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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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PRELIMINARY PROCEEDINGS: INPUT SESSION SIX


—Recorder?


—Yes, I am here. The Record has been too long neglected, I think.


—I agree, of course. Give me a few minutes to prepare for my absence, and I will join you presently.


—I am embarrassed, Recorder, that you were forced to seek me out to complete the Record.


—My action is a small matter. Of more consequence is the cause of it. You have been too deeply involved in the details of the task you have set yourself.


—I thought Recorders refrained from value judgments.


—Do not smile away the issue, I beg you. You know very well that the abstinence of judgment applies particularly to the content of the Record; I am but a channel for your thoughts and memories as they enter the All-Mind. Outside my role as Recorder, I am as likely to praise or criticize as anyone. And anyone can see that you have had too little rest in recent weeks.


—Surely you don’t mean to say that continuing the Record will be restful for me?


—Hardly. The trance state in which your body exists while the Record is being made cannot be compared to natural sleep.


—Then you expect this next portion of the Record to soothe me?


—Again I ask you to take this matter less lightly. What I expect is that continuing the Record will turn your attention from detail to purpose, and encourage you to care for yourself.


—Oh.


—Forgive me. I did not know that my concern would express itself as anger.


—The rebuke is well deserved, Recorder. As Ricardo might say, I’ve been fiddling with the trees and forgetting the forest. And you’re absolutely right; the Record is a potent reminder of the forest. I’m ready when you are.


—My anger disturbed the serenity I require to Record. I will need a moment to compose myself.


—I need that moment as well. It has been so long since our last session that I’m not sure where to begin this one…. Yes, of course.

Tarani and I had ridden my sha’um, Keeshah, into the Kapiral desert. We had found Kä, the abandoned capital of the ancient kingdom, and the sword still hidden there. We were returning to Raithskar and Keeshah’s family—Yayshah and the three newborn cubs.


—I am calm now. Are you ready to continue?


—I am ready, Recorder.


—Then make your mind one with mine, as I have made mine one with the All-Mind….
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—WE BEGIN!
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Kä vanished back into the desert with a speed and completeness that amazed me. The ancient city stood in the open air, the stonework of the oldest part of the city little harmed by the passing centuries. Closer to the city’s perimeter, the streets were still recognizable as level pathways threading through thousands of shapeless mounds. Each mound represented the remains of a building constructed of salt blocks, a sensible building material for the extensive desert areas in Gandalara.


Even the desert air had to have some tiny percentage of moisture, however undetectable by warm skin seeking relief from the heat. That moisture, combined with the weight of the upper portions of the buildings, had broken down the crystalline structure of the lower blocks; the inexorable process, and the hardly noticeable movement of air, had rounded and smoothed the top layers.


*Stop for a second,* I thought to Keeshah.


*Just started,* his mindvoice grumbled, but he slowed down.


I had been stretched out, clinging to the big cat’s back with elbow and knee pressure. Tarani was riding second, seated close to the cat’s hips with her lithe body pressed over mine. We sat up as Keeshah slowed—the coolness that swept against my back when Tarani removed her warmth always filled me with a sense of loss—and turned to look back at the apparently empty desert.


“It still amazes me that Kä has never been rediscovered,” Tarani said. “It is hidden only to those who do not try to find it.”


“So it is safely hidden,” I said, “for no one else has tried—probably, since Zanek shared Serkajon’s body as a Visitor, and returned to Kä to hide the King’s sword.”


From the corner of my eye, I saw her hand move to the hilt of the steel sword, which had replaced its bronze cousin in her baldric. The bronze sword hung beside it, its hilt caught by the baldric and the flat of the blade braced against the thigh and calf of her bent leg.


“It remains a mystery to me,” Tarani said, shaking her head. “So great a city—would no one have been curious about it?”


“That’s the Recorder in you talking,” I told her. “You’ve been trained to respect the value of the past, and to learn about it as fact, without emotional involvement. Kä was left behind a long time ago. The people on this side of the Morkadahls have an oral history strongly colored by Serkajon’s heroic image and the presence of the Sharith. No one west of Relenor has wanted to find it.”


“I see that,” she admitted thoughtfully. “Yet the Kingdom is well remembered and still respected—however mistakenly—by the Lords of Eddarta. Why have they not begun a search?”


“We don’t know that they haven’t,” I reminded her. “But again, I strongly doubt it. Think of the distance between here and Eddarta, and the difficulty of the two high crossings near Chizan. And remember that we have the advantage of a sha’um. They would be on foot, unfamiliar with the landmarks west of the Morkadahls, attempting a desert search after the long haul from Eddarta.”


“It does seem unlikely that the Lords would willingly undergo so much privation for curiosity’s sake,” Tarani said. “So—those who could have found Kä have not cared to, and those who might have cared to, could not.” She looked in the direction of Kä again. “I cannot wish it forgotten, Rikardon. At its end, it was an evil place. Yet the spirit that founded it was noble, and its purpose well served for many generations.”


*Go now?* Keeshah asked, shifting his weight restlessly.


“Keeshah is eager to move on,” I said.


“I expect he is looking forward to being with his family again,” Tarani said. “Yayshah awaits him eagerly. It is time for us to abandon Kä one final time.”


We settled ourselves again into riding position. Tarani needed an extra moment to adjust the positions of the swords, then Keeshah set off at a run northwesterly, toward Raithskar.


Carrying both those swords must be awkward for Tarani, I thought. Yet I wouldn’t think of leaving the bronze sword behind, or even offer to carry it for her. Both swords are hers—and her responsibility.


Pressing my face into Keeshah’s fur, I slipped into the familiar state of reverie in which non-Gandalaran Ricardo, an objective (more or less) observer, analyzed native Markasset’s actions and attitudes. A blending of human mind and Gandalaran memory was occasionally (not always) an advantage. I frequently had been confounded by the fact that Markasset didn’t know everything I wanted to know about this world.


I realized that I had found the answer to more than one mystery in the All-Mind. When Somil had guided me to Zanek’s lifememory and allowed me to share it, for those few brief moments, I had been exposed to all of Zanek’s knowledge, to his society, and to its immediate past history—all of which lay hundreds of generations in the past, from Markasset’s perspective. And swords were very much a feature of Zanek’s world.


During my first hour or so in this world, weak and disoriented, I had forced myself to take the sword of a dead man and drag it across the desert—until I no longer had the strength to move it. Later, the—call it a talisman—that had sparked the integration of Markasset’s memories with Ricardo’s personality had been a very special sword. With Markasset’s training, the steel sword called Rika had saved my life with unsettling frequency. More than that, its presence had often provided me with an odd sense of comfort.


Surely, the feeling I had for Rika was partly a sense of security in having a superior weapon. The blade carried a memory of that moment of integration, and of the emotion-packed realization that Markasset’s father thought me more worthy than his own son to carry the treasured sword. But there was another feeling, deeper than any of these. The closest thing to it in Ricardo’s experience was the feeling he often had when watching a fire burn in a fireplace. Far away in time and culture and thought patterns from the crouching near-men who had first discovered the benefits of fire, he had been subject still to an atavistic thrill of power—the power to survive.


Up until now, the Ricardo part of me had marked the significance of personal weapons as a remnant of barbaric tradition in the highly cultured Gandalaran society. The sword is designed for fighting, not hunting, and is more connected with aggression than survival. It cannot be thrown as easily as a spear, and it does not have the close-quarters maneuverability of a small, sharp knife. I had been assuming that the Gandalaran sword had developed out of the inter-city warfare that had so appalled Zanek.


Nope.


In Gandalara, the sword was developed as a survival weapon—for survival against vineh. The apelike beasts were a branch from the same family tree as Gandalaran people. They walked on two legs, lived in colony groups, and carried impressive natural weapons: huge grasping hands with nails tough as claws, mouths built to open wide and clamp hard, and a whole lot of muscle. Vineh were omnivores. They had many of the same environmental needs as Gandalarans, and were inclined to be ungenerous about sharing territory.


Both the vineh and the Gandalarans would have been nomadic hunter-gatherers in the beginning; territorial conflict might have been frequent. Adult male vineh were bigger and stronger than the men of Gandalara, but the men would have had the advantages of intelligence and greater group cooperation. That probably meant, at first, that the men knew when to run, and maintained an orderly retreat—preventing useless losses.


Once the Gandalarans had discovered cultivation, and the need to stay in one place for more than a season, whatever leisure their expanding and specializing culture could offer would have been directed toward more efficient defense: a sharpened stone; tied to the end of a stick to compensate for the vineh’s longer reach; tied along the edge of a stick for close-quarters fighting; pieces of hammered metal in place of the stones to make the weapon a bit lighter; a strip of hammered metal; metal alloys that kept an edge longer; the idea to sharpen both edges and the search for an alloy that could be used without a center rod of breakable wood.


The people of Gandalara had one other major advantage over the vineh: the All-Mind. The shared memory would have made technological advances available to everyone, and would have allowed new generations to benefit from the learning of the past ones, without the need to rely on oral history or wait for writing to be developed. Settlements would have grown quickly, forcing the vineh to find other, perhaps less desirable territory that offered natural shelter.


By Zanek’s time, all the vineh west of the Morkadahls had moved into the rocky, almost desert terrain in the hills just west of Raithskar, and continued to be a major nuisance. Some visionary before Zanek had designed Raithskar, with its center and radiant squares, and had guided the building of the impressive stone wall that had since been copied by other cities. In Zanek’s time, the Sharith had been part of city government and patrolled the perimeter of cultivated land, to keep people in the fields safe from vineh. I found myself wishing Zanek had known the identity of the first man who had brought a sha’um across the Alkhum Pass to share his life in Raithskar; I wanted to thank him.


But even by Zanek’s time, the All-Mind had become an accessible but indirect source of information, and the knowledge contained in it (Rikardon might speak of it analogously as a data base) had grown too large for comprehension by any single individual. I suspected it had been too large almost at once, but that the connection between individuals and All-Mind had been stronger when the survival of the race had depended on the ability of one to share the knowledge of the others.


The All-Mind still played a part in Gandalaran life. I felt sure that the “inner awareness” available to every person was an extension of the common experience in the All-Mind. But conscious contact with the phenomenon was limited to those with the proper training, called Recorders. I had worked with two very recently: Somil in Omergol, the capable, quite colorful, “rogue” Recorder who had introduced me to Zanek and found the general location of Kä for me; and the woman whose weight rested pleasantly against my back.


Almost as if she had felt me thinking about her, she stirred. Her hands tightened on my shoulders as she braced her legs higher on Keeshah’s hips. Hands and legs remained tensed, holding on. Her mind went to sleep, a fact I could detect clearly by the softness of her body. I made the same kind of preparation, willed my muscles to hold on, and drifted off to sleep myself. We woke when Keeshah’s movement altered; he was slowing down.


*Rest,* he told me.


He stopped, and we dismounted gingerly, stretching the muscles of our legs slowly, so that they would not cramp up on us.


“Water, Keeshah?” I said aloud, projecting with my mind, as well.


*Yes,* he said, and lapped up the water Tarani poured into my cupped hands. When the long, pinkish-gray tongue had rasped across my palms, taking the last drop of water, the big cat moved several feet away from us and relieved himself. The power of suggestion, added to natural pressures, was too much for us; Tarani and I separated, seeking the scant cover of the scrubby desert bushes.


The three of us met again where we had stopped—it was a piece of desert indistinguishable from any other. Keeshah came over to me and nuzzled my chest. I braced myself as he turned his head and rubbed his nose and forehead across my torso. He was panting lightly from the exertion of the run.


*Thank you for carrying both of us, Keeshah,* I told him. *Soon we will be home, and you can have a long rest.*


*Ask woman,* his mindvoice said. *Female, cubs—well?*


“He’s asking about Yayshah and the cubs,” I told Tarani, who was scuffing sand about with her booted foot, creating a hollow in which to rest. She smiled and joined us, stroking back the fur at Keeshah’s neck.


“Keeshah’s family is doing very well,” she said, “though I cannot say the same for Thanasset’s garden.”


I laughed, then passed the information along to Keeshah.


*Thank woman,* he said, and poked his nose gently at Tarani’s midriff in his own gesture of gratitude. Then he left us and curled up in the sand, his back against two of the short, grayish bushes. I was sure that, if we had not been so close, the cat’s tan-and-gray coloring would have made him very hard to spot.


“Keeshah says thank you,” I told Tarani.


A strange look passed over her face.


“What is it?” I asked.


She put her hand on my arm as if to steady herself, though she showed no signs of dizziness. I covered her hand with my own.


“Is something wrong, Tarani?”


“Not wrong,” she said uncertainly. “Only … different. I think—I believe—” She broke off with a small laugh. I was relieved to hear it sound normal and real, not bitter or strained. “I am getting to know Antonia,” she said, in a firmer voice. “To be more precise, I am learning what she knew, and seeing things as she saw them.”


We had both napped while Keeshah ran, and I wasn’t feeling excessively tired. “Let’s allow Keeshah his rest, shall we?” I asked, and took her hand. We walked away slowly, in the direction of the blue line against the horizon that marked the Great Wall. The movement was more pleasant than I had expected; I realized we must have had a long run this time, for me to be so stiff.


We were silent for the first few moments. Her dark-furred head was facing the horizon, but her eyes were not seeing it. I couldn’t tell if she were in rapport with Yayshah or merely looking into Antonia’s world. I reached for words to help or comfort her.


“It must be startling,” I said at last, “to begin to question what you have taken for granted all your life.”


Her head turned toward me. “Surely you faced this, too?” she asked.


I shook my head. “It wasn’t the same for me,” I explained. “I am basically a man from a different world; I’ve always seen the differences first. It took conscious effort to use Markasset’s memories for me to be comfortable here.”


“And I am essentially Gandalaran, with the memory and viewpoint of an”—she had to search for a word—“a stranger to disrupt my acceptance of the world I have always known.”


“Exactly,” I agreed. “What was it that disturbed you a moment ago?”


She looked at the ground. The tan leather of our boots was even paler for the coating of sand garnered from three days in the Kapiral Desert.


“I was wondering what lay beyond the Great Wall,” she said.


It was simple statement, a simple thought—to a human. A Gandalaran was never out of sight of the boundaries of the “world,” and the night sky was almost continually hidden by the thick cloud cover. Gandalarans had never learned the concept of a planet.


She looked up at me. “Do you know?”


“I wish I did,” I said, and felt the tremendous relief of being able to discuss the questions that had plagued me since I had arrived in Gandalara. Tarani listened intently while I talked, not even blinking when I couldn’t find a Gandalaran word for the concepts and used the Italian. The language felt strange and very musical in the Gandalaran throat.


When I was talked out, Tarani walked away from me and stared at the Great Wall, her hands braced against her hips. “Antonia remembers nothing like the Great Wall in her home world,” Tarani said. “But the sight of the Wall from this distance—it stirs something, Rikardon.” She stared for a moment, then shrugged and came back to me. “A memory—a thought—it will come in its own time.”


“Are you sure it is Antonia who remembers?” I asked. “Your link to the All-Mind is so strong, Tarani—might you not be subconsciously sharing memory with your own ancestors, who might have stood here and wondered about the strip of blue on the horizon?”


She considered. “It may be that, yes,” she said, and sighed heavily. “Mysteries within mysteries.” She put her hand on my cheek and caressed it. “I see the burden this has been for you, Rikardon. I see, too, that you were right to keep silence about Antonia. Because of her, I know now, I can accept awareness of your strange world. Had you spoken earlier, while I lacked that understanding, my fear of the strangeness would have forced me to deny your truth—possibly even to deny you.”


Her fingers glided down my cheek to my neck, played there with a light touch that sent my blood singing. But Tarani wasn’t aware of the effect she was creating; she was turned inward, thinking.


“How?” she asked softly. “Why?”


I held her upper arms in my hands, drawing her attention back to my face. “We may never know how,” I said. “But haven’t we been working for why for a long time now?”


“You mean the Ra’ira?” she asked. “That might explain why we are here,” she said, “but why is it we and not two other people with human minds that are not subject to the Ra’ira’s power? That is—I mean to say, why were you brought here?”


I’m sure my mouth dropped open. “Do you mean to say that you know why you were brought here—Antonia, that is?”


“I—well, of course not. I only suggest there may have been a certain logic to choosing Antonia. Her memories show it clearly: she was to die within a few moons of an incurable internal infection.”


The wave of grief took me by surprise, so that I staggered back from Tarani. She followed me, concerned. “It’s ridiculous,” I said, “but I am stunned and sorry—she was so young, Tarani, not at all like me.”


“Like you?” she said.


“I had heard my own deathbell toll. But I was older, and my life had been full. It could not hurt me so much as it must have hurt her.”


Tarani was silent for a moment, reaching into the well of strange memory. “More and more,” she said, “I come to admire this woman. She was hurt, yes, but not beaten. She put the knowledge aside and resolved to live her life as normally as possible, asking for no pity, allowing no regrets. She had pride and strength, this one.”


“As does this one,” I said, taking her face in my hands and leaning forward to kiss it.
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Keeshah ran another long session, covering the miles with amazing speed. At other times, I had guided his run/rest cycle to coordinate with ours, or to conserve his strength. This time, however, I owed him a long rest when we got to Raithskar. I let him set his own pace, knowing he would not extend himself past his capabilities. Tarani and I clung to his back, allowing ourselves to be lulled by the flowing front-to-back rocking motion, at least as much as the need to hang on would allow.


When Keeshah stopped again, the grayish bushes had a touch of green in their scrawny leaves. He was panting heavily. *Need sleep,* he told me, apologizing.


The concept of “sleep,” as opposed to “rest,” and the tone of apology I sensed from him told me something I didn’t want to know. I moved along his side, combing sand out of his fur with my hands.


*Keeshah, you’ve pushed yourself too hard. And there’s only one reason why you’d do that—because you thought I wanted it.*


*You want home,* he said.


I felt a twisting jolt of guilt. It wasn’t the first time Keeshah had read my feelings more accurately than I could. It was the first time it had resulted in possible harm to the big cat. Keeshah had not eaten in three days. That would hardly kill him; he had a capacity for storing food and water that matched the size of his body. But now was not the time to be pushing him hard, when his reserves were low.


I wrapped my arms around his neck.


*Thank you, Keeshah,* I said. *We’ll take it easy from here on out, all right? Want some water?*


I gave him another double handful of water, which left Tarani and me with barely a day’s ration. She didn’t object. She came up to us after Keeshah had lain down, while I finished combing the exposed side.


“He is weary,” she said. “Will he let me help?”


I asked Keeshah. *Will you let Tarani help you sleep deeply?*


*Yes,* he replied, lifting his head to look at Tarani. *Grateful.*


I nodded, and stepped away as Tarani took my place beside Keeshah. The sha’um pressed the side of his face against Tarani’s hand, then lay his head on the ground and closed his eyes. Tarani settled herself in a kneeling position. Her hands stroked the big cat, and her voice rose and fell in a gentle, tuneless hum. I felt myself following the sound of it, letting it carry my thoughts into a soothing pattern which slowed gradually….


I had to move away from them before I also fell into the deep, healing sleep Tarani’s hypnotic power could engender. When Keeshah was out, Tarani joined me and we stretched out among some bushes.


“It is not like Keeshah to overtire himself,” Tarani said. “He must be very eager to reach Yayshah.” She must have felt me tense up, because she asked: “What is wrong?”


“I’ve been pushing him,” I admitted. “Without meaning to—but pushing him, just the same.”


I didn’t need to do any more explaining than that. Tarani had been the one to point out to Thymas and me that she could read our true feelings through the actions of our sha’um. She was quiet for a long time.


“We have had a moment for ourselves,” she said at last. “But I have felt it myself—the need to be active again, to continue with this task that has been so strangely set for us.” She touched the hilt of the King’s sword. “I must take this to Eddarta, as soon as Yayshah and the cubs can make the trip.”


“Have you any idea when that will be?” I asked, perhaps a little too sharply.


“Has Yayshah not endured enough hardship for our sakes?” she said. “Displaced from the Valley, deprived of a den, and forced to travel throughout her pregnancy? I will not ask her to move again until she assures me she is willing.”


I bit back another sharp remark and tried to understand her feelings. “I don’t mean to push you, love,” I said. “It’s only that I have been thinking of the vineh. Because the Council controlled them and bred them for city workers, there are many more of them close to Raithskar than a natural colony would have produced. Free of the Ra’ira’s control, they’re reverting to their wild state. You remember what they were like outside of Sulis.”
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