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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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I left the Well-Built City at precisely 4:00 in the afternoon of an autumn day. The sky was dark, and the wind was blowing when the coach pulled up in front of my quarters. The horses reared against a particularly fierce gale and my papers—describing the case that had been assigned to me no more than an hour earlier by the Master, Drachton Below, himself—nearly flew out of my hands. The driver held open the door for me. He was a porcine fellow with rotten teeth, and I could tell from one look at his thick brow, his deep-set eyes that he had propensities for daydreaming and masturbation. “To the territory,” he yelled over the wind, spitting out his words across the lapels of my topcoat. I nodded once and got in.


A few minutes later we were speeding through the streets of the city toward the main gate. When the passersby saw my coach, they gave me that curious one-finger salute, a greeting which had recently sprung up from the heart of the populace. I thought of waving back, but I was too preoccupied with trying to read the clues of their physiognomies.


After all my years of sweeping open the calipers to find the “soul,” skin deep, even a glimpse at a face could explode my wonder. A nose to me was an epic, a lip, a play, an ear, a many-volumed history of mankind’s fall. An eye was a life in itself, and my eyes did the thinking as I rode into the longest night, the dim-witted driver never letting up on the horses, through mountain passes, over rocky terrain where the road had disappeared. With the aid of the Master’s latest invention, a chemical light that glowed bright orange, I read through the particulars of the official manuscript. I was headed for Anamasobia, a mining town of the northern territory, the last outpost of the realm.


I reread the case so many times that the words died from abuse. I polished my instruments till I could see myself in their points. I stared out at moonlit lakes and gnarled forests, at herds of strange animals startled into flight by the coach. And as the Master’s light began to dim, I prepared an injection of sheer beauty and stuck it in my arm.


I began to glow as the light failed, and an image from the manuscript presented itself to my eye’s-mind— a white fruit said to have grown in the Earthly Paradise, purported to have all manner of supernatural powers. It had sat under glass on the altar of the church in Anamasobia for years, never spoiling but always at the perfect moment of ripeness.


Years before, the local miners who worked the spire veins beneath Mount Gronus had broken through a wall into a large natural chamber with a pool and found it there in the withered hand of a mummified ancient. The story of its discovery had piqued the interest of the Well-Built City for a time, but most considered the tale primitive lunacy concocted by idiots.


When the Master had handed me the assignment, he laughed uproariously and reminded me of the disparaging remarks concerning his facial features I had whispered into my pillow three years earlier. I had stared, dumbfounded by his omniscience, while he injected himself in the neck with a syringe of sheer beauty. As the plunger pushed the violet liquid into his bulging vein, a smile began to cross his lips. Laconically, he pulled the needle out and said, “I don’t read, I listen.”


I bit the white fruit and something flew out of it, flapping around the interior of the coach and tangling itself in my hair. Then it was gone and the Master, Drachton Below, was sitting across from me, smiling. “To the territory,” he said and offered me a cigarette. He was dressed in black with a woman’s black scarf tied around his head, and those portions of his physiognomy that had, years earlier, revealed to me his malicious hubris were accentuated by rouge and eyeliner. Eventually he broke apart like a puzzle that put me to sleep.


I dreamed the coach stopped on a barren windswept plateau with a shadowy vista of distant mountains in the moonlight. The temperature had dropped considerably, and, as I burst out of my compartment, demanding to know the reason for the delay, my words came as steam. The absolute clarity and multitude of stars silenced me. I watched the driver walk a few yards away from the coach and begin drawing a circle around himself with the toe of his boot. He then stood in the middle of it and mumbled toward the mountains. As I approached him, he unzipped his pants and began urinating.


“What nonsense is this?” I asked.


He looked over his shoulder at me and said, “Nature calls, your honor.”


“No,” I said, “the circle and the words.”


“That’s just a little something,” he said.


“Explain,” I demanded.


He finished his business and, pulling up his zipper, turned to face me. “Look,” he said, “I don’t think you know where we are.”


In that instant, something about his garish earlobes made me think that perhaps the Master had set the whole excursion up to have me done away with for my whispered indiscretions.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


He walked toward me with his hand raised, and I felt myself begin to cringe, but then he brought it down softly on my shoulder. “If it will make you feel any better, you can kick me,” he said. He bent over in front of me, flipping his long coattails up in the back so as to present a clearer target.


I kicked the seat facing me and came awake in the coach. As I opened my eyes, I could already sense we had stopped moving and that morning had finally come. Outside the window to my left I saw a man standing, waiting, and behind him a primitive town built entirely of wood. Looming over the town was what I took to be Mount Gronus, inexhaustible source of blue spire, the mineral that fueled the furnaces and engines of the Well-Built City.


Before gathering my things together, I studied the stranger. Cranium derivative of the equine, eyes set wide, massive jaw—a perfectly good-hearted and ineffectual political functionary. I deemed him trustworthy and prepared to meet him. As I opened the door, he ceased his whistling and walked forward to greet me.


“Welcome to Anamasobia,” he said, holding out a gloved hand. His obesity was canceled by an insistent chin, his overbite by the generosity of jowls. I clasped his hand and he said, “Mayor Bataldo.”


“Physiognomist Cley,” I told him.


“A great honor,” he said.


“You are having some trouble?” I inquired.


“Your, honor,” he said as if on the verge of tears, “there is a thief in Anamasobia.” He took my valise and we walked together down the hardened dirt path that was the only street in town.


The mayor gave me a tour as we walked, pointing out buildings and expounding on their beauty and utility. He taxed my civility with colorful tidbits of local history. I saw the town hall, the bank, the tavern, all constructed from a pale gray wood full of splinters and roofed with slate. Some of them, like the theater, were quite large with the crudest attempts at ornamentation. Faces, beasts, lightning bolts, crosses had been carved into some of the boards. On the southern wall of the bank, people had carved their names. This tickled the mayor to his very foundation.


“I can’t believe you live here,” I said to him, mustering a shred of sympathy.


“Heaven knows, we are animals, your honor,” he said, slowly shaking his head, “but we can certainly mine blue spire.”


“Yes, very well,” I said, “but once, at an exhibition at the Hall of Science in the Well-Built City, I saw a monkey write the words ‘I am not a monkey’ five hundred times on a sheet of parchment with a quill. Each line was rendered with the most magnificent penmanship.”


“A miracle,” he said.


I was led to a sorry looking four-story dwelling in the center of town called the Hotel de Skree. “I have reserved the entire fourth floor for you,” said the mayor.


I held my tongue.


“The service is magnificent,” he said. “The stewed cremat is splendid and all drinks are complimentary.”


“Cremat,” I said through tight lips, but it went no further, because coming toward us on the left side of the street was an old blue man. Bataldo saw me notice the staggering wretch and waved to him. The old man lifted his hand but never looked up. His skin was the color of a cloudless sky. “What manner of atrocity is this?” I asked.


“The old miners have lived so long in the spire dust that it becomes them. Finally they harden all the way through. If the family of the man is poor, they sell him as spire rock to the realm for half what a pure sample of his weight would bring. If the family is well-off, they register him as a ‘hardened hero,’ and he stands in perpetuity somewhere in town as a monument to personal courage and a lesson to the young.”


“Barbaric,” I said.


“Most of them never get that old,” said the mayor, “cave-ins, natural poison gasses, falling in the dark, madness. … Mr. Beaton, there,” he said, pointing after the blue man, “he’ll be found next week somewhere, heavy as a gravestone and set in his ways.”


The mayor showed me into the lobby of the hotel and informed the management that I had arrived. The usual amenities followed. The old couple who presided over the shabby elegance of the de Skree, a Mr. and Mrs. Mantakis, were, each in his own way, textbook examples of physiognomical blunders. Nature had gone awry in the development of the old man’s skull, leaving it too thin to house real intelligence and nearly as long as my forearm. I realized, as he kissed my ring, that I could not expect much from him. Not in the habit of beating dogs, so to speak, I showed him a smile and gave an approving nod. The missus, on the other hand, exhibited ferretlike tendencies in her pointed face and sharp teeth, and I knew I would have to check my change after every monetary transaction that passed between us. The hotel itself, with its tattered carpets and fractured chandelier, spelled out a gray, languorous rage.


“Any special requests, your honor?” said Mr. Mantakis.


“An ice-cold bath at dawn,” I told him. “And I must have complete silence in which to meditate upon my findings.”


“We hope your stay will be—” the old woman began, but I cut her off with a wave of my hand and demanded to be taken to my rooms. As Mr. Mantakis took my valise and led me toward the stairway, the mayor announced that he would send someone for me at four. “A gathering to stand as an official welcome for you, sir,” he called after me.


“As you wish,” I said and mounted the rickety stairs.


My lodgings were fairly spacious—two large rooms, one to serve as my sleeping quarters and one as an office with a writing desk, a lab table, and a divan. The floors creaked, the autumn breeze of the northern territory leaked through the poorly caulked windows, and the wallpaper of vertical green stripes and an indefinite species of pink flower gave rise to thoughts of carnival.


In my bedroom I was startled to find one of the hardened heroes the mayor had told me about. An old man dressed in miner’s overalls stood slightly bent in the corner, supporting a long oval mirror.


“My brother, Arden,” said Mantakis as he put my valise down next to the bed. “I didn’t have the heart to send him to the city as fuel.”


As the old man was about to leave, I asked him, “What do you know of this fruit of the Earthly Paradise?”


“Arden was there when they found it about ten years ago,” he said in his slow-witted drawl. “It was pure white and looked like a ripe pear you want to sink your teeth into.” As he said this, he showed me his crooked yellow teeth. “Father Garland said it should not be eaten. It would make you immortal, and that flows against the will of God.”


“And you subscribe to this twaddle?” I asked.


“Sir?” he said, unsure of my question.


“You believe in it?”


“I believe whatever you believe, your honor,” he said and then backed out of the room.
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I studied my own image in the mirror held by the petrified Arden and considered my approach to the case. It was true that the Master had banished me to the territory as a punishment, but that was not an invitation to perform shoddily. If I were to shirk my duties, he would immediately know and have me either executed or sent to a work camp.


Not every fool and his brother could achieve the status of Physiognomist, First Class in less than fifteen years. Time and again I had conducted hairsplitting physiognomical investigations. Who was it who had discovered the identity of the Latrobian werewolf in a six-year-old girl when that beast had wrought havoc among the towns just beyond the circular wall? Who had fingered Colonel Rasuka as a potential revolutionary and headed off a coup against the Master years before the would-be perpetrator even knew himself what he was capable of? Many, including Drachton Below, had said I was the best, and I wasn’t going to damage that estimation, no matter how trivial the case, no matter how remote the location of the crime.


Obviously, this was a job for one of those first year graduates who can’t help wounding himself with his own instruments. The religious ramifications of the affair elicited a distinct aching in my hindquarters. I remembered the time I had pleaded with the Master to do away with all religion. Its practice had died out in the City, replaced by a devotion to Below that seemed born of the people’s desire to participate in his own unique form of omniscience. Out in the territories, though, lifeless icons still held sway. His answer was “Let them have their hogwash.”


“It is a corruption of nature,” I countered.


“I don’t give a fig,” he said. “I’m a corruption of nature. Religion is about fear, and miracles are monsters.” He reached over and, with graceful sleight of hand, pulled a goose egg from behind my ear. When he cracked it on the edge of his desk, a cricket jumped forth. “Do you understand?” he asked. That was when I noticed his continuous eyebrow and the small tufts of primate hair adorning each of his knuckles.


The sheer beauty was coursing through me, transforming the ineffable into images, susurrations, aromas. In the mirror, behind my reflection, I saw a garden of white roses, hedgerow and morning glory vine, that drop by drop melted into a view of the Well-Built City. The chrome spires, the crystal domes, the towers, the battlements all shone in the sunlight of a more hospitable region of the mind. This also began to swirl and eventually settled out again into the drab surroundings of my room at the Hotel de Skree.


I thought for a moment that the drug had played one of its time tricks on me, compressing the usual two hour hallucination into mere minutes, but that was not the case, for standing behind me, looking over my shoulder into the mirror, was Professor Flock, my old mentor from the Academy of Physiognomy.


The professor was looking rather spry, considering he had passed away ten years earlier, and he wore an affable expression, considering it was my own prosecution that had sent him to the most severe work camp—the sulphur mines at the southern extremity of the realm.


“Professor,” I said, not turning around but addressing him through the glass in front of me, “a pleasure, as always.”


Dressed in white, as was his habit back at the academy, he moved closer to me and put his hand on my shoulder. I felt its weight as if it were real. “Cley,” he said, “you sent me to my death, and now you call me back?”


“I am sorry,” I said, “but the Master could not tolerate your teaching of tolerance.”


He nodded and smiled. “It was foolishness. I have come to thank you for eradicating my crackpot notions from the great society.”


“You hold no grudge?” I asked.


“Of course not,” he said. “I deserved to be baked like a slab of ham and strangled on fumes of sulphur.”


“Very well then,” I said. “How should I proceed with this case?”


“The Twelfth Maneuver,” was his reply. “Anamasobia is a closed system. Merely read every subject in town, review your findings, and look for the one whose features reveal an inclination toward larceny and a religiopsychotic reliance on the miraculous.”


“How will the latter be revealed?” I inquired.


“As a blemish, a birthmark, a wart, a mole with an inordinately long black hair growing from it.”


“As I suspected,” I said.


“And Cley,” he said as he began to vanish, “full body exams. Leave no stone unturned, no dark crevice unexamined.”


“Naturally,” I said.


I lay down on my bed and stared across the room at the illusion of Arden slowly moving, the mirror becoming a waterfall in his hands. Off in the muffled distance, the Mantakises were emitting screams of either lust or violence, and I recalled my own last romantic encounter.


One night, a few months earlier, after working on the Grulig case, a ghastly homicide in which the Minister of Finance had had his head separated from his body, I decided to stop at the Top of the City for refreshment. I rode the crystal enclosed elevator up the sixty floors to the roof, where, beneath a crystal dome, there was a bar with tables and chairs, a woman playing a harp, a twilight view of what seemed like the entire world.


I walked up to a fetching young thing seated by herself at a window table and told her I would buy her a drink. I cannot remember her name or her features, but I recall a certain aroma, not perfume, more like a ripe melon. She told me about her parents and some problem they were having, about her childhood, and then, when I could no longer tolerate entertaining the inconsequential, I offered her fifty belows to take a coach with me to the park.


While riding along I mixed her a cocktail, and when she wasn’t looking, poured in a good measure of sheer beauty. The general public was not permitted the drug, so I had an idea it might create an interesting effect. After finishing the drink, she soon began screaming at whatever it was she saw before her, so I put her on my lap to comfort her. Eventually it became clear that she was having a conversation with her dead brother while, all the time, I was busy soothing the flesh.


As she lay on the marble slab of an old war monument, beneath giant swaying oaks, her skirts pulled up, her legs pointing the way to the Dog Star, I inserted my instrument of pleasure into the index finger of my leather glove so as not to come in contact with her inferior chemistry. It was over in an instant, a technique I had worked diligently to perfect. “I love you,” I said and left her there. In the following weeks I wondered how often she had thought of me. With a warm feeling of melancholy, I drifted off to sleep as the hideous wallpaper undulated and the cold wind of the territory rattled the panes.


I was awakened at four by the voice of Mrs. Mantakis. “What is it?” I called. “Mr. Beaton is here to escort you to the mayor’s house.” I got quickly out of bed and began to freshen up. I changed my shirt, combed my hair, and licked my teeth. It was only as I was putting on my topcoat that I caught the name Beaton. By the time I reached the lobby, I remembered him, and there he was, hunched over, blue, threatening to fall. As he saw me approach, he shuffled forward and, slowly enough so that I might have drunk a cup of tea, handed me a letter from the mayor. When he mumbled, a few grains of blue dust fell from his open mouth and drifted to the carpet.


Your honor, read the letter, since you expressed such interest in Beaton’s condition this morning, I thought you might like an opportunity to study him up close. Should he stiffen irreparably on your journey, simply continue on the road he takes you to and you will arrive at my house. Yours, Bataldo. But by the time I had finished reading, it appeared Beaton had already traded his human status for that of mineral. There had been no sound from him at all, no last grunt or cry, no whispered crackle of flesh giving way to stone. He stood staring up at me with a look of insipid expectation, his hand forward, the fingers parted only the width of the letter. I reached out and touched his face. It was as smooth as blue marble, even the wrinkles and the beard. When I drew my hand away, his eyes suddenly shifted to stare into mine and then froze solid. The unexpected movement momentarily frightened me. “Perhaps you will heat my apartment this winter,” I said to him as an epitaph. Then I called for Mantakis.


The missus came in, and I asked her how to get to the mayor’s house. In less than two minutes she told me five different ways to get there, none of which I truly committed to memory. But there was still plenty of light before sundown, and I had a general sense as to where I was going. “Do something with Beaton, there,” I said. “He seems to have taken a stand.”


She took one look at the blue miner, shook her head, and told me, “It is said that when he was born, they dropped him on his head.” I hurried out the door of the de Skree as she rattled on.


The street was empty as I headed north to find a certain alley between the general store and the tavern that had been mentioned in all five sets of directions. The sun was on the decline and a strong wind blew down on me. As I walked along through the shadows of the buildings, I wondered if the mayor was playing a joke on me or if he was truly trying to satisfy my well-known scientific curiosity. I had seen nothing in his face that would lead me to believe he had the courage to make light of me, so I dismissed the idea of a slight and turned my attention to finding my way. The cold air was invigorating and it drove off the last few tentacles of the beauty.


I had not gone far when I heard someone approaching from behind. “Your honor, your honor,” I heard over the wind.


Before turning I thought that they might have sent someone to lead me, but instead it was a young woman carrying a baby. She wore a shawl over her head, but from what I could see of her she appeared quite attractive. I greeted her.


“Your honor,” she said, “I was hoping you would look at my son and tell me what to expect from him in the future.” She held the baby up in front of me so that I was eye to eye with a squashed little face. One glance told the story all too plainly. In the lout’s features I read a brief novel of debauchery and dissolution unto death.


“Brilliant?” she asked as my eyes probed the child’s form.


“Somewhat less,” I said, “but not exactly an idiot.”


“Is there any hope, your honor?” she asked after I had told her full well my conclusion.


“Madam,” I said with exasperation, “have you ever heard of a mule whose excrement is gold coin?”


“No,” she said.


“Nor have I. Good day,” I told her and again turned north.


When I entered the long alleyway that ran between the general store and the tavern, the sun was resting at a point just beyond late afternoon, but as I exited the alley, I stepped out into dusk and felt the great beast of night begin to murmur. There, standing next to a bush, was one of the hardened heroes, holding a hand-painted sign that read THIS WAY, YOUR HONOR. An arrow beneath the words pointed the way up a path that twisted ahead into a darkening wood.


The wind ran through me, quickening my pace. I cursed the moronic statue with its blue-toothed smile and pop eyes, and then a large black bird suddenly swooped low out of nowhere and shit on the arm of my topcoat. I screamed after it and followed its flight upward toward the snowcap of Gronus, where it was obvious some wild storm was raging. The stain sickened me with its aroma of pineapple, but it was too cold to take the coat off.


As I passed beneath the boundary of the treetops into the shadows of the wood, I remembered Beaton’s eyes, how they had shifted and froze, and then I realized that night had come. The branches were barren, and I trod through piles of yellow leaves that littered the path. Stars shone clearly beyond the skeletal canopy above, but none of them seemed to be where I expected. I made a mental note to repay the mayor’s kindness when it was his turn to step before the calipers. “There’s always the possibility of surgery,” I said aloud to comfort myself. I walked on slowly, sticking to the path as best I could and hoping at every turn that I would see the lights of a house.


Rationale was what was needed to keep my mind clear. I was not much for the unknown. Ever since childhood, the dark had been one of my greatest challenges. There was no face to it, no signs to interpret, no clues to decipher in an attempt to discern a friend or foe. The physiognomy of the night was a great blankness that scorned my instruments and harbored the potential for true evil. I can’t tell you how many of my colleagues had this same problem and were prone to sleeping with a light on.


I attempted to concentrate upon the case, what I could expect and how long it would take to diligently read the features of the entire town. It was precisely here, stumbling through the woods, that I had a brainstorm, one of the rare ones that came without an injection. “If these fools believe in the potency of this stolen fruit to cause miracles,” I thought aloud, “perhaps what I need to be on the lookout for is someone whose character has changed drastically since the crime was committed.” Be assured, I was not affording the fruit any strange powers—that was all drivel to me—but if one did believe that it would make him a genius or bestow the power of flight or cause him to become immortal, would he not then comport himself differently? As I had told my students at the academy each semester of my tenure there: “The physiognomist is more than his chrome instruments. The acute and reasoning mind is the mother of all tools; let her suckle you to insight.”


As this grand thought played itself out, I rounded a bend and came in view of the mayor’s residence. Two hundred yards up what appeared to be a steep incline, I saw the glow of candlelight shining through a battery of windows lining the front of the house. I was about to begin the climb, when I heard something approaching on the path behind me. The noise started small and far away, but grew exponentially with each heartbeat. I thought absolutely nothing in the few moments before it burst from the darkness like a monster clawing free of a nightmare and stopped only inches from me, hooves pawing the air.


What had materialized was a coach and four, being driven by the porcine mystic who had brought me from the Well-Built City. He sat grinning in the light from the lamp that hung beside him. “The Master has sent me to escort you,” he said. I had a million imprecations to shower upon him, but his mention of the Master stopped me cold. I nodded once and got in.
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“Where is Beaton?” the mayor asked me. “I wanted to send him to town for some ice.” The guests, dressed in their pathetic finery, broke out in fits of laughter. If I’d only had my scalpel, I’d have cut them all to ribbons, but as it was, I smiled and gave a slight bow. In a mirror on the other side of the room I watched the mayor put his arm around my shoulders.


“Let me show you my house,” he said. He smelled strongly of alcohol, and I gracefully slid him off me.


“As you wish,” I said, and followed him through the crowds of guests, drinking, smoking, jabbering like a room full of monkeys. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Mrs. Mantakis and wondered how she had beaten me to the party. One drunken fool stopped me and said, “I see you have been talking to the mayor,” and pointed to the bird excrement on my topcoat. The mayor laughed uncontrollably and patted the fellow on the back. Amid this sea of gabbling wretchedness was intertwined a discordant music played by old men on strange instruments made from pieces of trees. “Absence,” the drink of the evening, a clear liquid with a bluish tinge, was brewed by the miners. The hors d’oeuvres were chived cremat—something like grass on a dog turd on a biscuit as hard as a dinner plate.


We stopped to greet the mayor’s wife, who pleaded with me to get her husband a position in the City. “He’s upright,” she said. “He’s an upright man.”


“I’m sure he is, madam,” I told her, “but the Well-Built City is not looking for a mayor.”


“He can do anything,” she said and tried to give him a kiss.


“Get back to the kitchen,” he told her. “The cremat is running low.”


Before leaving, she kissed my ring with all the passion she had intended for him. I wiped it on my trouser leg as we continued through the crowd, the mayor shouting at me over the noise of the party. I couldn’t make out a word of it.


We finally left the main room, stepping out into a long hallway. Bataldo waved over his shoulder for me to follow him. He showed me up one flight of stairs, and when I reached the landing, he pushed back a set of doors that led to his library. Three of the walls were lined with books and the third held a sliding glass partition that opened onto a balcony. Once inside, he moved to a small table that held a bottle of absence and two glasses. I stared at some of the titles on the shelves and before long found four of my twenty or more published treatises. I was sure he hadn’t read Miscreants and Morons—A Philosophical Solution, since he had not yet committed suicide.


“You’ve read my work?” I asked as he handed me a drink.


“Very interesting,” he said.


“What did it tell you?” I asked.


“Well …” he said and fell silent.


“Did it tell you I don’t care to be toyed with by an ape such as you?” I asked.


“What do you mean, your honor?”


I threw my glass of absence in his eyes, and, when he cried out and began rubbing them, I drove my fist into his throat. He reeled backward, wheezing noises escaping his mouth, and eventually fell onto the floor where he writhed to catch his breath. I hurried over to him. “Help me,” he whispered, and I kicked him in the side of the head, drawing blood. Before he could plead again, I stuck the heel of my boot into his gaping mouth.


“I should kill you for sending Beaton,” I said.


He tried to nod.


“Take one more liberty with me, and I will relay to the Master that this entire town is in need of extermination.”


He tried to nod again.


I left him there on the floor, opened the door to the balcony, and stepped outside, hoping the breeze would dry my perspiration. I abhorred violence, but I was called to use it occasionally. In this case, as a symbolic gesture to slap the town awake after a long dream of ignorance.


A few minutes passed before the mayor came staggering out to join me. His head was bleeding and there was vomit on his shirt front. He had a glass of absence which he sipped in between groans. When I looked over at him he leaned back against the railing and raised his glass to me. “A first-rate beating,” he said and smiled.


“Unfortunately, it was what the moment called for,” I told him.


“But if you look out here, your honor, you will see something,” he said, pointing into the dark.


“I can’t see a thing.” I said.


“We are now at the northern border of the town. Out there, a few yards away, is the beginning of a vast, unexplored forest that may go on forever. It is believed that the Earthly Paradise lies somewhere deep in its heart.” He took a handkerchief from his vest pocket and laid it against the cut on his head.


“What does this have to do with me?” I asked.


“One year we sent an expedition of seasoned miners in an attempt to discover the celestial garden, and all perished but one. He barely made it back alive and when he wandered into town two years later, dazed and broken, he told stories about demons in the Beyond. ‘With horns and wings and ridged backs, like in a child’s catechism,’ he said. They had also encountered a fire-breathing cat, a black reptilian hound with tusks, and herds of a type of reindeer whose antlers grow together into nests where a bright red bird usually took up residence.”


“I’m not beyond another painful encounter. Get to the point,” I said.


“The point is, you must understand the people of Anamasobia. There is a certain sense of humor here born from living in the shadow of the ungodly. For the past few years, the demons have been spotted on the northern border of town. One of them flew out of a fog one night and snatched up Father Garland’s dog. You see, in the face of this threat, we must continue, so we laugh as often as possible.” He nodded to me when he finished as if that would help me to understand.


“Get cleaned up,” I told him, “and meet me downstairs. I will address the townspeople.”


“Very good, your honor,” he said and then spun quickly around. “Did you hear that?” he asked.


“What?” I said.


“Out there, in the bushes,” he said.


“The demons?” I asked.


He pointed at me and started to laugh. “There, I had you,” he said. “You have to admit it.”


I punched him as hard as I could in the left eye, chafing my knuckles. While he leaned over, swimming through the pain, I told him I would leave my topcoat in his library and that he should have it cleaned for me by the time the party was over. Then I left and returned to the purgatory beneath me.


The mayor’s wife handed me a chived cremat as I ordered her to set up folding chairs for the guests. “Right away,” she said and was already overseeing the operation when I turned to look. The aroma of the hors d’oeuvres was penetrating, and instinctively I tossed it off the plate I held. It rolled onto the carpet. For some time I was taken with watching the unwitting guests come within a hairsbreadth of stepping on it—a metaphor for their search for meaning. Finally, a woman ran it through with a slender high heel and carried it off into the crowd.


“We are ready for you,” said the mayor’s wife, awakening me from my reverie.


I had a method I employed when speaking to large groups of the dim, a way of making them focus on my message. I began by doing some quick readings of faces in the crowd and making predictions. No one could resist its appeal. “You, over there,” I said, pointing as I strode back and forth in front of the assembled guests, “you will live in poverty for your entire life. You, the woman with the flowers in her hat, should you really be cheating on your husband? Dead within the year. A child on the way. Worthless as the day is long. A mockery of nature. I see a marriage to a man who will beat you.” I bowed to thundering applause.


“Ladies and gentlemen of Anamasobia,” I began as silence returned, “just as Mr. Beaton was transformed from flesh to spire rock this afternoon, you too have been changed. You are no longer citizens; you are no longer mothers or fathers, sisters, brothers, et cetera. You are now suspects in my case. Until I leave, that is all you are. I will be calculating each of your physiognomical designs in order to flush out a criminal. Most of you, I should think, are aware of my credentials. You will disrobe for me. I am a man of science. I probe gently with an educated touch. If I am forced to delve into the topography of your private areas, I will do so wearing a leather glove. My instruments are so sharp that even if they do happen to nick you, you will not discover the cut for hours. Remember, move swiftly. Pose for me in utter silence. Don’t ask me to tell you my assessment. I guarantee, you won’t want to know it.”


My oration was smooth and cleanly, and I could see that the women, though failing to understand, were taken by my innate command of the human language. The men nodded and scratched their heads. They knew enough to know I was their superior. It was a job well done. I moved through the crowd so they could get a better look at me. The beating I had given the mayor gave me newfound energy and I conversed roundly. They asked me what books they should read, how to raise their children, the best way to make money, how many times a day did I bathe. I told them everything.


Someone had lowered the lights to a faint glow, and I had had a glass or two of absence when from out of the crowd stepped a physiognomy that my eyes slid over without a scratch. She walked up to me and said, “May I ask you a question about Greta Sykes?” Stunned by her beauty, I nodded, not realizing what she was asking. “How could you have been sure that she was the werewolf simply by an insufficient nostril-to-forehead measurement when the elegance of her jawline canceled out all upper facial anomalies?”


I stared at her features for a minute, then stared away for another. “My dear,” I finally said, “you’ve forgotten about the Reiling factor, after the great Muldabar Reiling, that states that a pitched gait, such as Greta Sykes had, reinstates the importance of the upper facial features even after they have been canceled by elegance.”


She stared away for a minute, and in that time I eyed her hair, her eyes, her figure, her long fingers.


“Did you see her in her wolf form?” she asked, as I skimmed over the red and yellow paisley of her dress.


“Did I see her? I beat her on the head with my umbrella when she went for my ankle once. In her wolfen form, she was hairy and—no lie—a veritable saliva factory. Her teeth were like daggers, her nails as long as knitting needles. All this from a seemingly innocent child.”


“Were you frightened?” she asked.


“Please,” I said and then someone turned the lights out all together so that the room was pitch-black. I reeled from the sudden attack of my old enemy night, and thought for a moment I would fall, but then I heard the voice of the mayor.


“For your honor’s pleasure, we have tonight the rare fire bat found only in the veins of Mount Gronus.”


I heard a box being opened. Then the mayor cried out, “Shit, it bit me,” just before the sound of flapping leather wings was heard overhead. It circled toward me from out of the dark, a phosphorescent flying rat, and I jabbed at it with my glass. It gained altitude and then flew in circles above the guests. Every time it made a complete loop, a round of applause went up.


I said to the person I felt standing next to me, “This is Physiognomist Cley. Get word to the mayor that I have had as much of the bat as my patience will tolerate.”


A few minutes later, I heard Bataldo scream, “Bring up the lights.” The minute the lamps were lit the bat went crazy, smashing into things and diving down to snatch at women’s jewelry. The mayor had, standing next to him, a particularly limited looking fellow with a bald head and a faraway grin. “Call it back,” the mayor said. The man of limitations stuck his pinkie fingers in his mouth and blew nothing but air. The bat continued on its destructive course. The man blew. The mayor called for a shotgun. A chandelier, a wounded valet, and two windows later, the fire bat of Mount Gronus fell dead atop a platter of chived cremat. It remained there for the rest of the evening while the guests danced the quadrille.


“Find me that girl,” I told the mayor as I was leaving. “Send her to me. I need an assistant.”
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