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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.







Part One:


Far Lands, Strange Beings
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I


Borea


Kota’na, red Indian straight out of America’s Old West—Kota’na, Keeper of the Bears—watched Moreen at play with a pair of cubs each bigger than herself and shook his head in admiration and amazement. The mother of the bears, huge Tookis, almost ten feet in height when she was upright, grunted and pawed the floor of the exercise cavern where she stood beside her master. Her mate was Morda, Kota’na’s favorite among all the fighting bears, but Morda was not here. No, for he was out hunting with a pack of his brothers and their keepers, butchering food-beasts around the foot of the plateau for the larders of its tribes.


But the way this girl played with these cubs—without fear, laughing and biting their ears, and slapping their noses where they tumbled her—and them retaliating with howls and clumsy bounds, like puppies, but never going to strike her! Striking each other, certainly, with mighty, resounding, bone-breaking clouts; but not the girl, never the girl. And mighty Tookis, the mother of the cubs—the way she seemed to enjoy all of this, snorting her encouragement and thumping the floor—but if anyone else had dared to try it, maybe even Kota’na himself … well, good luck to him!


At at last Moreen had had enough. Laughing and panting she struggled free of the boisterous mounds of snowy fur which were Tookis’ cubs, then leaned against the wall of the cavern to catch her breath. “They’re too much for me!” she panted and laughed, shaking back her shoulder-length, golden hair. “Why, I’d bet they’re even too much for their own mother! Eh, Tookis?” And she flung an arm around the great bear’s neck.


Tookis thought otherwise. With a low growl she shook Moreen off, shambled forward into the fray, raised a cloud of dust where she merged with the cubs; until their massed, tussling, rumbling bulk resembled nothing so much as a small white unevenly mobile mountain. Kota’na grinned and let the play of these giant descendants of Polar bears continue for a moment or two, then stopped it with a single word. Until now the animals had been completely free, harmless in the presence of their master, but Kota’na dared not leave them alone like that. The cubs were at that curious age and would explore if they could; it would never do to have them wandering free through the many levels and labyrinths of the plateau, with mighty Tookis shambling along behind them! And so now he chained all three by their collars to the wall, on tethers long enough they might continue their game, then stepped back and let them get on with it.


“There,” he said, as the snarling, slavering and tumbling recommenced, in a very convincing imitation of the real thing, “let them weary themselves with play. It’s the best exercise I know. And while they play, will you not sit with me on the high balcony there, and look out over Borea while we talk?”


Moreen had her breath back; she stood up straight, all sixty-four inches of her, and dusted herself down. Then she gazed up in open admiration at the tall, bronzed Indian brave. He wore his shiny black hair in pigtails that fell forward to the ridges of his collarbones, and his naked arms and deep chest were marked with the unfaded scars of many a battle. For Kota’na was a great hero of the plateau’s wars with Ithaqua’s wolf-warriors and his Children of the Winds, and his deeds were already legended as the deeds of any mere man may be. Now he kept the bears for Hank Silberhutte, the plateau’s Warlord; but more than that he was Silberhutte’s friend, the highest honour to which any man of the plateau might ever aspire.


And as Moreen regarded him, so Kota’na’s keen brown eyes stared back in mutual appreciation. De Marigny, man (or possibly magician) of the Motherworld, had got himself a fine woman here. She should bear him many strong sons.


The girl was lithe and supple as a withe, with wide, bright blue eyes and skin like the pale honey of wild bees. She had about her an aura, a warmth she wore like some fine fur; which had only ever been torn aside by Ithaqua, black stalker between the stars. Now, in her brown jacket and trousers of soft leather, she seemed almost boyish, and yet fragile for all that. But her unaffected grace and loveliness, and her youthful litheness, were perhaps set off by a not-quite innocence; for Moreen had seen the Wind-Walker at his worst, and no one could remain wholly innocent after that.


To have seen Ithaqua raging—to be witness to his mindless slaughters—was to have the innocence mercilessly ripped from you. And yet she had come through all of that, had succeeded against all odds to be one with The Searcher, Henri-Laurent de Marigny. Aye, mortal and fragile as all human beings are, nevertheless Moreen bore a strength in her and a power; she was a free creature of Nature, and could commune with all creatures of Nature wherever she found them. This was her power, and thus her seeming familiarity with Tookis and her cubs.


As to Kota’na’s invitation: “Very well,” she said. “But what shall we talk about?—and please don’t ask me to tell you again about Numinos, or of our adventures in the ice-caves on Dromos. That was a very frightening time and I would like to forget it…” And for a moment, anyway, the laughter went out of her wide eyes.


It was mid-morning on Borea, and the day was still and uncommonly bright. But “bright” is hardly the right word, for Borea has no real daylight as such; it is a world which dwells in a permanent half-light, certainly in its northern regions. And that was where the plateau’s vast hive of alveolate rock stood: in Borea’s northland. There it towered, mighty outcrop thrust up in ages past, flat-roofed and sheer-sided, the last redoubt of Borea’s free peoples against Ithaqua and his Children of the Winds.


The balcony Kota’na had mentioned lay through an archway in the wall of the great bears’ exercise cavern, cut through where the cavern’s wall came closest to the plateau’s surface. One of many such observation points, it was a wide ledge where benches had been carved from the solid rock; and beyond—only a chest-high wall separated Moreen and Kota’na from empty air and a sheer face that fell for well over a hundred feet to the icy, scree-littered foot of the plateau.


It was cold there, where the occasional draught of frigid air would come gusting in from the northern plains; and so Moreen kept on the move while they talked, hurrying to and fro on the precipitous balcony and only pausing now and then to peer out and down at some freshly discovered feature spied on the gentling snow-slopes far below. Kota’na, on the other hand, impervious to the cold, as were most of the people of the plateau, simply stood stern-faced, his arms folded on his breast.


“No,” he said after a moment, “I will not ask about the moons of Borea: Numinos, where you were born, or Dromos, where the Lord Sil-ber-hut-te and you others destroyed the ice-priests. I have remembered it well from your other tellings, and from what the Warlord himself has told me. It is a tale I shall pass down to my children, when they are old enough to understand it; and when Oontawa their mother is old, and when I am a wrinkled, leathery Elder, then our children will tell it to theirs. That is the way of legends; it is how they live. No, this time I would know of the places you have seen since last you were here, and what brings you back here? And if it is not impertinent of me—for I know your man is a wizard, whose ways are hard to understand—I wish you would also say what ails him? Doubtless it is a pain I cannot ease, but if I could—”


Impulsively, Moreen stood on tiptoe and hugged the tall Indian’s neck. “No wonder Hank Silberhutte loves you!” she burst out. “And Oontawa and the great bears and your people, too. That stern look you wear can’t fool me, Kota’na; it is a mask. You and your legends and tales of derring-do. You’re a romantic, that’s all! You’d take the entire weight of the plateau itself on your own shoulders, if you could. The way you talk about Hank, as if he were a god! He’s a man of the Motherworld. But how can I blame you when he is exactly the same? You should hear him, sometimes, when he talks about how you killed the traitor Northan—and then would not give up his head until Hank had seen it and forgiven you for stealing his glory!”


Kota’na held her at arm’s length and raised an eyebrow at her impetuosity; but she could tell that he was pleased. He very nearly smiled. “The Lord Sil-ber-hut-te … says these things?”


“What? Of course he does! He can’t talk about his ‘bear-brother’ without puffing himself up first. You men!” Then she stepped back a little, hugged herself and shivered. And: “Come on, let’s walk in the plateau,” she said; and in a moment her voice was serious again.


Back under the arch and into the exercise cavern they went, where Tookis and her cubs were sprawled, panting, for the moment spent. Kota’na stopped and spoke briefly to a young Eskimo keeper, told him to tend the bears, and then he and Moreen passed on into the plateau’s labyrinth. As they went, she said:


“You ask what ails Henri. Well, I’ll tell you. Except, believe me, he is not a wizard. His time-clock is a wizard’s device, or would seem to be, I’ll grant you; and its previous owner, now perhaps he really was a wizard!—or so I’d judge from what Henri says of him. But not de Marigny. He’s just a man, albeit a very wonderful man, and I love him. And you’re right, he is unhappy. Which is a hard thing to understand, I know. Through the time-clock he has all space and time at his command; they are his to explore endlessly. And yet—”


“Yes?”


She shrugged, and now Kota’na could see that Moreen, too, was unhappy. Because of her man’s unhappiness. “The one thing he most desires,” she finally continued, “it is forbidden to him. The one place he would find, that remains hidden. The one voice he would hear, even across kalpas of space and time, stands silent. Indeed, the entire universe seems indifferent to his endless searching, even heedless of it. Do you know, but Henri is known as The Searcher now, on a hundred strange worlds? What ails him? It is this: someone once showed him a bright jewel place, where miracles are frequent and the impossible is commonplace—a place beyond imagining, called Elysia and said to be the home of the gods—and all Henri finds are balls of mud and rock twirling endlessly about their heart-suns. Worlds countless as grains of sand—and to him just as tasteless. Ah!—I will tell you, Kota’na—but we have seen wonderful worlds in the three years you say have elapsed since first we left here in the time-clock. Huge worlds of ocean, teeming with islands of turquoise and rose and agate; mountain worlds where cities stand in the clouds atop the highest peaks; forest worlds, where the air is laden with scents of a million orchids, and the nights lit with organic lanterns glowing in the beacon-trees. We found friends on these worlds you would not believe, because of their strangeness; and so many of them took us to their hearts, or whatever they had that passed for hearts. But no, the one friend Henri seeks has a machine for a heart!”


“Huh!” grunted Kota’na. “He would seem perverse, this man you love. And yet he cannot be, because you love him. Perhaps he is under the spell of a mightier wizard yet?”


And at that Moreen had to laugh. “Oh, he is, he is!” she said. “Or so Henri would have me believe, anyway. But remember, Kota’na: my fostermother, Annahilde was a ‘true’ witch-wife—and yet even her magic was only trickery. So you see, I don’t really believe in magic, and neither must you. There are only strange people—people with weird and fantastic powers—but there is no magic. And that is a fact for Henri told me himself. No magic at all, but forces and powers and something called ‘science.’” But as she finished speaking, and even though she continued to smile, still it seemed to Kota’na that the girl’s eyes had clouded over a little.


And in her heart:


Magic? she thought. Perhaps there is after all. For certainly Henri is ensorcelled. By a place called Elysia, and by the visions of a man called Titus Crow…


At that very moment, Hank Silberhutte and Armandra, the Woman of the Winds, were having much the same conversation. They were in their cavern apartments near the very roof of the plateau, and there was a rare tension between them which had its source in Armandra’s natural suspicions and preternatural senses, and in the Warlord’s most unnatural predilection for adventure.


They were telepathically attuned, these two, but had an agreement: their mental privacy was paramount. Only in their most intimate moments together, or in time of danger or matters of pressing urgency, did they mingle their minds. For they had long since discovered that it is not well for man and wife to live in each other’s pockets—nor constantly in each other’s thoughts, literally! But now Armandra was tempted to look into her man’s mind, and perhaps not surprisingly.


The time-clock was back on Borea after an absence of three years, and with it an air of adventure. And that, thought Ithaqua’s daughter, was Hank Silberhutte’s trouble. It was what gave him restless nights, filled his head with thoughts of a Motherworld; Earth, else long forgotten, brought him dreams of quests and adventures out beyond the farthest stars.


“Armandra,” the Warlord sighed now, pausing in his troubled striding to reach out and gently grasp her shoulders in his massive paws—the delicate-seeming shoulders of this incredible woman, human spawn of the vastly inhuman Wind-Walker—”we’ve had all this before. Don’t you remember the last time? And didn’t you entertain just such doubts then? And what came of all your fears, eh?”


As she gazed back steadily into his eyes, so his words brought memories:


When last de Marigny was here and before they had all four—Henri and Moreen, Hank and Armandra—gone out on their impossible, peril-fraught mission to the moons of Borea, she had had plenty of time to talk to de Marigny and get to know him. She had questioned him minutely in all aspects of his past and his wanderings in the time-clock, adventures of which the Warlord had already apprised her, but which she found more immediately thrilling when retold by de Marigny. And it had been perfectly obvious to the Woman of the Winds that never before had she met a man like this one. Even in the Motherworld he had been something of an anachronism, the perfect gentleman in a world where morals and all standards of common courtesy were continually falling, but here on Borea his like had been unknown.


It had not required much effort on the handsome Earthman’s part to convince her that his presence on Borea was purely accidental, that he had not deliberately sought out Hank Silberhutte in order to perform some fantastic interplanetary, hyperdimensional rescue! No, for he was on his way to Elysia, home of the Elder Gods, and only the tides of Fate had washed him ashore on Borea’s chilly strand …


Armandra came back to the present. “Oh, yes, I remember,” she said, unsmiling. And she tossed her long red tresses and flashed her oval green eyes. “And I remember what followed. It finished on Dromos in the caves of the ice-priests, where you and Henri very nearly died and I almost became handmaiden to my monstrous father! As for poor Moreen, if that beast had had his way…” She shuddered and left it unfinished.


“But none of that happened,” the Warlord patiently reminded. “Instead we taught Ithaqua a lesson. That was the second time he’d tried it on, and the second time we’d bruised his ego. And now he stands off, regards the plateau and its peoples with a little more respect, spends his time and energies in more profitable pursuits. In other words, the last time de Marigny visited here it worked to the good of the plateau. Remember, too, he saved my life, snatched me from Ithaqua’s wolf-warriors—who without a doubt would have given me into the hands of their terrible master.”


“He saved your life?” she flared up, and for the briefest moment a tinge of carmine flashed in her green eyes. “And how often did you save his, at great risk? Oh, no, Lord Silberhutte,” (she only ever called him that when he was in the wrong), “there’s no debt between you there!”


“He hasn’t come back to collect any debts, Armandra,” the Texan released her, turned away, clenched his great hands behind his back. “He wants nothing of us except our hospitality. He’s come back as he went: a friend—come back to be with people, for however short a time—before he goes off again on this crazy quest of his. Next to Earth, which he put behind him the day he left it, we’re the closest he’s got to family. That’s why he’s come back: because this is as near as he’ll get to home. At least until he finds Titus Crow in Elysia. If he finds him!”


Armandra stepped round in front of him. Draped in a deep-pile, white fur smock, still her figure was the answer to any man’s dream, the body of an exceedingly beautiful woman. Almost unchanged from the first time Silberhutte had seen her nearly six years ago, Armandra was Complete Woman. Her long, full body was a wonder of half-seen, half-imagined curves growing out of the perfect pillars of her thighs; her neck, framed in the red, flowing silk of her hair, was long and slender, adorned with a large medallion of gold; her face was oval as her eyes and classically boned. With her straight nose, delicately rounded at its tip, and her Cupid’s bow of a mouth, perfect in shape if perhaps a shade too ample, the Woman of the Winds was a beautiful picture of femininity. But where her flesh was pale as snow, those great eyes of hers were green as the boundless northern oceans of Earth. Yes, and they were just as deep.


That was Armandra. When she smiled it brought the sunlight into the Warlord’s darkest hours, and when she frowned … then the fiery hair of her head was wont to have an eerie life of its own, and her eyes might narrow and take on a warning tint other than ocean green: the carmine passed down to her from her inhuman father.


She was frowning now, but not in anger. In fear, perhaps? Fear of losing this man of the Motherworld, this Warlord, this Texan whom she loved so desperately.


“And what of you, Hank?” she asked at last. “What of your home?” Her frown did not lighten, and Silberhutte knew what was coming next: “Do you, too, feel trapped here, marooned? You guard your thoughts well, my husband, but I would know the truth. The plateau must seem a very small place compared to what you’ve told me of those mighty city-hives of the Motherworld. And now, with de Marigny returned—him and his time-clock—”


He took her in his arms, lifted her up as surely and as easily as her familiar winds when she walked in the sky, then lowered her down until his mouth closed on hers with a kiss. And after long moments he slid her down his hard-muscled body until her sandalled feet touched the furs of the floor; and before she could speak again, he said:


“This—is my home. You—are my life. Borea’s my world now, Armandra. My woman, my son, my people are here. If I could go down to the pens and take Morda and ride him out a single mile across the plain and into the Motherworld—if it was as easy as that—I wouldn’t do it. I might… but only if I could take you with me. But for all its many wonders, the Motherworld is a common place. It has nothing like you. What would its thronging people make of a woman of unearthly beauty who walks on the wind and commands the very lightnings?” And he paused.


He might have said more: how Armandra would be lost on Earth, bewildered, a complete outsider. An alien. A curiosity. A seven-day wonder. And finally a freak. But saying it, even thinking it, hurt him worse than it would hurt her. Which was too much. And so instead he finished with:


“I love and will love only you. Where you are I must be. Be it Borea, heaven or hell, if you are there it’s the place for me. But surely you can see that while I have found my home—the only home I need—our friend Henri-Laurent de Marigny has not yet found his. What you call my ‘trouble’ is in fact his trouble. If you see pain in me, it’s only pain for him. Moreen says he’s known as The Searcher in a hundred inhabited worlds. Beings who are not men, who don’t even think like men, understand his quest and have named him for it. They feel for him. And should I hide my feelings? No, Armandra, I’m not a child to be homesick. Nor is de Marigny, not for a home he’s never seen. But it’s his destiny—yes, and it’s driving him to distraction. My pain is this: that I don’t know how to help him.”


Now Armandra felt wretched. She knew that she did not have to look into her man’s mind, that everything he had said was right in there. Yes, this strange world with its weird auroras and inhabited moons was his world now; but he was still a man of the Motherworld, and so felt for his fellow man, de Marigny The Searcher.


“Hank, I—” she began, her voice full of shame. But before she could continue, and because he would not let her humble herself:


“I know, I know.” And he patted her head.


“But how can we help him?” She desired only to put things right now. “Should I commune with my familiar winds? For they have talked to winds from across the farthest reaches of eternity. Perhaps they have heard of this Elysia.”


Silberhutte nodded. “It’s worth a try.” Then he stood up straighter and squared his shoulders, finally gave a snort and chuckled to himself. Armandra looked at him quizzically, but he only smiled and shook his head.


“What is it?” she asked, raising the corner of a golden eyebrow.


He chuckled again, then shrugged. “Once—oh, six years ago—I set out on a vengeance quest to track down and destroy your father. I knew Ithaqua was real: not supernatural but a Being of alien spaces and dimensions. That was my total belief in matters concerning things not of Earth: that Ithaqua was real, and with him others of an incredibly ancient order or pantheon of Beings, the Cthulhu Cycle Deities. Also, I was a telepath. But the rest of me was Texan, and all of me was Earthman, in many ways mundane as any other. And instead of tracking Ithaqua he tracked me and carried me and my crew here to Borea. Since when—”


“Yes?”


“Why, see how my spheres have widened! And what’s become of this vengeful, telepathic but otherwise ‘mundane’ Texan now, eh? Warlord of polyglot peoples on an alien world; adventurer in strange moons; mate to the daughter of the one he vowed to destroy, a woman who walks on the wind and ‘communes’ with puffs of ether from the stars? And when you say: ‘I’ll have a word with some winds I know from the other side of eternity,’ this man nods and answers, ‘sure, it’s worth a try!’” And now he burst out laughing.


Barely understanding this sudden bout of self-directed humour, but carried along by it anyway, Armandra joined the laughter; and she hugged him and clung to him for a moment. Then, arm in arm, they set out together to find de Marigny and tell him how she would try to help him …


Henri-Laurent de Marigny was aware of some of the concern he caused in the plateau and among its inhabitants, but aware of it only on the periphery of his consciousness. His ever-advancing obsession would not allow for more than that. No, for now the quest was all that mattered. He knew it, and could do nothing about it. He suspected, too, that but for Moreen he might well have cracked long before now, that she alone was his sanity. Together they had visited many worlds with near-human, half-human, and totally inhuman inhabitants, might easily have settled on several. Oh, yes, for there were wonderful, beautiful islands galore out there in the infinite seas of space. But while they’d rested in these planets and found peace in them, it had never lasted. Always de Marigny would wake with a cry one morning, sit up and cast about, discover that yesterday’s wonders and last night’s marvels had turned drab on him and lost their flavour, and his eyes would grow dull while the bright dream he had dreamed receded. And then they would go to the time-clock, and at his command its panel would open and spill out that familiar, pulsing purplish glow, and it would be time to move on.


And of course he knew that it would be exactly the same here on Borea. But at least there were friends here, completely human friends; which was why, after these last three years of futile search, he had returned. Earth … ? That thought had never seriously occurred to him. The Earth was beautiful but diseased, polluted by men, the one planet of all the world de Marigny knew whose inhabitants were systematically raping and ruining her. Indeed, even Earth’s dreamlands were beginning to suffer!


And that was a thought, an idea, which had occurred more than once: why not give up all Elysian aspirations and dwell instead in the lands of Earth’s dreams? Fine, but there are perils even in the dreamlands. And the very least of them lay in waking up! For de Marigny knew that there are certain dreams from which men never wake …


The dreamlands, strange dimension formed by the subconscious longings of men. A real place or world, as de Marigny now knew.


Gazing down from a rock-hewn bartizan at the rim of the plateau, now he smiled—however wryly—as his mind went back again to the adventures he had known in Earth’s dreamlands with Titus Crow and Tiania of Elysia. For peering from on high like this was not unlike (and yet, in another sense, totally unlike) the vertiginous view from cloud-floating Serannian’s wharves of pink-veined marble, where that fabulous city was built in the sky and looked out over an ethereal sea of glowing cirrus and cirrocumulus.


And remembering that wonderful aerial city, de Marigny’s mind could not help but conjure, too, Kuranes: “Lord of Ooth-Nargai, Celephais, and the Sky around Serannian.” Kuranes, yes!—and Randolph Carter, perhaps Earth’s greatest dreamer, a king himself now in Ilek-Vad—and who better for the job, since he himself had probably dreamed Ilek-Vad in the first place?


Other lands and cities sprang to mind: Ulthar, where no man may kill a cat, and the Isle of Oriab across the Southern Sea, with its principal port Bahama. Aye, incredible places all, and their peoples fabulous as the dreams that made them; but not all dreams are pleasant, and the dreamlands had their share of nightmares, too.


Now de Marigny thought of Dylath-Leen in the Bad Days and shuddered, and he tasted something bitter in his mouth as he recalled names and places such as Zura of the Charnel Gardens, the Vale of Pnoth, Kadath in the Cold Waste and Leng’s forbidden plateau and hideous hinterland. Especially Leng, where squat, horned beast-men cavorted about balefires to the whine of demon flutes and the bone-dry rattle of crazed crotala …


No, the dreamlands were no fit habitation for such as Moreen and de Marigny—who in any case had never considered himself an expert dreamer—not yet for a while, anyway. Perhaps one day on his deathbed he’d dream himself a white-walled villa there in timeless Celephais, but until then …


… The dimension of dream, glimpsed briefly in the eye of memory, slipped away and de Marigny was back on Borea, on the roof of the plateau. Chill Borea, where for ten days now he and Moreen had been feted like prodigals until, as always, the pleasures had begun to pall; even the great pleasure of human companionship, the company of men such as Silberhutte, Kota’na, Jimmy Franklin and Charlie Tacomah.


And suddenly de Marigny knew that he was tired of his quest, and he wondered how much longer it could last before he gave in, surrendered to the hopelessness of the thing. Indeed, sometimes he wondered what had kept him going so long … but no, that was a lie, for he already knew the answer well enough. It lay not alone in what Titus Crow had told him of Elysia, but also in what he’d said of de Marigny himself:


“You are a lover of mysteries, my friend,” (Crow had said), “as your father before you, and there’s something you should know. You really ought to have guessed it before now, Henri, but there’s something in you that hearkens back into dim abysses of time, a spark whose fire burns still in Elysia …”


It had been like a promise, as if with those words Crow had willed to him a marvellous inheritance; but what of that promise now? Or could it be that Crow had simply been mistaken, that de Marigny ought never have set his sights on Elysia in the first place? What else had Titus Crow said?


“You will be welcome in Elysia, Henri, but of course you must make your own way there … It may well be a difficult voyage, and certainly it will be dangerous, for there’s no royal road to Elysia … The pitfalls of space and time are many, but the rewards are great… When there are obstacles, we’ll be watching in Elysia. And if you are where I can’t reach you without aid, then I’ll ride a Great Thought to you …”


De Marigny could not restrain a snort of derision, however inwardly-directed. Obstacles? Oh, there’d been “obstacles,” all right! Time-travel in the clock was invariably complicated by running battles with the Tind’losi Hounds; certain worlds of space seemed friendly but were in fact inimical to human life; the space-time fabric itself had focal points mysterious and dangerous beyond reckoning; and, neither last nor least, there was no dearth of places in the continuum wherein were contained the “houses” or “tombs” of the Great Old Ones (more properly their prisons), where they had been locked in untold aeons past by the beneficent Gods of Eld. This had been their punishment for an act, or the massed threat of such an act, monstrous beyond imagining. The Elder Gods had pursued Cthulhu, his ilk and their spawn, through space and time and dimensions between the spaces we know, prisoning them wherever they were found. And so they remained to this day, in greater part: imprisoned but immortal, only waiting out the time of their release, when the stars would wheel in their great celestial orbits and finally stand right in pre-ordained positions in the firmament. And then, when the stars were right—


—A great hand fell on de Marigny’s shoulder and he gave a massive start, clutching at the rim of the open viewport where he gazed out from the bartizan. All doomful thoughts were snatched from his mind at once, and he himself snatched back to the immediate, the now.


“Henri,” Hank Silberhutte’s voice was deep where he stood with an arm around Armandra, “we thought we’d find you here. Did I startle you? It seemed you were miles away just then, right?”


“Light-years!” de Marigny agreed, turning. He managed a smile, nodded a greeting to Hank, bowed formally to Armandra—and at once felt something of their concern for him, the pain and worry he was causing them. Words of apology would have tumbled out of him then, but the Woman of the Winds had quickly taken his hand in both of hers, to tell him:


“Henri, if you wish it, I think I may be able to help you find Elysia. At least, there is a chance.”


“And what do you say to that?” the Warlord grinned at him.


For a moment, maybe two, de Marigny simply gaped at them. He knew that Armandra had senses beyond the mundane five, was aware that if anyone on Borea could help him, she was that one. And yet he had not even considered asking for her help because … because he was de Marigny and she was his friend, and he knew that you can only beg help from real friends just so often before losing them.


“Well?” the Warlord waited for his answer. And now de Marigny gave it.


Stepping forward, he briefly, fiercely hugged the Woman of the Winds, then lifted her bodily up above him. And still words would not come. “Armandra, I… I…” Then, ashamed of his own emotions, he set her down again, dumbly shook his head and backed off. And under Armandra’s stern, steady gaze, finally he lowered his head.


At last she said: “You men of the Motherworld would all seem much of a kind: you have the same strengths and the same weaknesses. Fortunately the former outweigh the latter, which in any case are often … endearing?” Looking up, de Marigny saw that her great green eyes were sparkling.


At which her husband put arms round the shoulders of both of them and began laughing uproariously …




II


Elysia


There were strange stirrings in the Elysian ether, ominous undercurrents more psychic than physical, which weighed on the souls of certain dwellers in that weird and wonderful land. The source of this dawning—dread?—was intangible as yet, but to those few who sensed it, its approach was anticipated as surely as the bite of a mosquito in the darkness of a room, in those taut moments after its hum fades to silence. Titus Crow had come awake to that silence, and had known instinctively that the bite was still to come. Not immediately but soon, and not merely the sting of a mosquito …


Outwardly … all seemed ordered—as it had been immemorially in Elysia—but inside:


“There’s a knot in my stomach,” said Crow, hurriedly dressing in forest-green jacket and bark-brown, wide-bottomed trousers, tightening his belt and peering out at the sky through the stone windows of the aerial castle which he and Tiania called home. And scanning that sky he frowned, for even the synthetic sunrise seemed wrong this morning, and on the far, flat horizon, the wispy clouds were tinged a leaden grey.


Tiania was only half awake. “Ummm!” she said, not wanting to argue, her head deep in pillows.


“Something’s up,” she heard her man declare. He sniffed at the air and nodded to himself. “Why, even the clouds are grey!”


Now she was coming awake. “Did you never see grey clouds before?” she mumbled. “Perhaps it will rain! It’s good for the gardens.”


“No,” he shook his leonine head, “it’s not that kind of grey. It’s more a feeling than a colour.” He went to her, gently lifted her head from the pillows, kissed her soft, unwrinkled brow. “Come on, Tiania. You’re a child of Elysia, and a favourite child at that. Can’t you feel it? It’s in the air, I tell you, and it’s been there for some time. Something is wrong!”


At that she sat up, and Titus Crow was frozen by sudden awareness of her nearness, her beauty. It was the same each morning, the same every night: he looked at her and knew she was his, and every fibre of his body thrilled to the knowledge. Tiania had the perfect shape of a beautiful girl, but that was where any further comparison with a female of planet Earth must surely end. Most definitely!


To describe her in detail would take many thousands of words, most of them superlatives. The mind tires of searching for them, and the reader’s mind would weary of absorbing them. And so, to simplify matters:


Tiania’s hair was a green so dark as to be almost black, with highlights of aquamarine and flashing emerald tints. All coils and ringlets, it reached to her waist, which seemed delicate as the stem of a wineglass. Her flesh was milk-of-pearl, not the nacreous gleam of shell-heart but the soft glow of a pearl’s outer skin. Her eyes were huge, the color of beryl and infinitely deep, under arching emerald eyebrows in a slender, pixie face. Pixie, too, her ears and delicate nub of a nose, so that when she smiled she might well be some tomboy elf—except that she literally radiated Essence of Woman. She was plainly human, and yet quite alien; a girl, yes, but one whose genes had known the mysteries of Eld.


Crow shook his head in silent wonder, a ritual of his that she’d grown used to even if she didn’t fully understand it. And: “Nothing so beautiful lived before you,” he said quite simply.


“Ridiculous!” she answered, rising up and shaking back her hair—but at the same time blushing rose. “Why! There are flowers in the Gardens of Nymarrah—”


“Nothing human,” he cut her off.


She kissed him, began to dress. “Then we’re a match, for you’re a fine, big man.”


“Ah, but just a man for all that,” he answered, as he invariably did. Which was far from true, for Crow was wont to forget now and then that since his transition he was rather more than a man. But whichever, she retuned his appreciative gaze with equal raptness, for Tiania never tired of Titus Crow. What she saw was this:


A man, yes, but a man glowing with health, ageless as a rock. He looked a young forty, but that would be to grant him more than a quarter of a century! And even that would be a false reading, based solely on Earth-time. For rebuilt from his own pulp by a robot physician on a robot world, he had spent more than sixty years in T3RE’s vats alone! And that was where he had undergone his transition proper: in the laboratory of T3RE, whose robot hands and tools and lasers had built him the way he was now. And almost literally ageless, too, for in Crow the aging process was slowed down in a ratio of one to ten. Twenty years from now he would look more or less the same, but Tiania would have started to catch up with him. That was a problem they would face as it arose …
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