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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.


      




We affirm our superiority to mere existence because we
dare to create. Creation is the extension of consciousness
itself, the conquest of new areas of awareness.


HERBERT READ
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ON SANCTUM


We will begin on the dead and almost invisible planet called Sanctum.


Sanctum has the face of a dead world. It glimmers a dull and muddy red in the light of its dying sun. It has no bright dawns or blazing sunsets, just a creeping redness followed, hours later, by a creeping darkness. Where once there were seas of tumbling green water, there are now only dusty cracked plateaux. The wide meanderings and bird’s-foot deltas which once marked the passage of great rivers have now almost completely disappeared, choked. High cliffs of rubble and rounded hills are all that remain to show where continents and mountains once stood.


There is no atmosphere on Sanctum. No movement. No life.


Occasionally a meteorite, hurtling in from the blackness, raises a brief incandescent storm. But this quickly subsides leaving a puddle of dull congealing lava and yet another high-rimmed crater to scar the world’s surface. There are many such craters: so many indeed that they link together, like petrified rain drops, patterning the surface of the dead planet.


And if you arrived above Sanctum and looked down on its frigid plains you would say, “How dreary. How dead and uninviting. Nothing can live here.” And you would move on in search of a green and blue world.


That of course is part of the great plan, for the psychosphere of Sanctum is tuned to repel the casual visitor.


But as with most things concerning the Inner Circle, appearances are deceptive. If you were to dig under the surface, like a child plunging its hands into the wet sand by the sea shore, you would quickly discover life.


Tunnels lined with blue fluorescent tiles burrow through this world. They dip and loop and join all of Sanctum like a vast vascular system. There are giant echoing chambers which enclose tepid subterranean seas. Pale artificial suns dangle over faded green plains and scraggly forests. Great funnels, quarried from the bedrock of the planet, crawl with life. There are many habitats on Sanctum, for Sanctum is one of the last holds of alien life.


Deep inside the planet, and the focus of many tunnels, is a cavern which stretches from the deepest level of rivers up to the topmost layer of rock. Living here is a silver tree. It juts up from the soft loam around its base and soars upwards while its trunk narrows until it spreads in a wide white canopy. Silver and grey branches support the canopy, which has the greasy appearance of polished ivory or an exposed brain. This tree is the guiding intelligence of Sanctum.


The Tree is an alien among aliens. Its thought radiates out through the planet. It is the organizer, the source of hope and the final arbiter of all the life on Sanctum. The Tree controls the psychosphere.


Just now the Tree is suffused with an inner light. It throbs like an active muscle and sends pulses of light from its base right up to the outer reaches of its canopy. The Tree is transmitting and all the tunnels of Sanctum are alive with its thought. It is inviting the minds of the creatures that live on Sanctum to join with it.


A humble Gerbes, clamped firmly to its rock and enjoying the buffet of a cold salt wind, hears the call and rears and stretches its shiny trunk. A wave slaps the rock and sluices over it while the Gerbes (hereafter called Odin) begins to edge towards the land. He eases himself down and flops on to the wet shingle and toils up the shallow beach. The single basal sucker which anchors Odin to the land thrusts its lip forwards and then drags the domed body along. With a steady peristalsis Odin works his way over the wet rocks and up into a narrow tunnel which leads to one of the main passages. Before entering the bright blue passage, Odin pauses and worms his upper trunk into a black, bell-shaped robe which settles round him. This robe will preserve Odin’s vital moisture. It seems that within the robe Odin has short stunted arms. Fine red tendrils emerge from the sides and take up a pale mask, like a travesty of a human face, and fit it up under the hood of the robe. Thus equipped, Odin glides out into the main thoroughfare and joins the other creatures who are hurrying to obey the Tree’s call.


Far away, many strata above Odin, a Giant Hammer, belly deep in sand and dozing, rears suddenly. Its scaled legs lift it like pistons. It arches its sting over its hammer head and then begins to run, throwing up a cloud of dust and torn clods of earth. As it runs it drums, beating out a tattoo to all its fellows.


In a chamber filled with moss, where long ropes of dripping fibres reach from floor to ceiling, Spiderets tumble and crawl over one another. The senior Spiderets hear the call and stretch their legs and hump their bodies and shinny down to the cave floor. They scurry on hairy legs, jostling for a place.


Strangest of all, a Lyre Beast extracts its tendrils from the fissures of a rock wall and begins to descend. It is like a walking spider’s web, like torn lace at a window. It spreads and dilates as it picks its way through lofty chambers and crawls down into one of the passageways. It is careful not to touch other creatures as its touch is lethal. As it moves it is accompanied by its own thrilling music, like the calling of many flutes.


And there are more. Many many more.


The focus of all movement is the beehive chamber where the Tree lives. This chamber has been designed and adapted for the specific needs of the aliens. There are cells of clear silica in which a private atmosphere can be maintained, and tier upon tier of seats and platforms.


The creatures that are gathering are the leaders of their species. And all the species gathered on Sanctum have one thing in common: they all have achieved self-awareness, the first requisite of civilization.


The tree emanates an aura of confidence and trust, and most important, of hope.


It is towards this hope that Odin toils. He does not want to be late, yet he cannot move quickly. He is scarcely three feet tall, and the Gerbes are slow in everything except their intelligence. The tiles are too smooth for him and offer no easy purchase for the delicate flukes which surround his sucker. He slips and then rears and works patiently on.


Other creatures pass him. A group of humans, head down and wearing a similar black gown, hurry past. These are servants of the Inner Circle.


Odin envies them their speed. A Giant Hammer jumps over him and is gone like an express train. A Hooded Parasol with its petals extended flaps gently by.


Odin knows he will be late. But so be it.


Suddenly there is a shift in the intensity of the Tree’s thought. The meeting is beginning. To Odin, who cannot see but who is sensitive to every slight fluctuation of thought, it is as though a furnace door has been edged open. He protects himself. There is no pain, just an awareness of raw power as the Tree takes charge of the psychosphere and brings all minds to singularity.


An image forms in Odin’s mind. It is the face of a human, yellow eyed and imperious. Odin has seen it before. With the image come words. The Tree is speaking.


WE WILL CONSIDER PAWL PAXWAX WHO WILL, WE BELIEVE, BE THE SAVIOUR OF US ALL.
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ON LOTUS-AND-ARCADIA:
THE PLEASURE WORLDS


All unaware of the interest being taken in him at that very moment on the distant world of Sanctum, Pawl Paxwax stood humped and angry in the palace of his mistress, Laurel Beltane. They were on Lotus-and-Arcadia, the pleasure worlds. She faced him squarely.


They had been arguing for hours in the friendly, serious way of lovers who know that they are broaching new territory and are therefore cautious. But the argument was real nevertheless. Finally Pawl threw his hands in the air.


“For the last time. Will you come with me?”


“No. The Families. …”


“To hell with the Families.”


“Ha.” She stood facing him with her hands on her hips and her bright cheerful face staring up at him. Behind her the lights of Lotus-and-Arcadia were coming alive as the day faded into evening. “The Families would close on us before we could even reach Bennet Homeworld. Don’t be a fool, Pawl. For my sake, for yours, for many sakes we must remain secret until you have talked to your father and won him over.” Pawl laughed at that.


“You don’t win my father over to anything. You get the biggest hammer you can and hit him.”


“Well, whatever. You must speak to him first. Wear him down like water on a rock. We have plenty of time. Why rush? Let him grow to the idea. Let him believe he thought of it.”


“No chance.”


“Your family and mine will be the happier for it.”


Pawl knew that in this, as in most things concerning their relationship, Laurel was right. Still he cast about for arguments. “I’m sick of the pretence. I’m sick of creeping round here like a thief. …”


“So am I.”


“I love you. I want the worlds to know it … and anyway, what if I can’t win my father over? Suppose he says ‘NO’ flatly and forever? What then?”


“We will face that difficulty when we come to it. Just remember, I am of the Beltane Fifty-Sixth. You are of the Fifth Family. My family can be squeezed and pressured in any number of ways. We are very vulnerable. The safety of myself, my father and my brother depends on you. Don’t treat that lightly. Be a realist, Pawl. What do you think the Xerxes sisters would do if they thought you intended to break the Code? Eh? What would they do?”


Pawl spread his hands.


“Well, I’ll tell you. They’d call a special council meeting of the Eleven. They’d try to get sanctions against us.” She paused and drew breath. “And the Wong, Old Man Wong, can you see him saying, ‘Good, good. Go ahead, break the Code. You’re only young once. You’re in love, tra la la.’ Hell no. He’d spit blood. He’d close the trade routes through his Way Gates just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Do you remember what he did when that fourteenth daughter of the twenty-seventh brother or whatever she was, tried to run away?”


“No, I don’t re –”


“He sent out one of his pretty little death squads and they cut off her hands and feet.”


“Rubbish.”


“True, True, Pawl. Those are the people we are dealing with. They don’t love you. They don’t like you. They fear the Paxwax. Expect no kindness from them. Don’t even give them an inch. And there’s the Proctors. …”


“Enough.”


“No, hear me out. The Proctors are silly, we all know that, but they are the First Family and they control more territory than your family and mine put together. They like nothing more than to wave the rule book. You haven’t a chance against them, Pawl. Alone you are nothing. But with your family behind you, you have a chance. Thank God you are not the first son. Thank God you are not Lapis.” Lapis was Pawl’s eldest brother and next in line in the Paxwax family. “If you were the direct heir … whoosh, we’d have no chance.”


“I’d still love you just as. …”


“I know. I know. Can’t you see what I’m saying?”


“Are you trying to tell me you don’t love me?”


“Away, silly man. I love you more than I can say.” She spread her dark webbed hands and smiled. “It is because I love you that I am so careful. Our only chance lies in remaining secret. And then … well, if your father won’t understand … we’ll see what can be done. My family has friends. We know the Shell-Bogdanovich Conspiracy. We could probably arrange something. But I think you would have to renounce the Paxwax.”


“I’ll do it. I’ll do it now.”


“Pawl!” She pushed him. Though she was only small Laurel had a strong athletic body, the result of years spent swimming, and Pawl stumbled back, caught his clumsy heels in the carpet and fell down on to a low cushioned couch. Laurel Beltane rocked back on her heels and laughed. “You wait until we are married, Pawl my boy, you’ll get worse than that.”


Pawl scrambled to his feet. His hair had come unpinned and tumbled down over his shoulders. He was red-faced, but his eyes were not angry.


“By all the false gods that live on this god-forsaken shithouse of a planet, I’ve never met anyone as stupidly stubborn as you.”


“Thank you, kind sir,” said Laurel Beltane, lifting her skirts in a provocative mock curtsy.


“Do you realize that if I went outside this minute and hiccoughed, I could have any woman I wanted?”


“Go ahead. See how you like the kind of woman who’ll lie down when a great man hiccoughs. I won’t be there.”


“Huh.” Pawl sat down and as an afterthought blew her a raspberry. “So, where shall we eat?”


“We’ve already eaten. An hour ago.”


“I’d forgotten. Where shall we go? What shall we do on my last night. Shall we stay at home like a happily married couple?”


“What would you like to do?”


Pawl thought. “What I would like to do,” he said, “is kick a few heads in. I saw one of the Sith brood a while ago. You remember, at that party where we pretended we were only distant friends. Yes, well, he was looking at you and rubbing his hands up and down his horns and then he said something to one of his friends and they both started laughing. I almost picked a fight then.”


“I’m glad you didn’t.”


“No, it would have been silly, wouldn’t it?” He stood up and crossed to one of the windows and looked out at the kaleidoscopic night sky. From the distance came the sounds of laughter and loud music. Small lights danced in the air as private chairs, lifted by anti-gravity cells, darted about. The night was frantic with activity. “If I never see this place again it will be too soon. I only stay here because of you.”


“Of course. It gives us cover … and freedom.”


“So what shall we do?”


“Let’s go to bed.”


And being sensible and very much in love, that was just what they did. They tried to forget their troubles in passion and for a while succeeded.


But then in the early hours Pawl found himself awake. He listened to Laurel snoring softly and eased his arm out from under her without waking her. He brought the lights up to dimness so that he could look at her.


She slept like a child, with her lips moving, as in her dreams she mended the day. Magnificent sleeping woman. She was so beautiful that it made him hurt inside.


He was about to wake her, but didn’t. Instead he reached across to the table near the bed and took hold of a scuffed old notebook and a stub of pencil that was attached to it by a string. With his knees up in bed he began to write.


*


This had become a habit with him.


Pawl Paxwax was different from the other children of the Great Families in many ways, but his writing was the strangest deviation of all. Literacy was not greatly admired and there were some among the Great Families who could do little more than scrawl their names: scribes were always available for more complex recording. But Pawl wrote for pleasure.


He did not understand it. He had discovered, almost by accident, that he could write bitter little satires which he directed against his real or imagined enemies. He gained more enemies than friends. But then he met Laurel and his bitterness drained away. Now, if he wrote at all, it was to try and find ways of expressing his love. It was all very simple to him, but he never managed to say what he meant.


Dissatisfied, he pushed the book aside and stretched out. His mind wandered over the day and into the future. Tomorrow he would visit Mako, some dreary little planet at the arse end of the Paxwax Empire, and thence back to Homeworld to visit his father. Whichever way he looked at it, the future was not attractive. What was wrong with life? Why did good things never get anywhere?


He became aware that Laurel was quiet and lying very still. He reached out a hand and touched her and she responded immediately. “Can’t you sleep either?” she said.


“No.”


“Worrying?”


“I suppose so.” He lay quiet feeling her breathe beside him. “I mean … why is everything so hard? I keep asking myself … I keep wondering what has happened to us … I mean us of the Great Families. Why do we have a Code …?”


“To keep your power together.”


“Yes, but isn’t it silly now?”


“It is what is. It is what will be for long after you and I are dust in the bottom of the sea.”


“I doubt that. I have a sick feeling inside me. I think that we who are the children of the Families are as strange in spirit as we are in body.”


Laurel had heard Pawl talk this way before in the quiet hours of the morning. “Hush,” she said and reached up and placed one of her fingers on his lips. But Pawl was not to be stopped.


“No, let me talk. Don’t you wonder sometimes when you see the Proctors … I mean, I saw one the other day. He’d set his mane in curlers and I swear that if his lower teeth grow any more they’ll pierce his skull.” Laurel giggled. “And the Shell-Bogdanovich can’t leave the water for more than a few minutes at a stretch. And look at me. …”


“And me.”


“We weren’t always like this you know. There was a time when we were sturdy as beggars.”


“Beggars aren’t sturdy.”


“But you know what I mean. I think we are rotting inside. Reverting. But still we live and breathe and breed.”


Laurel did understand, for though she had a fine animal energy, outwardly she was piebald with delicate webbing between her fingers and toes. She tried not to think about it.


She wanted to quiet Pawl for she could see where this line of thought was leading him. Pawl had violence trapped inside him. He possessed a brooding anger with few outlets for it. When once set on a mood. …


“Well, some things we can’t change,” she said. “We must accept the reality that’s given to us and hope for happiness.”


“Yes,” he sighed. “Yes.” She felt him relax under her hands. “Even so. …”


A bell rang softly in their chamber, reminding them that there were only a few hours before Pawl was due to depart.


“I hope you’ll write something for me when you are gone.”


“Try and stop me. Hey, I scribbled this for you.” Pawl reached down and sat up again, holding the battered notebook. He peeled through the pages and then found the page he wanted and tore it out.


“Here.”


Laurel was used to this. She had often woken up in the night to find him hunched over his book, chewing his pencil and grimacing as he tried out words. It gave him release, she knew. Sometimes he never even made it to bed and she found him in the morning, snoring at the table. Sometimes he wrote with desperation, and once he had told her that the only thing with substance was words. She had not understood that. But in her mind she likened Pawl to a man who runs along a deserted beach until he drops, exhausted, on his knees in the waves, purged. She loved him for that.


Here are the words she read as the daylight brightened outside the windows.




I do not fear the darkness,
Or the shadow of a bat’s wing
Across a full moon.
I do not fear the stranger,
Or the creature that dogs me and will
Beckon me soon.
I do not fear the journey,
Or the sad time that stretches from noon
To flickering noon.
But that veil behind the eyes,
The pause before the smile,
The emptiness that once was
Drum full,
When just to be near
Was enough.
That I fear.





She read. And when she had finished reading she kissed him. “Is the journey the visit to see your father?”


“Yes.”


“Well, don’t worry about the rest of it, Pawl. You’ll never lose me. To get rid of me you’ll have to kick me out.”


“That. Never.”


She smiled. More than Pawl she had sounded the depth of their love. She knew her own feelings, but she also knew that the heart of man is unfaithful. Laurel was above all a realist.


Over breakfast they discussed their plans. For at least the fifth time Laurel made Pawl check that the vivante cube they had made was safe. This was the cube which they hoped would help persuade Pawl’s father that marriage with the Beltane family was not such a foolish idea.


“It is safe. Now don’t worry. I’ll talk to him straight. I won’t lose my temper and I’ll show him the cube. And when he has listened to me I’ll get him to contact Lapis. I’m sure Lapis will help us.”


“Mmmm.”


“You don’t think so.”


“I don’t know. I wish we’d heard from him.”


“Ha. Don’t worry about Lapis. The day he starts to act like anyone else is the day the worlds end.”


“All right.”


“Lapis won’t let us down.”


“What about Pental?”


Pental was Pawl’s second eldest brother.


“I’ve told you before. Pental is with the Inner Circle. We haven’t heard from him in years.”


“Even so. Blood is thicker. …”


“Not where the Inner Circle is concerned. Forget Pental. We’ll manage without him. We’ll probably find that the Inner Circle are our greatest enemies. The less they know the better. They uphold the Code even more than the Proctors.”


They faced one another silently over their breakfast. Neither had eaten much.


“I don’t know what to say,” said Laurel finally.


“Say nothing. Keep calm. Hold fast.”


The bell which had rung in the night and which had rung at regular intervals since then, now began to sound loudly and urgently. Pawl was already late.


If he wanted to reach Mako in time for the festivities he would have to leave now.


“Away Pawl. Good luck. Take care. Contact me as soon as you have any news.”


One kiss and he was gone.


Lotus-and-Arcadia, tawdry and drab in the morning light and as friendly as a drunk with a hangover, was just waking up as Pawl flew out to the shuttle port.


He checked in and the Way Guardian took his prints and enquired in its polite formal way, “Going away, Pawl Paxwax?”


“Family business on Mako.”


“Will you be returning to Lotus-and-Arcadia?”


“Soon, I hope,” said Pawl.


“Bon voyage.”
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ON SANCTUM


On Sanctum the creatures that led the Inner Circle studied the proud features of Pawl Paxwax. They did not know him and could scarcely understand the passions that drove him, though love is a universal engine.


What they did understand was that he was a rebel.


They encouraged rebellion wherever they found it, but in subtle and indirect ways.


There was more than that, however. From the moment of his birth, sensitives on Sanctum, groping their way to understand the future, had predicted that when the man with yellow eyes woke up then all the Families would fall. Like many predictions, this one sounded grand and apocalyptic. The seasoned minds of Sanctum treated it with caution. They had had their hopes raised before. They kept their eyes on the ground.


But the Tree seemed to take a special interest in Pawl and that gave some room for hope.


The Inner Circle watched Pawl. They knew about Laurel. They knew about his verses and his fights. He was certainly an interesting man, a different man. Whether he would be their saviour was a different matter.
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ON MAKO


Pawl leaned back against the deep blue cushions of his palanquin and tried to ignore the throbbing in his head. Journey through the Way Gate system invariably left him feeling as though there was a creature inside his head, kicking at his temples, trying to get out.


There had been speeches at the Way Platform, then beefy handshakes, a lurching descent in the shuttle to more speeches, cheering crowds and a band. He had tried to listen to the Paxwax agent whose job it was to brief him on this agricultural world, but the man spoke with a thick accent and Pawl could not make sense of him. Finally he found himself hoisted in the air and dumped, not unceremoniously, in the palanquin.


So here he was on Mako, lurching along, carried by four bearers. It was not an easy mode of travel. They were not professional bearers but farmers, and they kept losing pace and rhythm.


As he swayed along he listened to the discordant voices of children. They were singing the Anthem of the Families and Pawl nodded and waved with as much grace as he could muster. Teams of scrub-faced children bordered his route. He saw their tiny mouths open and close in near unison.


For their part, the children stared at him with uncomprehending candour. They had been told he was a great man. For months their teachers had drilled them in songs and dances warning them that if they didn’t behave properly the great man would be angry. They hoped to see something wonderful, like a god bringing bounty from the skies. But all they could see was a young man dressed in bright clothes and carried on the shoulders of their fathers. He passed them in a matter of minutes and they fell into line, singing as fervently as if the sunrise depended on it.


Here is the song they were singing. It is a song which all the children of human kind, scattered across the wide bowl of the galaxy, learn at school.




First are the Proctors, the greatest and best
They keep the great wheel spinning from the centre where they rest.
Second are the Wong the warriors, saviours of our race,
They chased away the Hammer and put them in their place.
Third is the Conspiracy of the Bogdanovich and Shell
They fight for truth and justice and liberty as well.
The Xerxes de la Tour Souvent are fourth on our list
Where love is found and tenderness, they are never missed.
The Paxwax Fifth are generous to the meek and mild,
They give the food that keeps alive every little child.
The Lamprey Sixth love the light, their father was the sun,
Their children are the stars that shine upon us everyone.
The Freilander and Porterhouse hold the seventh place,
They stopped the alien in his tracks and kicked him in the face.
The Longstock and the Paragon,
The Sith and Felice too,
Help keep the goblins on their knees
And so I hope do you.





It is a silly anthem, and like most propaganda songs it is substantially untrue.


It was composed (no one knows by whom) shortly after the Great Push, when the Eleven Great Families were establishing their empire. Once it may have had meaning, but now it is merely a mnemonic, ensuring that the children never forget their leaders.


The palanquin halted and was lowered to the ground with a bump. Beside it was a high stage supported on wooden trestles. A flight of red painted steps led to the top of the stage, where the ornate carved throne of the Paxwax stood, looking ridiculous.


Pawl stepped carefully down and on to a carpet of freshly scattered petals. On cue, the children who had just sung to him came running round and surrounded him, offering flowers. It was a pleasing sight, for all its stiff staging, and Pawl smiled. Laurel would have liked this, he thought. He glanced round and his golden owl eyes blinked as though taking a picture. Then, when all was silent, he climbed slowly, and seemingly painfully, up the steps to the Paxwax throne.


It is in climbing that Pawl’s deformity is most evident. A slight hump lifts one shoulder higher than the other and gives him a wrestler’s stance. The crooked legs, set in wedge-shaped boots with high heels, look frail, as though they should be supported with steel rods. But the appearance is deceptive. Pawl can run and kick. Abnormality in the legs is a genetic hallmark of the Paxwax and Pawl is far less deformed than most of the members of the Great Families.


The true nature of the man shows in his hair and face. His hair is glossy with oil and he wears it braided after the manner of his boyhood. The tight plaits form a cone. The nose is aquiline and the nostrils large. But the eyes … it is the eyes that reveal his true strength and vigour. They are golden as flint and when Pawl stares at something he seems to devour it.


Pawl sat down on the uncomfortable carved throne and the children again burst into song. This time it was a jaunty song telling the story of how Mako had gained its prosperity.


Pawl sat straight in his chair. Even seated he was taller than most of the farmers who gathered close to him. He drummed along with the rhythm of the song on the arm of his chair and nodded to the singing children who waved flowers above their heads.


This is their day, he thought. Let them have their day.


Mako was celebrating three hundred years of Paxwax dominance.


While they sang the children divided into three groups. The first group held up a banner with the words “The Pioneers” emblazoned on it. They danced a dance showing how the first Paxwax settlers cut and burned the native forest to make clearings for their houses and fields.


When they had finished a second group took their place. They were called “The Planters”. They mimed people digging the soil and wiping the sweat from their brows and pressing seeds into the ground.


The third group carried forwards a giant blue flower, the blossom of the Rand Melon. It was oils derived from the seeds of this melon which gave Mako its prosperity. Refined, these oils were one of the main ingredients in a type of polish used to make stonework shine. The flesh of the Rand Melon was inedible.


Pawl clapped when the song ended. He wondered just how much these people knew about the true history of the planet they called home. Pawl did not know much history. But this much he had learned before departing for Mako.


The Paxwax gained the planet as part of a job lot when they were re-organizing their economic frontiers. They bartered with the Sith Tenth who had, for generations, mined the southern continents.


Before the Sith, Mako belonged to the Freilander-Porterhouse, who captured it during the Great Push. They had extracted salt from its seas and released livestock and spread an epidemic among the population of the only viable civilization that Mako had ever known.


Before the Freilander-Porterhouse, Mako was un-named except in the tongues of its native inhabitants, of which there were many. Now, only remnants of that first population survived. The advanced creatures which once had their cities here never managed the long trek to Sanctum, and so became extinct. The present city of Mako, Flower of Paxwax, was built on the site of one of the early alien cities.


As the notes of the Mako song died, Pawl prepared to rise to his feet, but was stopped in his tracks when the children began to sing again. It was the wretched Anthem of the Families once more. The damned song with its trite melody got on Pawl’s nerves and he was tempted to bring it to a halt by simply standing. But he didn’t.




“First are the Proctors, the greatest and the best.
They keep the great wheel spinning. …”





Far away on a hillside, movement caught Pawl’s eye. A small colony of long-legged, green creatures was gathering. Their heads were bobbing with the rhythm.




“Third is the Conspiracy of the Bogdanovich and Shell
They fight for truth and justice and liberty. …”





The creatures began to bang their small claws together and sway and pace. One of them raised its head with a cluster of berry-like eyes, and gave voice to a high whinnying.


Pawl watched as a farmer who had been patrolling the outer fields waded through the thigh-deep fallow grass towards them and cracked his whip above their heads. They cantered back, graceful as giraffes, and fell silent.


Satisfied, the farmer turned his back on them and looked down towards the celebrations.




“The Paxwax Fifth are generous to the meek and mild.


They give the food that keeps alive every little child.”





The singing surged with the breeze. The season for the gala had been well chosen. Springtime. A clean pale sunlight. The blue trumpet-shaped flowers of the Rand Melon were in full bloom in the fields, filling the air with their sharp sweet perfume.


Pawl rested his eyes on the blue hills and let his mind wander. The sight of so many children singing in unison and dancing with the same movements saddened him.


Life is diverse, not uniform.


Perhaps some of the philosophy of Laurel Beltane had rubbed off on him. Perhaps variety was, as she had told him many times, the essence of life. Pawl knew that to think of Laurel’s delight in clashing colours and sharp rhythms as a philosophy was stretching the meaning of the word. But still. …




“The Lamprey Sixth love the light, their father was the sun.


Their children are the stars that. …”





The dark blue hills vibrated against the pale blue sky. The simple beauty of the scene sank hooks into him and held him. Why did nature always seem so right? What hand had placed that hill there, and that valley and that peak? So sure. So certain.


The hills gave Pawl comfort. There was a Tightness to things, even if the reason for that rightness eluded him.


It was like his life. He was rolling down the path of his fate and there was nothing he could do, so why worry, why bother?


No! That was wrong. His life was not like a river following the line of least resistance and making its way to some ultimate sea.


He rode his fate … he could decide whether to dally in backwaters or race over rapids. The end might be the same; the means was all.


Pawl came out of his reverie with a start. The song was ending and now the speeches would begin.




“Help keep the goblins on their knees,


And so I hope do you.”





The children finished on a triumphant note in which there was also a hint of relief. They had played their part, and now it was over to the grown-ups.


They sat down on the ground and Pawl quickly rose to his feet. His short speech was prepared and memorized. He was first to compliment the leaders of the Mako community on their hard work and then present awards of merit to those farmers who had achieved spectacular results.


The Senior Citizen who was in charge of the festivities came up beside Pawl and opened a large sun umbrella which he held high above Pawl’s head. The farmers who were to receive awards shuffled into a line at the foot of the steps.


Pawl was about to speak when a jabber of voices erupted behind him. A tussle was taking place. A woman wearing a bright blue, flower-patterned uniform forced her way on to the stage. She came forward and whispered something in the ear of the official holding the umbrella. He listened, looked surprised, and then glanced uneasily at Pawl.


“Er. It seems there is a message received. An urgency. From your father, Master Toby of the Fifth, in person. We shall delay. We will continue singing.”


The woman led Pawl to the back of the stage, down some narrow steps and towards a low white building above which spread the distinctive aerial of a vivante transmitter.


Behind him a dark, hooded figure moved quickly and stopped him with a black-gloved hand. “Some misadventure, Essent Pawl? Can I help?” The voice was whispery and sibilant, the way a cat might talk.


“No problem, representative from the Inner Circle,” said Pawl. “No doubt a domestic call. I will take care of it immediately.” The dark figure bowed briefly and withdrew.


The less the Inner Circle knew about things the better. They were everywhere, administering, advising. Fleetingly Pawl thought of his brother Pental.


As he walked towards the vivante chamber he heard the concert-master strike up the opening chords of the Anthem again.


A message from his father! This worried Pawl. In all the ten years of his travel away from Homeworld, Pawl had only spoken to his father a few times. Once when he graduated from the Military Academy on Terpsichore. Once when an alien rebellion broke out on one of the Paxwax concessions and Pawl had been instructed to take charge of suppressing it. Once when he heard strange rumours that all was not well on the Paxwax Homeworld.


Perhaps there had been a few other conversations – curt greetings, orders, instructions. Nothing of warmth or real interest. There was no love between Pawl and Toby Paxwax.


And now his father had called. It could only be bad news. Pawl wondered if somehow his father had discovered about Laurel Beltane.


The vivante room was cool and dark. The machine was already aglow and above the small black vivante plaque the air was luminous. Pawl tapped out the linking co-ordinates and the shape of a figure began to build up. It was half a figure. Pawl saw the massive shoulders of his father and the forked beard and long, braided yellow hair. The reception was poor and the figure wavered and occasionally part of it dissolved into red and blue sparks.


“Pawl here, father.”


The face of his father turned and his eyes squinted.


“Can’t hardly see you.”


“Reception’s bad.” Despite that, Pawl could see that his father’s face was haggard and that he had aged greatly since the last time they had spoken. “Is there a problem?”


“Lapis is dead.”


“What?”


“Lapis is dead. I want you home immediately.” This was spoken in a growl as though his father was just managing to hold his fury in check. “Immediately.”


“Lapis is. …”


“Are you witless? Are your brains addled? I’ve told you. He’s dead. Gone. Finished.” There was a momentary break in his father’s voice and then he recovered. “So you get back here immediately. Come alone. None of your fancy friends. And no talking to anyone. The news is held. Not even Songteller knows.” His father turned as though to break contact.


“Wait Toby,” shouted Pawl. “Sorry, it’s just that … How did he die?” The realization of what his father’s words meant was slowly becoming real to Pawl.


“On some god-forsaken moon. He was coming home. D’ye hear? Coming home. It was going to be a surprise and then some tractor ploughed right over him.” His father paused and breathed deeply. When he spoke again his voice was low and cold. “So now you move. Put away your pen and paper, boy, you’re joining the real world now. You’re all that is left. Now.”


“Why haven’t you told Songteller? He needs to know.”


“We settle things in the family first. The administrators do what we tell them. No more talking.”


The bulky figure collapsed in a shower of sparks and the chamber became dark again.


Pawl blinked in the bright sunlight outside. A close observer, one who knew him well, would have detected the change in his manner … perhaps a deepening of his yellow eyes and a stiffness in his walk.


“Can I help? I trust there is no …?” The member of the Inner Circle was waiting for him. Pawl stopped and stared at him. With his finger he raised the front flap of the figure’s hood.


The representative from the Inner Circle darted back, but not before Pawl had stared straight into the pale mask with the blank eye sockets and the smiling carmine lips. “You ask many questions. Let me ask you one. Do you know where my brother Pental is? He joined your order.”


“We do not deal in names,” whispered the voice.


“Liar.” Pawl walked stiffly away, and then he could have bitten his tongue out. Why had he said that? Of all the stupid … Why had he been rude … Like a child. … Vainly he hoped that the member of the Inner Circle had not heard.


Behind him the dark figure stood in the sunlight. The alien, the almost-human, who occupied the black gown and hood smiled a cat smile behind its mask and thought to itself, We have the right man. Then it hurried away.


Pawl mounted the stage and waved for the singing to stop. In a daze he delivered his speech and handed out the Orders of Merit to smiling farmers. Suddenly magnanimous, he donated a new vivante console to Mako and then told the assembled citizens that he had to depart immediately.


“But the hunting and the concert. We had everything. …”


“Needs must when … I have to leave immediately. Your friendship and hospitality will stay with me. My father wished me to convey his thanks to you personally.”


The whole of the city turned to wave goodbye.


Within an hour he was aboard the magnetic shuttle and rising above the mottled blue face of Mako.


He had twenty minutes alone before he reached the Way Platform, and he needed every second of them. The death of Lapis changed everything. He was no longer the playboy younger son, fit for diplomatic duties, responsible but second. He was now the heir.


Pawl thought quickly. First he needed to contact Laurel and get her safe.


Then. Then what? His mind was a blank. Panic began to build up inside him. Unbidden, the words from the mantra for Calm, hypnotically implanted during his time on Terpsichore, spoke in his mind.




The thundering hooves of the buffalo
Stir not the leaves of the mountain tree.
Only the mists
Move in its branches.





Then? Then he would have to prepare a strategy to meet his father. The old man would be wild and dangerous. He doted on Lapis. Pawl would have to defeat his father on his own terms. One thing was certain: he would not change his will to marry Laurel Beltane, even if he had to fight the whole of the Eleven. There would be a way. In this, the death of Lapis gave him leverage.


Unexpectedly Pawl felt a surge of excitement. His father did not know him, did not know what was coming home. He would be expecting an older version of the pudgy, dreamy youth who had departed ten years earlier to serve his time on Terpsichore. He would not be expecting the iron which Pawl had discovered inside himself.


But Lapis gone … Pawl felt a hollowness open inside him. Of all his brothers Lapis was the only one he had ever got to know. Pawl had admired his strength and the wildness that made him climb out of his bedroom at night and ride out to the servants’ building and get drunk and make love to the servant daughters. Lapis, with the build of a giant and a deadly temper which once made him try to kill their father with a hook torn from a side of meat. Lapis, who fought a rogue stallion and strangled it with his bare hands. Lapis, who stole away one night from the great house, took the shuttle and escaped from Home world.


They had not heard from him for years. Then gradually news had begun to filter back of his exploits. How he lived like a despot on distant Zipra. How he detonated an asteroid in Xerxes territory. Finally, with some of the wildness burned out of him, he had contacted their father, and told him he was ready to become a Paxwax again. And now, perhaps on the eve of departure, he had died under the treads of a tractor.


The shuttle docked at the Way platform and Pawl quickly found the local vivante transmitter.


Within minutes he had located Laurel at her villa on Lotus-and-Arcadia. It was night there and she smiled at him sleepily, and then her face became anxious as she registered his expression.


“Listen love, I only have a few moments. I’m returning to Bennet Home world straight away.”


“What’s happened?”


“I don’t know for certain. Something to do with Lapis. But you must leave Lotus-and-Arcadia immediately. Don’t cause any ripples. Don’t tell anyone you are leaving. Leave quietly and return to Thalatta. You’ll be safe with your father. Wait there until you hear from me. I have the vivante cube safe. I’ll contact you from my Homeworld as soon as I can.”


“But. …”


“No buts. No questions. I’m taking a risk even speaking to you. Do what I say. Trust me.”


She nodded. “I’m packing already. I’ll be away before dawn. Take care.” She blew him a kiss, and then in a swirl of covers was out of the bed and gone.


Pawl broke the contact.


Now for the long jump. He ran over to the entrance to the Way Gate proper. Once through this he would be effectively off the planet. An attendant held the door to the Gate open. She saluted, and closed and secured the locks when Pawl was inside.


He was in the small Guardian vestibule where the computer controller was located. He identified himself and tapped out the co-ordinates for the Paxwax Homeworld and waited while the computer verified that all stations were clear for transit. It would take three jumps. Pawl was far from home and each stage needed to be locked into alignment. While he was waiting he selected the clothes he wanted to have waiting for him on Bennet Home world. Each Way Gate had a wide range of disposable clothes. The Gate registered all clear and a second door slid open. A wave of cold antiseptic air engulfed him.


Sealed in the second chamber Pawl stripped and then popped a small purple pill into his mouth. He squatted down in the lavatory chamber while the pill did its work. Within minutes he had cleared his bowels and bladder. Sweat poured from him and was evaporated by a warm, sweet-smelling breeze. When his body had stopped its churning he showered and, still wet, pressed a red button to enter the Mirror room.


The light was cold and brilliant. The room was circular but with a flat floor. The walls were made of thousands of planes of crystal through which the light shone white. In the centre was a low platform large enough for six people to lie down. Pawl made himself comfortable on the flat surface. Almost imperceptibly the light changed from glaring white to violet and then began to flicker as though the whole chamber was revolving. Pawl felt a twinge of nausea and his head began to thump as the light began to tease open the interstices between the cells of his body. And then blackness closed over him like a bag.


As a pattern of coded references he was on his way.
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ON LOTUS-AND-ARCADIA


Laurel did not leave Lotus-and-Arcadia immediately. During the morning she packed a small bag for herself. She casually told her attendants that she was thinking of returning to Thalatta for a short time. This was not unusual. Travel by Way Gate meant that any member of the larger families could come and go at will, without fuss or long preparations.


Then, as was her custom, she went to the lake and spent an hour diving and hunting among the roots of one of the giant dewfall trees.


Relaxed outwardly, she stretched out on the shore and let the warm rays of health lamps dry her and refresh her. She rolled over on to her back and stared up at the rainbow dome which covered the entire lake and protected it from the cold of space. She thought about Pawl and went over his message time and again, trying to squeeze more meaning out of it.


It was while she was thus occupied that a pebble landed squarely on her bare stomach. She glanced round but there was no one to be seen, only a couple of robot attendants, their eyes glowing redly as they watched for her signal, and a lone Pullah which patiently cleaned the white sand beach. She lay back and moments later another pebble landed close to her ear, sending sand into her hair.


She stood up quickly and ran up the shallow beach to where a bright green band of synthetic grass marked the end of the lake. Beyond were pavilions and the first of the palaces maintained by the Families.


Suspended in an anti-gravity hammock beneath a sun umbrella, and with a mound of pebbles on the table beside him, was Toro Sith. He wore a garland of flowers in his thick black curly hair and other flowers were wound up and round his black burnished horns.


“You are a remarkable woman,” he called and pushed the chair opposite him out with his foot in invitation.


“Why did you throw pebbles at me?” asked Laurel.


“Join me and I’ll tell you.”


Thoughts raced through Laurel’s mind. This was the young Sith who Pawl had wanted to pick a fight with. What better way to deflect attention away from her and Pawl than to be seen sitting with one of the eligible Sith.


“I’ll just collect my things,” she called and ran back down the beach.


When she returned, modestly clothed, one of the robot attendants was uncorking a bottle of Seppel wine. It produced two sparkling frosty glasses from its trolley and poured the wine expertly to within a finger’s width of the brim. Then it withdrew discreetly murmuring, “Bon appetit.”


“Now tell me why you threw those pebbles,” said Laurel sitting down.


“Wouldn’t you rather know why I think you are a remarkable woman?” said Toro Sith, lifting his glass and touching it gently against hers.


“All right, why am I a remarkable woman?”


“Because you can move without your shadow.”


Laurel absorbed this with a slight smile which she hoped would be enigmatic, and then took up her glass and sipped.


“Well? Where is the yellow-eyed one? You haven’t drowned him, have you? Tied him up in a sack with stones in the bottom and left him lodged under the roots of the dewfall trees? No, fate would never be that kind.”


“I don’t know where Pawl Paxwax is. Business probably. We’re not inseparable you know. Just. …”


“Good friends.” He said it in a patronizing way.


“Something like that.”


“Well, I’m glad to hear it. Does that mean that some of the rest of us can have a look in?” The accent he gave to the last two words left no doubt as to his exact meaning.


“I am the only daughter of the Beltane Fifty-sixth and I choose what companions I wish.”


“Bravo. And I am a son of the Sith Tenth. That means something too.” He stared at her and drank deeply. “Forgive me for speaking so bluntly. But we Sith are noted for our bluntness. I have watched you for weeks. I would like to be free to call on you.” Still Laurel said nothing and the young Sith took this for encouragement. “The yellow-eyed one is well known for his faithlessness. He has had many lovers.”


This, as Laurel knew, was true. Pawl, for all that he was ungainly and moody, held a fascination for women … possibly even because of these qualities.


“I would be a true companion,” said Toro. “Perhaps, who knows, our association could lead to advancement.”


Laurel did well to hide her laughter. The idea of the Sith dangling his family in front of her like bait was preposterous. But his words had a certain logic, for Lotus-and-Arcadia, apart from being worlds of abundant pleasure, were also a vast marriage market. All the important marriages were arranged but marriages among the lesser children were more relaxed.


“The Code forbids any such ‘advancement’ and you know it. I am of a low family.”


“The Code is a heap of crap.”


How often had Laurel heard Pawl express the same idea. “I’d like to hear you say that to your father’s face. I think Master Singular Sith would have other ideas.”


Toro shrugged and grinned and nodded his horns so that the flowers shook. “Yes, he’s old fashioned. Anyway, I’m glad I found you alone. I wanted to invite you to a party. If your good friend had been here I would have invited him too. So don’t worry.”


“What’s the occasion?”


“A Terpsichore reunion. Everyone will be there. Even the Inner Circle. There’ll be games and hunting and a lot of loving. Will you come?”


“I don’t know.”


“Go on. It’ll do you good. Time you got out a bit more. You’ve been living like one of the Inner Circle. And you’re not getting any younger.”


“Thank you.”


“That’s not meant to be rude.”


“I understand.”


“So. I’ll send a chair round for you. All right?”


Laurel thought. She reasoned, I’ll stay for a short time. Just a few dances. Just long enough to be noticed and then I’ll slip away to the Way Port.


And that was what she sincerely meant to do. Except the party turned out to be great fun. There were lots of her friends there and though she was worried about Pawl, she was glad of the distraction.
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