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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.


      






QUESTIONING, Jon and Alter approached the City, and before them they saw—


A rocky plain where Vol Nonik staggered, went on his knees, then fell forward and lay still, eyes sunken and black, neck puffy, face distended. Behind him was the silhouette of Telphar on the horizon, and as they watched, it suddenly flared, flamed, and billows of smoke rose from its falling towers.


And the triple being said, That was earth. The same thing has happened all over the universe.


‘But what?’ asked Jon.


The same thing that drove Nonik to suicide, caused the computer to bomb itself out of existence. The wound has at least been cauterized, and you may go home now, and attempt to heal.


‘And the Lord of the Flames?’


The last random factor has been observed and put in place. And there was triple laughter. You might say it realizes now that as different as it is from us, it is still akin to us, in that it, too, has this death outlet, and recognizes its kinship. Now it will go on searching, and there will be no war.


‘Then we can go back?’ from all the delegates to the City.


And Jon whispered, ‘To reach the stars,’ and her hair brushed his face as she bent smiling to him.


Before them was the City of a Thousand Suns, beautiful on the lake’s edge, and as they watch, Lug’s neanderthal family might arrive, and Catham and Clea trudge tiredly along the edge of the lake to the City, and from the other side an elderly couple, tattered and exhausted, might also gain the City: perhaps Rara, and Old Koshar; and the tall figure of Arkor might move towards the low buildings from one side, while the figure of a forest woman, also with the triple scars of the telepath, may approach from the other, their minds having already joined and touched, experience and perception weighed against experience and perception, the music their minds made free in the double sound of their names, Arkor, Larta, that they sung to one another, all, some, or none, the choice random, and left not to chance but to you.


Free to build or destroy they, too, approached the City of a Thousand Suns, to be struck by blue smoke, dispersed by sudden lightning, dropped from a web of silver fire … the red of polished carbuncle … the green of beetles’ wings …


New York


February 28th, 1964










CHAPTER I



WHAT is a city?


There is at least one on the planet earth, isolate among deadly seas, alone on an island near a radiation-pitted continent. Some of the sea and the land at the edge of the continent have been reclaimed: among these silent tides and still plains there is an empire. It is called Toromon. Its capital city is Toron.


Halfway around the universe, in a dispersed galaxy, is another … city.


A double sun throws twinned shadows from a tooth of rock jutting in the sand. The gullies sometimes shift in the rare breeze. The sky is blue, the sand lime white. Low on the horizon are streaks of clouds. And down the steep side of one powdery dune is the … City.


What is the City?


It is a place in the sand where a field of energy keeps the octagonal silicate crystals in perfect order, lined axis end to axis end. It is a place where a magnetic compass would spin like a top. It is a place where simple aluminium has the attractive capacity of sensitized alneco. And although, at the moment, it housed hundreds of inhabitants, there was not a building or structure of any kind in it. The sand was no longer smooth, and only a microscope could have detected the difference in the crystalline placement.


Responding to the psychic pressures of those who observed it, at times the City seemed a lake, at others a catacomb of caves. Once it had appeared a geyser of flame, and occasionally it looked like buildings, towers, looped together with elevated roads, with double light glinting from thousands of sunward windows. Whatever it was, it stood alone on the white desert of a tiny planet halfway across the universe from earth.


A meeting was being called in the City now; and with merely a turning of attention, the inhabitants met. The presiding intelligence was not single, but a triple entity much older than any of the others present. It had not built the city. But it dwelt there.


We have called you here to help us, it began. Simply by being here you have already contributed greatly. There are only a few more of you to arrive, but we thought it better to begin now than to wait. To one group at the meeting, immense, thirty-foot worms, the City seemed a web of muddy tunnels and the words came as vibrations through their hides. As we have explained before, our universe has been invaded by a strange, amoral creature whom we have called till now the Lord of the Flames. So far he has only engaged in scouting activity to find out as much information about life in this universe as possible. A metallic cyst received the words telepathically; for him the City was an airless, pitted siding of rock. But even through his methods of experimenting, we know him to be dangerous. He thinks of completely perverting or destroying a culture to gain his information. We have tried to drive him out, and to keep the various cultures of the universe intact. On your several words, as our agents you have all had contact with him. And you have all had brief contacts with each other. To the fifty-foot eyestalks of one listener the atmosphere of the City was tinged methane green. He has been gathering information for a full-scale attack, but since we have dogged him to each planet, we have been able to see the information he gathers. Each of your cultures was undergoing some serious political and social upheaval when he chose to examine you. His method of observation in each culture has been to activate the elements that would push the upheaval a little too fast, would bring it to its conclusion a little too rapidly. Then, oddly, his point of concentration would be not the workings of the economic or social upheaval itself but rather an intense study of the personal life of some socially alienated individual, a madman, an upper echelon political figure, often an outlaw, a dispersed genius at the edge of society. To one living crystal in the City the words of the Triple Being came as a significant progression of musical chords. Now we wish to discuss one particular incident of his observation. A sentient cactus shifted its tentacles and beheld the City almost as it was in reality, a stretch of pastel sand; but, then, who can say what was the reality of the city. You have all arrived here except our agents from Earth, and we want to take this opportunity to discuss their specific situation. To a casual observer of the meeting, the statement that the Earth representatives had not arrived would have seemed a flagrant oversight; one of the attendants was an attractive, auburn-haired woman with wide hazel eyes. But a minute examination would have shown her slim almond-nailed fingers, her cream and honey skin to be a bizarre cosmic coincidence. Internal examination and genetic analysis would prove her a bisexual species of moss. Self-contained and self-providing, the empire of Toromon has rested on Earth for fifteen hundred revolutions about the star Sol. The upheaval that Toromon went through was a complexed economic, political, and psychological reorganization coupled with a tidal wave of technological advances in farming methods and in food production that the degenerate, thousand-year-tired aristocracy was unable to redistribute. ‘Tidalwave’ was the metaphor that a web-footed, triple-lidded marine creature from a world all water heard; to others it was ‘earthquake’, ‘sandstorm’, ‘volcano’. Their solution was to simulate a situation which existed only in the libraries from the time when the whole planet was populated with nations like theirs: they simulated a war, a war that would rid them of their excesses, in energy, in production, in lives. The vestigial skeleton of a military organization that had survived from before their isolate period (when just such real wars had completely demolished other nations, leaving Toromon alone) was enlarged to a tremendous force, armies were recruited, equipment was prepared, and a vast fantastical war was staged near the radiation-saturated rim of their empire, controlled by an immense random computer situated in the ruined remains of a second City in their empire called Telphar. Because of the radiation around them, evolution has run wild in Toromon, and there is one atavistic section of the population that has regressed to a point that race had passed three million years ago, while another segment has jumped a million years ahead and become a race of giants with many telepathy. The telepaths tried to remain above this war, but were at last dragged into it. Our agents, a telepath among them, convinced them—in an effort to find some other solution less destructive than this mock war—to establish a momentary telepathic link among all the inhabitants of the empire. The fact that the war was not real has come out among the people. The results have been too violent to predict accurately. The whole structure of Toromon was weak; it may have crumbled beyond hope already. Outlaw bands of malcontents—or malis—roam the country. There was an attempt to establish a new, young king, and for a while that worked, but the governmental system had been designed to rule a peaceful, calm nation, not a nation at war. A strange life-form composed solely of thermal vibrations oscillated pensively in the City, listening, contemplating. The reason we go into this situation in so much detail is because of the strange action of the Lord of the Flames when he encountered Toromon. First of all, his attempts to bring the situation to a rapid termination were immensely more violent and destructive than in any of his previous endeavours with other worlds. We, who can sense the energy of his concentration, realized that the intensity of his observation has quadrupled. Whatever he had been looking for desultorily among your worlds, he found in Earth. Our agents drove him out once and he returned. They drove him out a second time; he still hovers near, ready to invade again. We can only have three direct agents on a planet: we can only house ourselves in three minds. But with the help of the telepaths, we contacted two more—Tel and Alter—who became our indirect agents for a while. One of our indirect agents, Tel, was killed in the mock war, and so there are only four people left on Earth who are our contacts. As I said, we can only inhabit three of their minds at once; this leaves one, already used to contact extra-terrestrials, open for infiltration; this time we are sure that the Lord of the Flames, on his third return to earth, will choose one of our own agents, whichever one is left outside our protection. If we let them know directly the results would be disastrous to their own psyches. Therefore, our contact, already rare, will have to cease entirely after our next message. A great bird ruffled its golden feathers, blinked a red eye, cocked its head, and listened. The reason for the Lord of the Flames’ interest in Toromon is clear. He is making ready to begin a war in our universe; he is now trying to find out all he can about how a life form of this universe conducts itself in a war. And this war of Toromon is a pure war, because there is no real enemy. Well, perhaps we can learn something too. We have the advantage of knowing where to look, for everyone in this City is so much more akin to each other and to the earth men than is the Lord of the Flames that ideas such as ‘intelligence’, ‘compassion’, ‘murder’, ‘endurance’ mean nothing to him; he must learn them by alien observation. Similarly, he has characteristics of which we have no idea. To further our own understanding, we have requested our agents to bring with them three documents, products by three of the most sensitive minds on Earth: the Poems of Vol Nonik, the Unification of Random Fields, by Dr Clea Koshar, and Looms of the Sea, a Final Revision of the History of Toromon, by Dr Rolth Catham.


There was silence in the city, and then a faint life form spoke, a form that existed only as a light-sensitive virus who saw from the star-wide waves of novas to the micro-micron scattering of neutrinos, a life form disturbed occasionally by a fragment of ionized hydrogen, a loose photon, the etheric hum of a spinning galaxy eternities away from its home in cold, inter-galactic space: ‘What will stop them from getting these … works?’


Then the Triple Being returned: These works, remember, are by the most sensitive minds of Earth and will never reach the common man as books or periodicals, and among our four agents, there will constantly be a traitor, the Lord of the Flames himself.


And a Universe away…


… And she was beautiful, beautiful with sun through the cracked window caught in her falling hair, beautiful with her closed eyes, her olive lids, darker than the rest of her face, the rest of her skin, which was beautiful with colours like honey and the blush of kharba fruits going from white to pink, before they become speckled, orange, ripe; beautiful with textures like velvet, like polished, brown stone where her knee was drawn up and the skin tight; and where her body curved slightly towards him, at her side, and the skin was loose—like velvet.


The cracked pane in the window made a jagged line of shadow over the floorboards, up the side of the bed, across the crumpled sheets, a serpent of shadow on her stomach. Her lips were opened and her bright teeth were faintly blued by the shadow of her upper lip.


She was beautiful with shadows, the long violet ones that fell over the waterfront streets where he had walked with her last night, beautiful with light, the glare of a mercury light which they had stopped under briefly to talk to a friend of his—


‘So you went and got married after all, Vol. Well, I thought you would, Congratulations.’


‘Thanks.’ They both said it, and his voice, low tenor, and hers, rich alto, were even musical together. ‘Renna, this is my friend Kino. Kino, this is my wife, Renna.’ He spoke that solo, like a single instrument after a chord, it implied symphonies to come between them.


‘I guess you won’t be having so much to do with your old gang any more.’ Kino dug a dirty finger in a dirtier ear. ‘But then, you never were a gang man really. Now you can sit around and write poems as you always wanted to, and enjoy life.’ And when the grimy youth, too old for urchin, too young for derelict, said ‘life’ he glanced at her, and all the yearning of his restless age flamed in his eyes and lit her beauty.


‘No, I’m not a gang man, Kino,’ Vol said. ‘And what with that stupid feud between me and Jeof, I decided that this was as good a time as any just to drop out of the whole mali business. We’re going to be moving to the mainland in a couple of days. There’s a place there we’ve heard about that we’d like to look at.’


Kino moved a bare toe around a cobblestone. ‘I wasn’t gonna mention Jeof, but since you did first, I guess I can say I think getting out is a good idea. Because he is a gang man, to the root of every rotten tooth in his jaw.’ Suddenly he ducked his head and grinned apologetically. ‘Look, I gotta go some place. You just don’t let Jeof see her.’ He made a motion towards Renna, and with the motion Vol looked at her, her dark skin pale under the light of the mercury lamp; Kino was gone, and she was …


… beautiful with shadow again as they walked through the dark streets of the Devil’s Pot and at last turned into the ramshackle tavern-boarding-house, beautiful as they stepped into the hall and darkness closed over her, blackening details. Just then someone opened the door at the end of the hall and a wash of yellow threw her into silhouette as she walked a step ahead of him, and he learned with his eyes as he already knew with his hands that the shape and outline of her whole body—waist, breasts, neck, and chin—were beautiful. They had gone together to his room.


On the wall was an exquisite picture she had done of him, red chalk on brown paper. On the rickety table in front of the window was a sheaf of paper. The top sheet bore the final draft of a poem that was, in its exquisite use of words and bright image, a portrait of her.


He sat cross-legged in the crumpled, body-warmed bedding, now, and looked at her beside him until his eyes ached with keeping his lids up, looking not to miss the beauty of her breathing, the faint flare of her nostrils, the rise of her chest, the movement of her skin a millimetre back and forth across her collarbone as she breathed. His eyes, flooded with her gloriousness, filled with tears. He had to blink and look away.


When he saw the window again he frowned. Last night there had been no crack.


He followed the line down the window, where the two pieces of the pane were fractionally dislocated against one another, to the lower left-hand corner: a sunburst of smaller cracks arrayed a three-inch hole. Some object had knocked a corner from the window. He stood up and went to the table. Broken glass glittered over the paper. (‘As my words should glitter,’ he thought.) He picked up the rock with the strip of cloth wrapped several times around it. When he unwrapped it and read the words, blurred where the ink ran into the fibre, there was no glitter. Instead, small trip hammers struck against a hard ball of fear he had carried for so long now, and set it ringing with each word of the choppy message.


‘Saw Jeof after you. You get. Says he’ll eat you for breakfast. Go now. He means it. Kino.’


He spent two seconds trying to figure out how they could have slept through the sound of the rock, then spiralled to the conclusion that the rock flung from the street was what had awakened him at first. The thought was cut off by a crash on the first floor. He turned, and saw her open her eyes. Beneath those olive lids, brown pools, where gold flecks surfaced in the proper light, smiled. The smile vaulted towards him across the grimy boards, ricocheting from clapboard wall to stained clapboard wall (where the only thing beautiful was perhaps her redchalk portrait of him) and from the elation that filled him, even his dawn-tired irises relaxed, and against the rods and cones deep in his eyes, the room brightened. ‘And I love you this morning too,’ she said.


As his own smile came, a dark thought made an ominous rippling in his mind; she also wakes to a sound that she did not hear, seeing only me, as a moment before I saw her.


Below, furniture toppled again.


She asked him a question with her face, silently, lips parting farther, tilting her head on the pillow. He answered her with the same frown and a shrug of his flat, naked shoulders.


A rush of feet on the stair; then the sharp voice of the woman who ran the boarding-house, protesting along the hall: ‘You can’t just break in here like this! I run a respectable boarding-house. I have my licence! You ruffians get out of here. I tell you I have my …’


The voice stopped, the wave broke, something hit the door, hard, and it flew open, banging the foot of the bed. ‘Good morning.’


‘What the hell do you want?’ he said.


There was no answer, and in the silence he looked at the squat neanderthal, disproportionate torso, bowed legs; the cheek had been laid open six times, and the scars crossed and crossed again. There was a wide maroon scab over the left eye from a recent injury. The edges of the scab were wet. Ugly, he thought. Ugly.


The weight shifted from right foot to left, slowly, and the hip that was up went down, and the one that was down went up. ‘I want to make you miserable,’ Jeof said, and stepped into the room. Three others stepped in behind him. ‘I see you got Kino’s message.’ He laughed. ‘We took it away from him last night when he made his first try.’ Then a repentant look superimposed itself over the grin. ‘But then I thought maybe I’d toss it up here this morning before I came to say hello.’ Jeof took another step into the room, looked sideways, and saw where she sat in the bed, eyes wide and golden, skin pale, hands, mouth, eyes, and shoulders terrified. ‘Well, helloooo!’


Vol leapt forward——


—his stomach wrapped itself around a jutting fist. He grunted, closed his eyes, and hit the floor. When he opened them, a second later, there were at least another six people in the room. Two jerked him upright again. Then Jeof hit him in the stomach once more, and as his head flopped forward the hand came back the other way, knuckles first, and slapped his face up. ‘Now,’ Jeof said, turning away from Vol Again. ‘As I was saying, hello.’


His years on the streets of the Devil’s Pot had made Vol an accurate street fighter. It had also taught him that if the situation is hopeless you save your strength in case the miracle that’ll get you out of it happens, and you can use that strength to recover. And it was hopeless.


So at first when Jeof walked towards her, and she cried out, he only stood. But then the cry turned into a long, steady scream. Suddenly Vol was screaming too, and fighting, and their voices had lost all music and become dissonant and agonized. He fought, and nearly killed one of the men who held him, but there were three others around him who broke four of his ribs, dislocated his shoulder, and smashed in one side of his jaw.


‘No,’ said Jeof, making a calming gesture with his hand—there was blood on his hand, and she couldn’t scream now because the cartilages of her larynx were crushed, ‘Don’t kill him. I just want him to watch what we do to her.’ He looked around. ‘One of you guys come over here and help me now.’ They used their hands, then their whole bodies, and then the double gleam of a fireblade came from a hidden scabbard, the bottom on the hilt was flicked, and white sparks glittered up the double prongs.


A minute after that, mercifully, Vol lost consciousness. They couldn’t even beat him awake. So they left.


Half an hour later Rara, the woman who ran the boarding-house, got up enough courage to look into the room. When she saw the naked man crumpled in front of the table she said, ‘Good Lord,’ and stepped inside. Then, when she saw what was left on the bed, she couldn’t say anything, and just stepped backwards with her hand over her mouth.


The man’s hand moved on the grimy floorboards. ‘Oh, my good Lord,’ she whispered. ‘He’s alive.’ She ran towards him, beating out of her mind a picture of the two of them together as she had seen them even yesterday (drinking from the same tin cup at the downstairs sink, walking with loosely coupled fingers, laughing at each other’s eyes). She kneeled over him, and his hand moved to her foot.


Got to get him out of here before he wakes up, she thought, and tried to lift him up.


Vol was at the point now in drifting unconsciousness where the pain of his cracked ribs jabbing at his lung was enough to wake him. He opened his eyes, and looked blankly at the face of the woman bending over him. It was a strong face, though the other side of fifty. A brown-red birthmark sprawled over her left cheek. ‘Rara?’ he spoke her name with just a hint of inflection, and the bruised jaw, swelling now, kept all expression out of his face.


‘Mr Nonik,’ she said. ‘Come with me, won’t you?’


He looked away, and when his eyes reached the bed he stopped.


‘Don’t, Mr Nonik,’ Rara said. ‘Come with me.’


He let her raise him to his feet and walked with her to the hall, despite his agonized arm, despite the fire on the right side of his chest.


Rara saw the limp and recognized the impossible angle at which his arm hung. ‘Well,’ she began, ‘we’re going to have to get you to General Medical pretty quick.…’


Then he cried out. It was a long cry, wrenched up from inside him; it changed in the middle, rising nearly an octave to a scream (like a trapped boar in a quicksand pool whose cry goes from the hope of struggle, rising through sudden understanding, into final terror and submersion.) Screeeaaaa … Vol sank to the hall floor. He shook his head; tears ran down his face; but he was quiet.


‘Mr Nonik,’ Rara said. ‘Mr Nonik, get up.’


Again he stood. The silence started chills on her back. She supported him down the hall. ‘Look, I know this won’t mean anything to you, Mr Nonik, maybe. But listen. You’re young, and you’ve … lost something.’ He heard her through a haze of pain. ‘But we all do in some way or another. I wouldn’t say this if it hadn’t been for what happened a month ago, that moment when we all suddenly … knew each other like that. Since then I guess a lot of people have said strange things, that they wouldn’t normally. But like I said, you’re young. There are so many people that we lose one or another, whom we think are … are like everyone who saw you two knew you thought she was. But you’ll live.’ She paused. ‘I had a niece, once, that I loved as much as a daughter. Her mother was dead. Both she and her daughter were acrobats. Then, four years ago, she disappeared, and I never saw her again. I lost her, lost a person I had brought up since she was nine years old. And I’m alive.’


‘No …’ he said, shaking his head now. ‘No.’


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘And so are you. And you’ll stay that way. At least if we get you to General Medical.’ Suddenly the despair that she had been trying to keep out of her voice, keep away from him, broke through. ‘Why must they do things like that? Why? How can they do it now, after that moment when we all knew?’


‘For the same reason they did it before,’ he said flatly. ‘Just like you,’ he went on, and she frowned. ‘They’re trapped in that bright moment where they learned their doom. But they won’t get me. They won’t.’


‘What are you talking about?’ she asked, but his voice (or perhaps it was the sound of the words themselves, the double oo of doom, a rare word then, that echoed the spuming sea) brought chills again.


‘They’ll never find me,’ he said. ‘Never!’ He lurched forward—and fell a quarter of the way down the stairs.


‘Mr Nonik!’


He caught himself on the banister, and started on again. Rara hurried down behind him, but he was already at the door.


‘Mr Nonik, you’ve got to get to General Medical!’


He stood in the door, naked, shaking his head in animal denial. ‘They’ll never find me!’ he whispered once more, then he was gone into the street.


Bewildered, she hesitated. When she looked she couldn’t see him at all. The early morning pavement was deserted. The sun was bright. At last she gave up looking. She found an officer to bring back to the boarding-house and report what had happened.


The twin sun shone on the white sand of the City.


‘When will the agents from Earth arrive?’ someone asked.


As soon as they have found their three documents, the triple voice said … and if they are still alive.


An ozone-scented breeze shifted the powdery whiteness down the side of a dune so that the subtle shape of the desert was changed again, and the only thing stable and isolate was the City.


Near the centre of Toron an old merchant sat on his tiled balcony, gazing at the palace towers, then down to the clapboard houses in the waterfront area of the Devil’s Pot. ‘Clea?’ he said.


‘Yes, Dad.’


‘Are you sure this is what you want? You’ve had every possible honour Toromon could offer you as a scientist, for your work in matter-transmission, your theoretical studies. I don’t think I’ve ever said it directly to you. But I’m very proud.’


‘Thanks, Dad,’ she said. ‘But it’s what I want. Neither Rolth nor I intend to stop working. I have my Unified Field Theory to complete. He will be working on a new historical project.’


‘Well, don’t stand there. Call him out here.’


She walked back into the house, then emerged a moment later, hand in hand with a tall man. They stopped before the marble table at which Koshar sat. ‘Rolth Catham, you wish to marry my daughter, Clea Koshar?’


‘Yes.’ The answer was firm.


‘Why?’ And response was quick.


Catham turned his head slightly, and the light glinted on the transparent plastic case of his cheek. The fraction of his face that was mobile flesh smiled, and under it the direct gaze of Koshar wavered. ‘That’s not a fair question,’ Koshar said, ‘is it? I don’t know. Since that … second when we all … well, you know. Then, I guess a lot of people have been saying things, asking things, and even answering things that they wouldn’t ordinarily.’


The embarrassment, Clea thought. Why must they all speak of that blind moment of telepathic contact that had blanketed the empire that second at the end of the war—with embarrassment. She had hoped that her father would be different. It wasn’t embarrassment at what had been seen, but at the newness of the experience.


‘“Why?” is never an unfair question,’ Catham said. ‘It’s partly because of what we saw at that moment.’


Catham spoke of it without fear. That was one of the reasons she loved him now.


‘Because we’d known each other’s work. And because during that moment we knew each other’s mind. And because we are the two people we are, that knowledge will serve us for heart and soul as well.’


‘All right,’ Koshar said. ‘Get married. But …’


Clea and Rolth looked at each other, smile and half-smile leaping between them.


‘But why do you want to go away?’


Faces grave once more, they looked back at the old man.


‘Clea,’ Koshar said. ‘Clea, you’ve been away from me so long. I had you when you were a little girl. But then you were away at University Island so much, and after that you turned right around and wanted to live alone, and I let you. Now the two of you want to go away again, and this time you don’t even want to tell me where you’re going.’ He paused. ‘Of course you can do it. You’re twenty-eight years old, a woman. How could I stop you? But, Clea … I don’t know how to say this. I’ve lost … a son already. And I don’t want to lose my daughter now.’


‘Dad—’ she began.


‘I know what you’re going to say, Clea. But even if your younger brother Jon were alive—and everything would make it seem that he was dead—even if he were, if he walked in here right this minute: for me he would be dead. After what he did to me, he would be dead.’


‘Dad, I wish you didn’t feel that way. Jon did something stupid, clumsy, and childish. He was a clumsy child when he did it, and he paid for it.’


‘But my own son, in the penal mines, a common criminal … murderer!’ His voice fell to grating depth. ‘My friends do me kindness by not mentioning him to me today. Because if any of them should, I couldn’t hold my head up, Clea.’


‘Dad,’ Clea said, with entreaty in her voice, ‘he was eighteen, spoiled. He resented me, you … and if he is alive anywhere, eight years will have made a very different man from the boy. After eight years you can’t keep this up against your own son. And if you can’t hold your head up now, perhaps that’s your problem, and has nothing to do with Jon.’ She felt Rolth’s hand on her shoulder, a gentle warning that her tone, if not her words, were passing into that dangerous field of outrage, like particles moving into a random energy field, darting and unpredictable. She drew back from the feeling.


‘I won’t forgive him,’ her father was saying. He clasped his hands together. ‘I can’t forgive him.’ He averted his eyes from her, staring into his lap. ‘I couldn’t. I’d be too ashamed——’


‘Dad!’ she had turned from the outrage now, and the word came with all the love she felt for him. She saw his body, back, neck, arms, fingers, locked in self-protective inward curves. ‘Dad!’ she said again, and held her hand out to him.


The curves broke, his hands separated, his eyes lifted. He did not take her hand, but he said, ‘Clea, you say you’ve got to go away, and you say you don’t want anyone to know where you are. I love you, and I want you to have anything you want. But at least … letters, or something. So I’ll know you’re all right, so I’ll know …’


‘It can’t be letters, Dad,’ she said. Then she added quickly, ‘But you’ll know.’


Catham said, ‘We’ve got to go now, Clea.’


‘Goodbye, Dad. And I love you.’


‘I love you,’ he repeated back to her, but they were already entering the wide doors of the house.


‘I wish I could tell him,’ Clea said when they reached the front door, ‘tell him that Jon was alive, tell him why we have to go so secretly.’


‘He’ll know soon enough,’ Catham said. ‘They’ll all know.’


She sighed. ‘Yes, they will, won’t they? That great, monstrous computer in Telphar will let them know. They could all know now if they wanted, but they’re too embarrassed. Rolth, for three thousand years everyone has tried to find a word to differentiate man from other animals; some of the ancients called his the laughing animal, some the moral animal. Well, I wonder if he isn’t the embarrassed animal, Rolth.’


Her husband-to-be laughed, but with half humour. Then he said: ‘I’ve asked you this a hundred times, Clea, but it’s so hard to believe: you’re sure of those reports?’


She nodded. ‘The only ones who’ve seen them are a handful of people who were intimately involved in the computer construction. I was only allowed in by the skin of my teeth, more because of that final mix-up at the palace than anything else. But it makes me ill, Rolth, ill that I had anything to do with that monster.’ She let out a breath as they passed from the shadow of the balcony on to the colonnaded street. ‘But then I’ve worked through that guilt business already, haven’t I.’ It was a question that needed only the momentary reassurance of his hand tightening around hers. ‘Rolth, they’ve tried four times to start disassembling it. But it won’t work. Somehow it’s protecting itself. They can hardly get near it.’


She turned, waved to her father on the balcony, and then continued down the street.


‘How, I won’t question,’ Rolth said. ‘It’s got all the unused equipment, armaments, and so forth for a full-scale war in its control. But, “Why?” Clea. You’re the mathematician. You know computers.’


‘But you’re the historian,’ she answered, ‘and wars are your department.’ She glanced once more at the tiny figure on the balcony that still waved after them. ‘I wonder how long it will take him … them to learn.’


‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I don’t know.’


Above, the transit-ribbon scribed a thin black line across the sky.


When old Koshar, on the green balcony, saw them disappear he sighed. Then he did something he hadn’t done for a long time. He went in, called the taxi service, changed into inconspicuous clothes, then shuttled along the radial streets of the city to the waterfront. He stood around quietly while the launch pulled out with the afternoon shift of workers for the Koshar Aquariums.


Once he paused at a corner while a transport rumbled by with ‘Koshar Hydroponics’ in large green letters over its aluminium side. He stopped outside a building, the cleanest and tallest in the area; it was the offices of Koshar Synthetics.


Later, walking the thin, dirty alleys of the Devil’s Pot, he stopped in front of one of the combination tavern-boarding-houses. He was thirsty, the afternoon was hot, so he entered. A number of people apparently had had the same idea, and the conversation was going at the bar. A friendly voice beside him said: ‘Hello, old man. Haven’t seen you here before.’


The woman at the table who had spoken to him, close to fifty, had a large birthmark on one side of her face.


‘I haven’t been here before,’ Koshar said.


‘I guess that would explain it,’ Rara answered. ‘Have a seat.’ But he was already moving towards the bar. He bought a drink, then turned with it, wondering where to go, and saw the woman sitting by the door. So he went back and sat down at her table. ‘You know, a long time ago I used to spend a lot of time in this area. I don’t remember this place though.’


‘Well, I’ve only had it here about a month,’ Rara explained. ‘Just got my licence. I’m trying to drum up some steady business. Being friendly is real important in business, you know. Hope I see you around here often.


‘Um,’ Koshar said, and sipped green liquid from his mug.


‘I tried to start a place some years back. Took it over from a friend of mine who passed away. But that was just when the malis were getting started, and they busted the place all up in a raid one night. Now, here I am just started a couple of weeks and I’ve had trouble already. Some of them broke in here this morning, one of those gang-feud things. Of course officers are never around when you need them. Killed a girl.’ She shook her head.


An argument had started at the bar. Rara turned, frowned, and said, ‘Now what do you suppose that’s all about?’


A wiry man whose face was cracked from wind and sand spoke loudly, while a woman stood beside him, her green eyes fixed on his face. But he was looking at another man. ‘No,’ he was saying. He made a sharp, disgusted gesture with his hand. ‘No, it’s rotten here. Rotten.’


‘Who are you to say it’s rotten?’ somebody laughed.


‘I’ll tell you who I am. I’m Cithon the fisherman. And this is my wife Grella, a fine weaver. And we say your whole island is rotten!’


The woman put her strong hands on his shoulder, her eyes imploring for silence.


‘And let me tell you something else. I used to live on the mainland coast. And I had a son, too; he would have been as good a fisherman as I am. But your rottenness lured him here to your island. You starved him out on the mainland, you seduced him here with the aquarium-grown fish. Well, we followed him. And where is he now? Is he sweating himself to death out in your aquariums? Or is he running with one of your mali gangs? Or maybe he’s draining the good sea salt from his body in your hydroponic gardens. What have you done with him? What have you done with my son?’
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