generous fire… Did Mary realize that this might subtly irritate Ash, and merit an impatient hearing?


‘Change to double-day cycle?’ the geologist (and temporary Rockologist) Stevens requested. ‘Field-work one day plus whole night’s data analysis; sleep through whole next day and night?’


‘Waste too much time sleeping then,’ judged Ash. ‘Be soldiers of science; learn to cat-nap. Next?’


It wasn’t long before Fremantle rose, darting a look of amused triumph towards Mary.


‘Reporting trip into forest. Bottle-trees come in dozen main shapes; all are hollow shells supporting fronds.’


‘Known,’ said Ash.


‘Shells show fracture lines, large-piece jigsaw patterns. Stone smashes shells into constituent fragments.’ Reaching into his bag, he exhibited one of the native wooden spades with short curved handle, the specimen wrapped in film. ‘This.’ Now he placed a native work on the table. ‘Or this.’ He flourished a film-clad wooden knife. ‘Plus sharp shards. All known native artifacts readily available from nature.’


Mary sat wounded, momentarily confused. All data would be put on the infonet for access and review by anyone else. Meanwhile, Fremantle seemed to have scored a coup.


‘Biotechnology?’ asked Peter helpfully. He knew the concept. ‘Trees bred for tools?’


Fremantle laughed brusquely but it was agronomist Vasilki Patel who supplied the answer.


‘Biotech requires microscopes, laser scalpels. Farm crops indicate only simple improvement over wild strains.’


‘Amazing,’ said Stevens, with a note of sarcasm, ‘those trees falling apart so conveniently into identifiable tools; quite naturally too.’ He also was trying to be helpful: Rockologist in league with stonemason.


Sandra Ramirez spoke up from beside Fremantle. ‘Hypothesis: wrecking a tree has connection with reproductive cycle. Lemurs wreck trees which produce useful shapes. Thus evolutionary selection favours trees which split up usefully; against those which didn’t.’
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