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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.







Introduction to
The Michael Moorcock Collection


John Clute


HE IS NOW over 70, enough time for most careers to start and end in, enough time to fit in an occasional half-decade or so of silence to mark off the big years. Silence happens. I don’t think I know an author who doesn’t fear silence like the plague; most of us, if we live long enough, can remember a bad blank year or so, or more. Not Michael Moorcock. Except for some worrying surgery on his toes in recent years, he seems not to have taken time off to breathe the air of peace and panic. There has been no time to spare. The nearly 60 years of his active career seems to have been too short to fit everything in: the teenage comics; the editing jobs; the pulp fiction; the reinvented heroic fantasies; the Eternal Champion; the deep Jerry Cornelius riffs; NEW WORLDS; the 1970s/1980s flow of stories and novels, dozens upon dozens of them in every category of modern fantastika; the tales of the dying Earth and the possessing of Jesus; the exercises in postmodernism that turned the world inside out before most of us had begun to guess we were living on the wrong side of things; the invention (more or less) of steampunk; the alternate histories; the Mitteleuropean tales of sexual terror; the deep-city London riffs: the turns and changes and returns and reconfigurations to which he has subjected his oeuvre over the years (he expects this new Collected Edition will fix these transformations in place for good); the late tales where he has been remodelling the intersecting worlds he created in the 1960s in terms of twenty-first-century physics: for starters. If you can’t take the heat, I guess, stay out of the multiverse.


His life has been full and complicated, a life he has exposed and hidden (like many other prolific authors) throughout his work. In Mother London (1988), though, a non-fantastic novel published at what is now something like the midpoint of his career, it may be possible to find the key to all the other selves who made the 100 books. There are three protagonists in the tale, which is set from about 1940 to about 1988 in the suburbs and inner runnels of the vast metropolis of Charles Dickens and Robert Louis Stevenson. The oldest of these protagonists is Joseph Kiss, a flamboyant self-advertising fin-de-siècle figure of substantial girth and a fantasticating relationship to the world: he is Michael Moorcock, seen with genial bite as a kind of G.K. Chesterton without the wearying punch-line paradoxes. The youngest of the three is David Mummery, a haunted introspective half-insane denizen of a secret London of trials and runes and codes and magic: he too is Michael Moorcock, seen through a glass, darkly. And there is Mary Gasalee, a kind of holy-innocent and survivor, blessed with a luminous clarity of insight, so that in all her apparent ignorance of the onrushing secular world she is more deeply wise than other folk: she is also Michael Moorcock, Moorcock when young as viewed from the wry middle years of 1988. When we read the book, we are reading a book of instructions for the assembly of a London writer. The Moorcock we put together from this choice of portraits is amused and bemused at the vision of himself; he is a phenomenon of flamboyance and introspection, a poseur and a solitary, a dreamer and a doer, a multitude and a singleton. But only the three Moorcocks in this book, working together, could have written all the other books.


It all began – as it does for David Mummery in Mother London – in South London, in a subtopian stretch of villas called Mitcham, in 1939. In early childhood, he experienced the Blitz, and never forgot the extraordinariness of being a participant – however minute – in the great drama; all around him, as though the world were being dismantled nightly, darkness and blackout would descend, bombs fall, buildings and streets disappear; and in the morning, as though a new universe had taken over from the old one and the world had become portals, the sun would rise on glinting rubble, abandoned tricycles, men and women going about their daily tasks as though nothing had happened, strange shards of ruin poking into altered air. From a very early age, Michael Moorcock’s security reposed in a sense that everything might change, in the blinking of an eye, and be rejourneyed the next day (or the next book). Though as a writer he has certainly elucidated the fears and alarums of life in Aftermath Britain, it does seem that his very early years were marked by the epiphanies of war, rather than the inflictions of despair and beclouding amnesia most adults necessarily experienced. After the war ended, his parents separated, and the young Moorcock began to attend a pretty wide variety of schools, several of which he seems to have been expelled from, and as soon as he could legally do so he began to work full time, up north in London’s heart, which he only left when he moved to Texas (with intervals in Paris) in the early 1990s, from where (to jump briefly up the decades) he continues to cast a Martian eye: as with most exiles, Moorcock’s intensest anatomies of his homeland date from after his cunning departure.


But back again to the beginning (just as though we were rimming a multiverse). Starting in the 1950s there was the comics and pulp work for Fleetway Publications; there was the first book (Caribbean Crisis, 1962) as by Desmond Reid, co-written with his early friend the artist James Cawthorn (1929–2008); there was marriage, with the writer Hilary Bailey (they divorced in 1978), three children, a heated existence in the Ladbroke Grove/Notting Hill Gate region of London he was later to populate with Jerry Cornelius and his vast family; there was the editing of NEW WORLDS, which began in 1964 and became the heartbeat of the British New Wave two years later as writers like Brian W. Aldiss and J.G. Ballard, reaching their early prime, made it into a tympanum, as young American writers like Thomas M. Disch, John T. Sladek, Norman Spinrad and Pamela Zoline found a home in London for material they could not publish in America, and new British writers like M. John Harrison and Charles Platt began their careers in its pages; but before that there was Elric. With The Stealer of Souls (1963) and Stormbringer (1965), the multiverse began to flicker into view, and the Eternal Champion (whom Elric parodied and embodied) began properly to ransack the worlds in his fight against a greater Chaos than the great dance could sustain. There was also the first SF novel, The Sundered Worlds (1965), but in the 1960s SF was a difficult nut to demolish for Moorcock: he would bide his time.


We come to the heart of the matter. Jerry Cornelius, who first appears in The Final Programme (1968) – which assembles and co-ordinates material first published a few years earlier in NEW WORLDS – is a deliberate solarisation of the albino Elric, who was himself a mocking solarisation of Robert E. Howard’s Conan, or rather of the mighty-thew-headed Conan created for profit by Howard epigones: Moorcock rarely mocks the true quill. Cornelius, who reaches his first and most telling apotheosis in the four novels comprising The Cornelius Quartet, remains his most distinctive and perhaps most original single creation: a wide boy, an agent, a flaneur, a bad musician, a shopper, a shapechanger, a trans, a spy in the house of London: a toxic palimpsest on whom and through whom the zeitgeist inscribes surreal conjugations of ‘message’. Jerry Cornelius gives head to Elric.


The life continued apace. By 1970, with NEW WORLDS on its last legs, multiverse fantasies and experimental novels poured forth; Moorcock and Hilary Bailey began to live separately, though he moved, in fact, only around the corner, where he set up house with Jill Riches, who would become his second wife; there was a second home in Yorkshire, but London remained his central base. The Condition of Muzak (1977), which is the fourth Cornelius novel, and Gloriana; or, The Unfulfill’d Queen (1978), which transfigures the first Elizabeth into a kinked Astraea, marked perhaps the high point of his career as a writer of fiction whose font lay in genre or its mutations – marked perhaps the furthest bournes he could transgress while remaining within the perimeters of fantasy (though within those bournes vast stretches of territory remained and would, continually, be explored). During these years he sometimes wore a leather jacket constructed out of numerous patches of varicoloured material, and it sometimes seemed perfectly fitting that he bore the semblance, as his jacket flickered and fuzzed from across a room or road, of an illustrated man, a map, a thing of shreds and patches, a student fleshed from dreams. Like the stories he told, he seemed to be more than one thing. To use a term frequently applied (by me at least) to twenty-first-century fiction, he seemed equipoisal: which is to say that, through all his genre-hopping and genre-mixing and genre-transcending and genre-loyal returnings to old pitches, he was never still, because ‘equipoise’ is all about making stories move. As with his stories, he cannot be pinned down, because he is not in one place. In person and in his work, it has always been sink or swim: like a shark, or a dancer, or an equilibrist…


The marriage with Jill Riches came to an end. He married Linda Steele in 1983; they remain married. The Colonel Pyat books, Byzantium Endures (1981), The Laughter of Carthage (1984), Jerusalem Commands (1992) and The Vengeance of Rome (2006), dominated these years, along with Mother London. As these books, which are non-fantastic, are not included in the current Michael Moorcock Collection, it might be worth noting here that, in their insistence on the irreducible difficulty of gaining anything like true sight, they represent Moorcock’s mature modernist take on what one might call the rag-and-bone shop of the world itself; and that the huge ornate postmodern edifice of his multiverse loosens us from that world, gives us room to breathe, to juggle our strategies for living – allows us ultimately to escape from prison (to use a phrase from a writer he does not respect, J.R.R. Tolkien, for whom the twentieth century was a prison train bound for hell). What Moorcock may best be remembered for in the end is the (perhaps unique) interplay between modernism and postmodernism in his work. (But a plethora of discordant understandings makes these terms hard to use; so enough of them.) In the end, one might just say that Moorcock’s work as a whole represents an extraordinarily multifarious execution of the fantasist’s main task: which is to get us out of here.


Recent decades saw a continuation of the multifarious, but with a more intensely applied methodology. The late volumes of the long Elric saga, and the Second Ether sequence of meta-fantasies – Blood: A Southern Fantasy (1995), Fabulous Harbours (1995) and The War Amongst the Angels: An Autobiographical Story (1996) – brood on the real world and the multiverse through the lens of Chaos Theory: the closer you get to the world, the less you describe it. The Metatemporal Detective (2007) – a narrative in the Steampunk mode Moorcock had previewed as long ago as The Warlord of the Air (1971) and The Land Leviathan (1974) – continues the process, sometimes dizzyingly: as though the reader inhabited the eye of a camera increasing its focus on a closely observed reality while its bogey simultaneously wheels it backwards from the desired rapport: an old Kurasawa trick here amplified into a tool of conspectus, fantasy eyed and (once again) rejourneyed, this time through the lens of SF.


We reach the second decade of the twenty-first century, time still to make things new, but also time to sort. There are dozens of titles in The Michael Moorcock Collection that have not been listed in this short space, much less trawled for tidbits. The various avatars of the Eternal Champion – Elric, Kane of Old Mars, Hawkmoon, Count Brass, Corum, Von Bek – differ vastly from one another. Hawkmoon is a bit of a berk; Corum is a steely solitary at the End of Time: the joys and doleurs of the interplays amongst them can only be experienced through immersion. And the Dancers at the End of Time books, and the Nomad of the Time Stream books, and the Karl Glogauer books, and all the others. They are here now, a 100 books that make up one book. They have been fixed for reading. It is time to enter the multiverse and see the world.


September 2012




Introduction to
The Michael Moorcock Collection


Michael Moorcock


BY 1964, AFTER I had been editing NEW WORLDS for some months and had published several science fiction and fantasy novels, including Stormbringer, I realised that my run as a writer was over. About the only new ideas I’d come up with were miniature computers, the multiverse and black holes, all very crudely realised, in The Sundered Worlds. No doubt I would have to return to journalism, writing features and editing. ‘My career,’ I told my friend J.G. Ballard, ‘is finished.’ He sympathised and told me he only had a few SF stories left in him, then he, too, wasn’t sure what he’d do.


In January 1965, living in Colville Terrace, Notting Hill, then an infamous slum, best known for its race riots, I sat down at the typewriter in our kitchen-cum-bathroom and began a locally based book, designed to be accompanied by music and graphics. The Final Programme featured a character based on a young man I’d seen around the area and whom I named after a local greengrocer, Jerry Cornelius, ‘Messiah to the Age of Science’. Jerry was as much a technique as a character. Not the ‘spy’ some critics described him as but an urban adventurer as interested in his psychic environment as the contemporary physical world. My influences were English and French absurdists, American noir novels. My inspiration was William Burroughs with whom I’d recently begun a correspondence. I also borrowed a few SF ideas, though I was adamant that I was not writing in any established genre. I felt I had at last found my own authentic voice.


I had already written a short novel, The Golden Barge, set in a nowhere, no-time world very much influenced by Peake and the surrealists, which I had not attempted to publish. An earlier autobiographical novel, The Hungry Dreamers, set in Soho, was eaten by rats in a Ladbroke Grove basement. I remained unsatisfied with my style and my technique. The Final Programme took nine days to complete (by 20 January, 1965) with my baby daughters sometimes cradled with their bottles while I typed on. This, I should say, is my memory of events; my then wife scoffed at this story when I recounted it. Whatever the truth, the fact is I only believed I might be a serious writer after I had finished that novel, with all its flaws. But Jerry Cornelius, probably my most successful sustained attempt at unconventional fiction, was born then and ever since has remained a useful means of telling complex stories. Associated with the 60s and 70s, he has been equally at home in all the following decades. Through novels and novellas I developed a means of carrying several narratives and viewpoints on what appeared to be a very light (but tight) structure which dispensed with some of the earlier methods of fiction. In the sense that it took for granted the understanding that the novel is among other things an internal dialogue and I did not feel the need to repeat by now commonly understood modernist conventions, this fiction was post-modern.


Not all my fiction looked for new forms for the new century. Like many ‘revolutionaries’ I looked back as well as forward. As George Meredith looked to the eighteenth century for inspiration for his experiments with narrative, I looked to Meredith, popular Edwardian realists like Pett Ridge and Zangwill and the writers of the fin de siècle for methods and inspiration. An almost obsessive interest in the Fabians, several of whom believed in the possibility of benign imperialism, ultimately led to my Bastable books which examined our enduring British notion that an empire could be essentially a force for good. The first was The Warlord of the Air.


I also wrote my Dancers at the End of Time stories and novels under the influence of Edwardian humourists and absurdists like Jerome or Firbank. Together with more conventional generic books like The Ice Schooner or The Black Corridor, most of that work was done in the 1960s and 70s when I wrote the Eternal Champion supernatural adventure novels which helped support my own and others’ experiments via NEW WORLDS, allowing me also to keep a family while writing books in which action and fantastic invention were paramount. Though I did them quickly, I didn’t write them cynically. I have always believed, somewhat puritanically, in giving the audience good value for money. I enjoyed writing them, tried to avoid repetition, and through each new one was able to develop a few more ideas. They also continued to teach me how to express myself through image and metaphor. My Everyman became the Eternal Champion, his dreams and ambitions represented by the multiverse. He could be an ordinary person struggling with familiar problems in a contemporary setting or he could be a swordsman fighting monsters on a far-away world.


Long before I wrote Gloriana (in four parts reflecting the seasons) I had learned to think in images and symbols through reading John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, Milton and others, understanding early on that the visual could be the most important part of a book and was often in itself a story as, for instance, a famous personality could also, through everything associated with their name, function as narrative. I wanted to find ways of carrying as many stories as possible in one. From the cinema I also learned how to use images as connecting themes. Images, colours, music, and even popular magazine headlines can all add coherence to an apparently random story, underpinning it and giving the reader a sense of internal logic and a satisfactory resolution, dispensing with certain familiar literary conventions.


When the story required it, I also began writing neo-realist fiction exploring the interface of character and environment, especially the city, especially London. In some books I condensed, manipulated and randomised time to achieve what I wanted, but in others the sense of ‘real time’ as we all generally perceive it was more suitable and could best be achieved by traditional nineteenth-century means. For the Pyat books I first looked back to the great German classic, Grimmelshausen’s Simplicissimus and other early picaresques. I then examined the roots of a certain kind of moral fiction from Defoe through Thackeray and Meredith then to modern times where the picaresque (or rogue tale) can take the form of a road movie, for instance. While it’s probably fair to say that Pyat and Byzantium Endures precipitated the end of my second marriage (echoed to a degree in The Brothel in Rosenstrasse), the late 70s and the 80s were exhilarating times for me, with Mother London being perhaps my own favourite novel of that period. I wanted to write something celebratory.


By the 90s I was again attempting to unite several kinds of fiction in one novel with my Second Ether trilogy. With Mandelbrot, Chaos Theory and String Theory I felt, as I said at the time, as if I were being offered a chart of my own brain. That chart made it easier for me to develop the notion of the multiverse as representing both the internal and the external, as a metaphor and as a means of structuring and rationalising an outrageously inventive and quasi-realistic narrative. The worlds of the multiverse move up and down scales or ‘planes’ explained in terms of mass, allowing entire universes to exist in the ‘same’ space. The result of developing this idea was the War Amongst the Angels sequence which added absurdist elements also functioning as a kind of mythology and folklore for a world beginning to understand itself in terms of new metaphysics and theoretical physics. As the cosmos becomes denser and almost infinite before our eyes, with black holes and dark matter affecting our own reality, we can explore them and observe them as our ancestors explored our planet and observed the heavens.


At the end of the 90s I’d returned to realism, sometimes with a dash of fantasy, with King of the City and the stories collected in London Bone. I also wrote a new Elric/Eternal Champion sequence, beginning with Daughter of Dreams, which brought the fantasy worlds of Hawkmoon, Bastable and Co. in line with my realistic and autobiographical stories, another attempt to unify all my fiction, and also offer a way in which disparate genres could be reunited, through notions developed from the multiverse and the Eternal Champion, as one giant novel. At the time I was finishing the Pyat sequence which attempted to look at the roots of the Nazi Holocaust in our European, Middle Eastern and American cultures and to ground my strange survival guilt while at the same time examining my own cultural roots in the light of an enduring anti-Semitism.


By the 2000s I was exploring various conventional ways of story-telling in the last parts of The Metatemporal Detective and through other homages, comics, parodies and games. I also looked back at my earliest influences. I had reached retirement age and felt like a rest. I wrote a ‘prequel’ to the Elric series as a graphic novel with Walter Simonson, The Making of a Sorcerer, and did a little online editing with FANTASTIC METROPOLIS.


By 2010 I had written a novel featuring Doctor Who, The Coming of the Terraphiles, with a nod to P.G. Wodehouse (a boyhood favourite), continued to write short stories and novellas and to work on the beginning of a new sequence combining pure fantasy and straight autobiography called The Whispering Swarm while still writing more Cornelius stories trying to unite all the various genres and sub-genres into which contemporary fiction has fallen.


Throughout my career critics have announced that I’m ‘abandoning’ fantasy and concentrating on literary fiction. The truth is, however, that all my life, since I became a professional writer and editor at the age of 16, I’ve written in whatever mode suits a story best and where necessary created a new form if an old one didn’t work for me. Certain ideas are best carried on a Jerry Cornelius story, others work better as realism and others as fantasy or science fiction. Some work best as a combination. I’m sure I’ll write whatever I like and will continue to experiment with all the ways there are of telling stories and carrying as many themes as possible. Whether I write about a widow coping with loneliness in her cottage or a massive, universe-size sentient spaceship searching for her children, I’ll no doubt die trying to tell them all. I hope you’ll find at least some of them to your taste.


One thing a reader can be sure of about these new editions is that they would not have been possible without the tremendous and indispensable help of my old friend and bibliographer John Davey. John has ensured that these Gollancz editions are definitive. I am indebted to John for many things, including his work at Moorcock’s Miscellany, my website, but his work on this edition has been outstanding. As well as being an accomplished novelist in his own right John is an astonishingly good editor who has worked with Gollancz and myself to point out every error and flaw in all previous editions, some of them not corrected since their first publication, and has enabled me to correct or revise them. I couldn’t have completed this project without him. Together, I think, Gollancz, John Davey and myself have produced what will be the best editions possible and I am very grateful to him, to Malcolm Edwards, Darren Nash and Marcus Gipps for all the considerable hard work they have done to make this edition what it is.


Michael Moorcock






So, come, Rose, I shall lead thee


To the flaming fields of May,


When scarlet kisses silver


As the sunset flows away.


And then Rose I shall fly thee


Through the gorgeous jade-blue day,


Where, moored in fabulous harbours,


Hide the dreams of yesterday.


– Ernest Wheldrake,
Soli Cantare in Periti Arcades, 1874







Introduction


I take little credit for what is good or interesting about these stories. They were told to me, mostly at second hand, by Edwin Begg. He described the pleasant anticipation he felt when hearing that Jack Karaquazian and Mrs Colinda Dovero were coming to visit. That, he said, was when the best stories were aired. Nobody felt they would be disbelieved.


This book is, the reader will see immediately, no direct sequel to the events in Blood, though it refers to the same characters and concerns. Neither can I promise a return to the conventions in the final novel of the sequence, The War Amongst the Angels. The stories are familiar enough, in their essentials, but they tell of a slightly better world, I suspect, than ours, unlike that which Jack Karaquazian and Mrs Colinda Dovero left behind to go there.


Many of the indigenous inhabitants of this world would argue for its imperfections, but newcomers see it as a form of Paradise where society has proceeded at a somewhat slower and more dignified pace towards justice and equity. It is a world where the further you travel from London, the more exotic it becomes. Whereas Edwin Begg’s world is pretty familiar to the average Londoner, the world of Ulrich von Bek is I would guess familiar only in fiction. These are the romantic places and events produced in the twentieth-century imagination and they reflect, I suppose, our yearnings as well as the disappointed hopes of the post-War years which created so many social reforms, but failed to achieve what almost all reform movements promise to do and that is restore a perfect past to a perfect present.


I believe our visions reveal our motives and identities. I also believe that one day our visions of a perfect society will be subtle enough to work. Here, for the time being, is a vision of some imperfect world that is somewhat better than our own, perhaps the most we can hope for if we survive the next couple of centuries.


Michael Moorcock,
Lost Pines,
Texas
March 1995




1. The Retirement of Jack Karaquazian


HOME FROM HIS travels in Chaos Space and reunited in the First Ether with the love of his life, Colinda Dovero, Mr Jack Karaquazian determined that he would no longer live the uncertain life of a professional gambler and chose instead, with Colinda’s enthusiastic agreement, to open a small casino on Las Cascadas, that island principality where more than one British sailor had retired and which remained a popular resort for the English-speaking tourists who admired the island’s population, living with several religions, cultures and political doctrines, in cheerful harmony.


Al Vaquero Enmascarado, their establishment, was named in honour of a famous old resident of the island, Ferdinand Faust. Under his mother’s surname, as Warwick Begg, Faust wrote the famous ‘Masked Buckaroo’ series, so popular with readers between the two world wars. Thanks to many B-Westerns made from his stories in Hollywood and France, Faust was a wealthy man. He had moved to Las Cascadas from Italy at the time of the Lombardian War of Secession and had become a respected member of the island community. Many Masked Buckaroo fans came to his villa, now a museum, every year. Living in a studio at the back of the main house, he was known to enjoy an occasional bottle of the Oban and had a singular taste for Ackroyd’s Vortex Water, which had to be imported from Sinclair’s Whitechapel Distilleries in special containers. Any fan who brought a bottle of Ackroyd’s was welcome for the several hours it would take Faust to consume it. He was flattered by the couple’s choice of his title and received a small percentage of the profits for its use. The place became very popular with tourists and Mr Karaquazian and Mrs Dovero were able to retire from active involvement in their enterprise, spending much of their time travelling to the more exotic regions of Europe and Africa, occasionally taking the long Zeppelin journey to India or China and becoming enthusiasts for Japan and her culture.


Several times a year Jack and Colinda would visit the small apartment they kept just behind Peter Jones’s – an area of astonishing tranquillity in the heart of Chelsea known as Peabody Gardens, untouched by developers and the home of working families who had been there since the time of Blake. Sir Seaton Begg, a friend made in Las Cascadas, sometimes offered them his flat in Sporting Club Square if their own place was not available. But even if they did not stay in Sporting Club Square they always made it their business to visit, for they were great friends with several other Beggs, including the patriarch himself, Squire Begg. At ninety-four years old and not a bit frail, Squire Begg was always glad of news from his beloved Las Cascadas. He had owned a villa there but had been forced to sell it when his nephew Barbican engineered the famous crash of BBIC and ruined almost everyone he knew.


Jack and Colinda especially enjoyed their visits when Rose von Bek, their oldest friend, was also able to be there. The family possessed a vast treasury of experience, equal to the couple’s own, and so it was a pleasure to exchange tales with people who were not a bit discomforted by the unusual, the bizarre and the fantastic aspects of the modern world. They shared an interest also in quirks of human character and the peculiar stories which resulted from them.


After so many wild adventures in the multiverse, which left him with unique psychic scars, Jack Karaquazian was content to sit of a warm autumn evening near the central tennis courts of Sporting Club Square, listening to the sound of ball on racket and smelling the late roses, swapping stories with his friends the Beggs, whose ancestor had built this square in all its fantastic, fin-de-siècle elegance.


On one particular such evening, with the red sun slowly flooding the sky and the branches of the great Duke’s Elm spread as if in triumph against it, Jack Karaquazian, Colinda Dovero, Countess von Bek, Commander Albert Begg, Sir Seaton Begg, Aunt Poppy Begg and her companion, Miss Sipp, recollected the story of the White Pirate with such enthusiasm that even their various children came to listen, which meant a certain stylistic reticence on the part of Albert Begg, the chief teller, and a few minor evasions in the version recorded here…




2. The White Pirate


Introductory




We visit Las Cascadas again, learning a little more of Begg Mansions and Sporting Club Square. Our main tale concerns Captain Horace Quelch, the infamous White Pirate and self-advertised ‘Last Christian Corsair on the Barbary Shore’, and his oddly suited paramour, the Rose, a famous adventuress – how they first met, serving by some fluke an identical cause, while running guns into Africa. Yet this is not our central theme, which addresses the mystery of Quelch’s unadvertised cargo, known from Port o’ Spain to Ghana’s Corsair Coast as ‘The Dead Man’s Chest’, and carrying with it an enormous weight of legend and myth…







Chapter One


The Rover’s Return


ONE NIGHT A trim schooner came into Las Cascadas Bay, dropping her anchor and her bilges to the vociferous disgust of the port’s residents crowding their buff-coloured terraces and lush balconies to peer down on dark emerald-blue waters at that pale gold ship drifting in moonlight as if she had just sailed in from fairyland.


The schooner was, the rumour ran, crewed entirely by beautiful women. Don Harold Palimpest had seen them through his glass – and he could read a book on the moon with that powerful tool.


An official visitor to the island republic, Captain Albert Begg, RN, was paying a courtesy call to the British Honorary Consul, Don Victor Dust, whom he had discovered to be a man of enormous literary education and enthusiasm, with a tolerant knowledge of life to match Begg’s own, making Don Victor the best company Begg had experienced in his years of seven oceans, five continents and a hundred secret missions. They sat smoking on Dust’s balcony, facing directly across the bay which was warmed, even at midnight, by light from the bars and restaurants along the harbour, and the almost full moon shining directly overhead. From here they could watch the newcomer and speculate about her in the luxury of their reclining chairs.


Captain Begg opined that the schooner was too clean for a trader and her canvas too tidy for a private yacht. He thought she could be a youth-training vessel out of Gibraltar who had lost her signals, since she flew none; but he admired whoever had built her and he doubted if he’d seen a fore-and-aft topsail rig so sweet in all his years at sea, and sweetly kept too. He pointed to fiery brass and blinding paint, reflecting the town dreaming in velvet on three sides of the bay.


Then Captain Begg smiled, for a flag ascended her mainmast just as the schooner swung girlishly, to reveal on her rounded stern the legend Hope Dempsey, Casablanca, painted in English and idiosyncratic but skilful Arabic.


And Captain Begg stood up, raising his glass.


Captain Horace Quelch had come back early to the islands, risking by a defiant week his amnesty, not due to begin until the first of November. It could be his last challenge, to show he had sold only his liberty to Laforgue the Pirate Chaser, never his spirit – and gambling that Count Estaban, the republic’s governor, would turn a blind eye to a cross of St George now standing straight as a Spaniard’s spine at his topgallant.


‘Here’s to the last Christian pirate,’ said Captain Begg and Don Victor was bound to join him in his toast.


Don Victor guessed that Count Estaban, a great diplomat, would choose to ignore Quelch’s affront, rather than try to arrest the pirate and succeed only in chasing him back to open seas where, from Aden to Zarzamora, he could continue his clever and ruthless trade. For Quelch was the only pirate Laforgue had ever been forced to strike a bargain with.


Now, even as the muezzin began their exquisite calls to prayer from Las Cascadas’s etiolated spires, the strains of a defiant gramophone came up to those who still took an interest in the schooner. A tune popular during and after the Great War of 1915, a guitar, an accordion and various oddly shaped rhythm-sticks, a Latin dance.


Captain Begg, yearning for Don Harold’s glass, thought he saw against a porthole’s oil-lit yellow the shadows of his old friends, Captain Quelch and Colonel Pyat, performing the tango with the grace everyone had so admired when, in their glory days, they had all been comradely adversaries on the routes between Alexandria and New Orleans.


Next morning, when he went down to the port to buy his bread and his Al Païs, Begg heard that Captain Quelch was only awaiting a passenger and would be leaving again on the afternoon tide. Whereupon Captain Begg, anxious not to miss this opportunity, hired a boatman in the harbour and was rowed out to the Hope Dempsey, to be greeted enthusiastically by Horace Quelch, who had last served with Begg on Albanian minesweepers during the War of the Balkan Succession.


‘I hope I’m not disturbing you, old boy.’ Begg embraced his old rival.


Horace Quelch kissed the navy man on both bearded cheeks. ‘My dear Albert! I am forever a vostro beneplacito for you! What brings you to Don Estaban’s little fiefdom?’


Captain Begg explained that he was on an official visit. He admired the ship. He marvelled at her smartness.


‘I have the best crew in the world,’ explained Quelch modestly.


The two old seadogs spent a comfortable couple of hours together in Quelch’s bookish, almost fussy, cabin and caught up on mutual pals – pirates or King’s Navy, it hardly mattered from their distance – and their successes, failures or resolutions of other sorts. Half a bottle of superb Armagnac was also consumed, together with four Castro cigars, to make the future look hopeful to them again and their past nothing lost, merely a confirmation that it was still satisfying and rewarding to steer a course that always had at least a few unexpected currents in it.


Thus rejuvenated, Captain Begg made it to his dinghy, with many further expressions of affection and declarations of the most profound comradeship, also faith in the years to come, and passed out, to be carried tenderly back to shore by one of Captain Quelch’s own crew.


Albert Begg (now a Commander) would say: ‘I never did see his passenger go aboard, though I found out later, of course, who it was.’ He would offer as authority for his own report the fact that Quelch’s passenger was a distant relative on his uncle’s side.




Chapter Two


In Which Captain Quelch’s Expectations are
Thoroughly Defeated but not Entirely Disappointed


CAPTAIN QUELCH WAS deeply satisfied that society was about to repay its debt to him in the person of Count von Bek whose agent had offered half a million gold ryads for a comfortable passage with some small cargo to Essaouira which, in those days, was a port famous for the piety of its citizens and the briskness of its African arms trade. Knowing he could outrun anyone from Laforgue down, Quelch saw the job as an easy one. He felt his Kentish farm become reality when he accepted the offer, which would also be excellent cover for him to unload an embarrassing quantity of long boxes containing what had been in their day the best Martini repeating carbines ever smuggled to the Rif. ‘Now you can get more per gun from some fat Casablanca merchant who wants one to hang over his marble mantel and lie about how he took it from a grateful legionnaire who had begged for and received his mercy at the Battle of Ouarzazate, than you once got for a whole case! It’s easy money, old boy. But is it sporting? The profit’s huge and nobody shoots you if the goods should prove faulty. Caveat emptor, indeed! It’s a turning world, isn’t it, my dear count!’


He chatted man to man with his mysterious passenger who murmured responses from within a great weather-cloak, but did not seem ready for conversation. Quelch displayed the interior of the luxurious little saloon and departed with almost religious courtesy as he accepted his first quarter-million in a velvet purse of intricate Berber ornament, and said that the count was welcome on the bridge whenever the count was so disposed; meanwhile the cargo luggage was being carefully stowed, as directed. After securing his gold, Quelch went to give particular attention to the usual collection of massive cabin trunks without which no German nobleman was able to travel a mile or two to an overnight ball, and a longer, narrower box, tightly wrapped in dark, blood-red cloth, bound with long braids of glistening silver and gold, a baroque, jewelled crucifix burning upon the upper surface.


Quelch judged this last to be a family relic, being brought under some archaic vow to a North African resting place, where an ancestor had once lost his heart to a local Fatima. Doubtless the count was that unfortunate relative chosen to supervise the digging up of the elderly romantic’s corpse (no matter what its condition) as soon as the yearning ancestor’s hated spouse was safely gone from this world to reconciliation in the next.
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