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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


A reading from the book of Genesis, chapter 2: so the lord God caused deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib which The Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the man said, “This at last is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh; She shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man …”


And the lesson of this reading is: myths are lies. For of course men do not give birth to women. It is women who give birth to men, and so it has always been, for the whole history of the species. The writer of Genesis had what seemed to him good reasons for defying commonsense, in his myth of origins. The fact remains that his account is no guide to the natural world. Human cultures the world over have treasured bizarre stories like this. They are not worthless. Their relationship to the truth is complex, profound and endlessly fascinating to analysts of the devious history of the human mind. Yet still, myths are lies. We know this, but we forget. Writers who claim to be the modern mythmakers should remind themselves of this occasionally. If we are the unacknowledged soul-builders of our culture, then we’re probably lying too.


When we’re children we’re taught that ‘myths’ are obsolete science. For me, this explanation first covered stories about Greek divinities. Later it was extended to a multicultural host of tales about creation, eschatology and personified natural forces—death, time, the soul, earth, wind and fire; an echo … The grown-ups tell us that these stories of cannibal fathers and bizarre transformations were our ancestors’ first attempts to decipher natural phenomena. I lost confidence in this explanation, somewhere along the way. So often, as in Genesis 2, it involves a rank defamation of the commonsense of the original audience. Something important is going on, surely. But I have been convinced, for many years now, that the myths of whatever culture have always been works of art, bearing the same relation to the community’s understanding of the world as art does today. Myths of origin, cosmological myths, tell you nothing useful about the material world: and never did. But they are fertile ground for paleo-psychoanalysts. The writer of Genesis easily gives up his secrets: the envy of the male child, lifelong resentment of the mother’s magical power, his feelings of inadequacy and incompleteness … Social mythology—the body of stories sometimes known as legends, and fairytales—is not so docile. These myths are still lies. The history is politically distorted. (Hey, no. That wasn’t genocide. No way. Those were DEMONS, not people … I saw the tails). But, by our reckoning, this is good science. These countless stories of male suitors, driven to all kinds of desperate excess by the cruel goad of female choice, are in accord with Darwin. Ancient epics of territorial expansion turn out to be truer than anyone believed possible, when archaeology catches up. Folktales, old wives tales, really describe how human society works and what it does. Perhaps that’s why they are less interesting to the academics. We have rude jokes (somewhat confused in the retelling) about the prince sticking something into a furry slipper, we have exaggerated feats and far-fetched false etymology … But whether the stories have been transcribed straight from the pre-industrial hearth, with scatological humour and obscene puns intact; or whether they have been tidied up for the gentry, the knowingness is the same. Look into these retold tales of marriages and quarrels and unhappy families, and you see the beady eyes of an equal, a peer, another human being, looking right back at you.


It’s because I find the society revealed in these stories so familiar, and the artists so alert, that I distrust the proposition that folklore can be “subverted”. Ever since folktales were first collected from the oral tradition, and reinterpreted by the literati (when was that? Somewhere around the Euphrates, millennia upon millennia ago) there have been writers who have deliberately worked with this material and this form, for their own aesthetic or political reasons. Thus, in the nineteen seventies there was an outcry among feminists against the malignant power of traditional stories like Cinderella, Snow White, The Sleeping Beauty. People rushed to bring out “subversive” feminist fairytales. Children’s picture books appeared (they still do) featuring princesses who rescued themselves, without waiting for their prince to come; heroic female champions performing astounding feats of strength and appetite. Female-affirming collections were winnowed out from the mass of world folklore, and blanded-out global-village favourites consigned to oblivion. (Of all these collections, I recommend The Virago Book Of Fairy-tales, Virago, 1990, edited by Angela Carter). Yet Cinderella survives.


I do not regard the subversion attempt as a failure. But I believe that if you examine the record, you will find that the female-affirming stories have always been there. There have always been an energetic minority of dauntless goose-girls and clever princesses: no more, nor less, alive in the tradition in 1975 or a thousand years ago … and there for the same reason. Consciousness of injustice is not a new idea. Nor is the preponderance of male-affirming stories something no one has noticed until now. It is a mistake to imagine that this ancient activity can be used for a purpose that no one has thought of before. The generation of folklore is not something we control. We don’t do it, it does us. And as long as human society stays the same—which it does, with staggering persistence—the stories will tell the same tale, in microcosm and in macrocosm.


Folklore is a natural secretion of human society. It should take its place among the chemicals that soothe and reassure: a booster for our reward supply when times are hard. It often seems that its chief function is to save the appearances—an expression used by mediaeval astronomers, to describe their increasingly frantic attempts to square the observed movement of the planets and stars, with the system of concentric spheres approved by the ideological state … Folklore keeps the poor comfortable and the collective conscience sedated. It keeps the young men dutifully hacking away at those brambles, and it warns young women never to be too bold. It gives hope to the goose-girls, and courage to beleaguered stepchildren. It gives each of us what we most need.


No one knows the myths and legends of their own culture. We are too close to the screen, it is hard to get a clear look at the necessary lies on which our own lives depend. In our time there has been an explosion of popular print fiction, not to mention the taped, filmed, televised, digitised forms. Should we call this whole seething mass our folklore? I’d be inclined to say yes. But there are also the conservers and the imitators. When I was a child, I read every rainbow volume of Mr and Mrs Lang’s collections, their fairytales and their—frequently terrifying—Myths and Legends of Many Lands. I read relatively modern stories by George Macdonald, Edith Nesbit, and Oscar Wilde, and assimilated the concept of the artificially pre-industrial fairytale, as a distinct form, that could be used like a metre in poetry; like an old song. Best of all, I had the stories that my father told me …


When I was a child my father told a long series of stories, based on a tale that has been known throughout Europe—at least—for many hundreds of years. It’s the one about the girl who is born after seven sons, and on the day of her birth the seven sons vanish, accidentally cursed by their father. She grows up, discovers the truth and sets out to rescue her brothers, who have been turned into crows. (The Virago collection has this story from Morocco, maybe its original home, called Wudei’a Who Sent Away Sudei’a: the girl who banished seven). Our family epic cycle was known collectively as The Three Crows, because my little sister couldn’t remember so large a number as seven, and the adventures of the girl and her enchanted brothers were endless. My father had three daughters, at this era, and no sons. Perhaps that was why he found himself telling us a story of Absent Brothers. But by a strange coincidence, when I started to write my own “fairytales”, many years later, my theme was the same. In the days when I first wrote these stories, I was (I still am,) a heterosexual-feminist, trying to “save the appearances”, for my sexual orientation, in unpromising circumstances. Almost all these imitation fairytales tackle the problem of men, through male characters seen—as the storyteller hopes—from the inside. How does it feel to be the prince in one of those brutal breeding-programme trials …? There’s the prince who has to learn to rule himself; instead of ruling others, the way his father did. The prince who has to give up his only love (and guess who that might be) in order to save the people … And so on. These are not model pre-industrial pastiches. My princes have jet transport and motorcycle bodyguards. My princesses have fairy godmothers and suffer trial by magic, but they watch tv and they live in the global village. Some of the jokes are dreadful. But what really startles me, when I revisit, is the way my preoccupations have stayed the same. Time and again, I’ve picked up one of these stories over the years, revised it with a ferociously heavy hand—and discovered that in the end, the story remained exactly as it was. There was nothing I wanted to switch around, nothing different I wanted to say. Twenty years ago, I set out to rescue my brothers. And nothing has changed, in my life or in theirs. La lutte continue.


My seven-year-old son is scathing about myths. It’s a literary form he seems to despise. He brought home a reading book of Native American lore, last week. He couldn’t get through a sentence without breaking off to make withering comments about the stupidity of it all … I temporised, explaining to him that it’s the nature of science to start off with the wrong answers. Knowledge grows from one approximation to another. You start by saying turtle squished a lot of lightning into a ball and threw it into the sky. Then somebody comes along and says that’s stupid: and while they’re explaining why it’s stupid, a better idea of what the sun might be is born. I said to him don’t you see, in this part about the animals deciding how to divide time between day and night, the story isn’t about that. It’s about having a meeting, and how life goes better when people cooperate together. Well, I apologised for the Iroquois. Let the tradition of storytelling apologise for me. Each of us lives in a separate, secret world of beliefs. Myths, about the nature of things and of human society, are a leakage from all the hidden reservoirs. Perversely, we value them, as we value human individuals rather than the biological norm, not for their truth, but for their differences. It’s the flight at midnight people remember, and the glass slipper; not the breeding-programme instructions. I may grandly claim that I set out to rescue my brothers: but in the end I’m doing the same as my father, and as the old lady who invented that dippy nonsense about Big Turtle. I’m trying to entertain: to string together images that will catch your eye, and sparkle in your mind.


Coda: I first wrote these stories down —some of them collected from my own oral tradition of hippie storytelling—in 1971. Four of them have been revised and published over the years (The Snow Apples, Laiken Langstrand, The Lovers, and The Princess, The Thief And The Cartesian Circle). One of them (Felicia) was my first published story ever and is reprinted here without revision, complete with some cheeky appropriations from Wm. Shakespeare, and others (very much in the folk tradition). The other two stories (The Grass Princess, and Rocky) have been revised for this publication and appear in print for the first time; the same goes for The Spider and The Fly.









The Snow Apples


Once upon a time there was a country where the mountains were so high that navigators of the coastland faraway took the gleaming of their icy peaks for constellations in the night sky, and it was said that it would take no less than a lifetime to scale their heights. The people who lived in the lowland cities and towns did not often look up to where the cloud-piercing giants could be glimpsed, far away. But they often told each other stories about the mountains, and had vague hopes and great expectations about what might come out of them—some day.


Now in this country there was a king who had three wives—consecutively, in deference to important foreign interests. The first wife he believed he loved, but she had to be put aside because she produced no children. The second wife divorced him, owing to some trouble over the marriage settlement. The third wife did not interest the king at all, but she had a son. The naming day was a serious occasion. The king made sure that no doubtful elements were present: neither fairies of any kind, nor shaven-headed monks. But in private, to appease the conservative party in the country, he had arranged a discreet consultation with an astrologer.


The king, the queen and the baby sat in a small audience room. The soothsayer was ushered in, and the king saw at once that he did not look happy. He stayed close to the door, glancing around him uneasily. “Sire,” he said. “I am afraid I have an unpleasant duty to perform.”


The king assumed the air of indulgent scepticism he had been keeping in reserve for such an eventuality, and vaguely waved his hand. The wave might have been indicating the presence of some large persons in uniform and dark glasses: this king was enlightened, but not foolishly so. The astrologer shuddered, but he spoke.


“While I was in the process of making, as you commanded, Sire, those calculations which impress our ignorant people—I found myself overtaken by a … a stronger influence.”


“A what?”


“I mean, sire, I had been acting on your command and suddenly I found that someone else had taken over from you. As a result of that intervention I now find myself compelled to pronounce a curse.”


The queen, who thought all this was nonsense, gave a startled exclamation. The king looked calmer than ever. “Go on,” he said.


The soothsayer’s eyes seemed to have gone blank, but perhaps that was the result of extreme fear. He began to speak again, in a high, strange voice:


“King, your heir is doomed to suffer, or your kingdom to perish. A time of choice is coming, a moment of decision. Your son must lose his only love, or your lands must be destroyed.”


There was a short silence. Then the king said: “Thank you, you may go. You will be rewarded at the proper rate.”


The man gave a sad smile and went out of the door, followed by two of the persons in uniform. The queen breathed a sigh of relief.


“Well, that wasn’t too bad.”


“Not too bad!” exclaimed the king. He snapped his fingers to dismiss the other guards and began to pace up and down, his face suddenly haggard.


“I don’t understand,” said the queen. “It was only a piece of impertinence. Very likely the boy will love some girl on his own account, without asking us. That is the way of this modern world. And he will have to ‘give her up’. It happened to you, didn’t it? It is nothing to make a fuss about.”


But the king was afraid. He knew what power is. And he had just felt it in this room.


“You don’t understand about curses,” he told her. “How they sneak about and find you out. Have you never heard of a king called Oedipus?”


The queen had had a foreign education. She thought of the bare mountain, and began to feel frightened. But the king said: “There’s only one thing to do. We must keep love out of his life. He is never to hear of it, he is never to say the word. He is never to feel its heat. I shall remake the world for him, and in his world there will be no such thing as—love.”


The queen was shocked, but the king soon made her see that a life without love could be perfectly comfortable.


“I don’t think we need worry about ordinary pleasant social manners,” he explained. “You can be as nice to him as you like, as long as it all remains as meaningless as the smile one smiles when introduced to a stranger. He can have as many toys as you like. It is only when he starts to single out one of those toys as special that we must watch out. The same with nursemaids. Frequent changes, and constant impersonal attention should do the trick. Look at it this way, my dear. ‘True Love’ has always been something to cry about. We’ll keep him laughing. In the end, I think he’ll thank us for this. But of course if it works, he’ll never be able to understand what we’ve done.”


The scheme worked perfectly. The young prince was indeed a very pleasant child. For although he was constantly indulged, it was all done as a matter of course, unemotionally. The feeling of power that a spoiled child can express so unpleasantly was missing. He grew up among pleasant, friendly and obliging people, none of whom appeared to care whether he lived or died.


When he was old enough, to the queen’s surprise, the king sent him abroad to finish his education.


“But, my dear,” she protested, “suppose he falls in love?”


The king smiled calmly. “He won’t. He’s safe. He is in far more danger if he stays here.”


The king had a feeling that ‘arranged marriage’ might not be a good thing for the prince to see. He would observe youths who had been his companions surrendering themselves for life to alien family ties—submitting to tradition, quite frequently against their will. This curious behaviour was bound to raise awkward questions. It suggested some kind of passionate excess: love of family, love of duty; of religion. The prince must not know about such things. His wife, when she came, would be presented as another toy for his collection. Meanwhile, let the loveless youth roam among the ‘free’ young people who would swear to him that to take a lover was purely a matter of selfish pleasure.


So the young prince went abroad. He enjoyed himself thoroughly, and his special education was never in any danger. But then an unfortunate thing happened. The king, of course, had made sure the ‘curse’ was never spoken of in his own country. But somehow somebody had heard of it. The prince found himself mentioned, as an interesting example, in an anthropological quarterly in the University library.


He was most unpleasantly surprised. He flew home at once, and the next day bounced into his father’s office, blazing with passionate indignation.


“There’s a curse on me!” he cried. “And you believe it or you wouldn’t have kept it secret. I’m under a curse! I want to know what it is!”


The king picked up a pen and smiled suavely.


“I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”


“You’ve got to tell me.”


“I’m afraid I just can’t.”


The prince collapsed on a chair. “Is that one of the conditions?”


The king seemed amused. “Well, it is one of your conditions, you might say.”


The prince stared in angry bewilderment, and left, scowling.


The king began to laugh. He had never felt more sure of his son, and his son’s training.


But the prince, who did not care about anything very much, had one deep interest in life. He went straight to a girl he had known in the days before he went abroad. She was engaged now, and alarmed at being seen with another man, even the prince. But she had the remains of very bitter feelings, so she did as he asked. The prince guessed there was no point in going to any respectable practitioner of the Old Arts: his father would have got at them. He was looking for a back-street magician.


Five days later, when the moon was waning, the prince found himself standing outside a nasty little hovel in a back alley down by the stinking river. He was having second thoughts. From the way the old crone had cackled, he guessed his former girlfriend had arranged some kind of practical joke, he couldn’t think why. “You can come in now,” croaked the voice of the seer, and the prince stooped and entered.


The atmosphere, which had been fetid before, was now thick with the fumes of some herb she had put on the fire. Where was the old woman? He made out her figure in the shadows. Then a flame shot up, and he was able to see her face. It had changed. The grimy network of wrinkles had disappeared. The eyes that looked out of the smoothed mask were strangely clear and bright. Perhaps the girl had paid this old hag to do some petty evil, but something different had happened. She was now in the power of a force greater than herself. No king’s son could mistake that look. It was horrible.


The old woman’s mouth moved stiffly. A voice came out.


“Prince, among the peaks of the far white mountains there grows a little fruit tree that bears apples of snow. Set an axe to the roots of that tree, and you will find out how you have been cursed …”


There was no more. The natural stink of the place began to overcome the smoke again. The prince felt disgusted. He flung down another handful of money and left. He shivered involuntarily as he stepped out of the alley … someone walking over his grave. Religion was a reasonable business, but he had always hated these old murky regions of traditional belief. He had never known why.


But as he walked away, back towards the modem city, he raised his head and looked to the east. He could see nothing but the city and its glow in the sky, but he knew that somewhere over there lay the white mountains of his quest. And suddenly, as sharp as that shiver of dread, he was overtaken by a great longing to be on his way. He smiled a promise to the east, and then turned for home.


He made his preparations in secret and left as if for a short holiday in the hills; without taking any special equipment or supplies. He was surprised, when he came to the villages in the foothills, to find how far he had left civilisation behind. He couldn’t buy anything like proper mountain gear, or food concentrates. Instead he bought quantities of thick felt clothes, and four little silent men with round dark faces and short thick limbs. They would carry the tins of butter and canvas tents and other old-fashioned provisions. He never talked to these little men, only to the go-between.


He kept his identity a secret of course. Perhaps it would have made a difference, perhaps not. On the ninth day of the expedition he woke up to find they had left him.


He had to give up and head back after them, carrying what he could. But without those four stolid bundles of garments how oppressive this other silence seemed: an icy oblivion or white light and blue shadow, stretching limitless in every direction. “At least I should be able to tell up from down,” the prince told himself firmly, “and that’s all I need.”


He tried to maintain the proper stolid state of mind, as he pecked his way onward, across an endless slope of white crisp snow. But the implacable silence, and the fear of what might happen next time he put his foot down, were too much for him. Shadows began to shift, taking on improbable shapes and colours. Voices called to him. He had no idea which way was up, or down. He panicked and began to run, fell down breathless and began to go to sleep. “No, no,” he told himself, “mustn’t go to sleep. Find the little fruit tree—”


And suddenly he saw it. It must have been there all the time, just ahead of him. The snow face was split, and in the V was greenery and sunlight—a magic valley full of fruit trees; and one of them bore snow-white apples. The prince gave a great yell of triumph and began to leap across the snow, laughing and shouting. Until he began to fall into a great blue-mouthed crevasse that opened beneath his feet. There was no magic valley.


The creature who lived in the cave at the bottom of the crevasse was stronger than she looked, and fearless. When she heard the crump of something falling she went out, examined it, and dragged it in. She put it on her bed and wrapped it in fleeces. She thought it was dead so she slept on the floor that night: because the dead ought to be treated with respect.


In the morning she found it had its eyes open.


“Are you dead?” she asked it.


“No—” answered the prince weakly.


“Then I won’t kill you, either.”


The prince looked at the fragile little white hand lying on his arm, and laughed feebly. Then he lost consciousness again.


He found out later that he should not have laughed. She was supposed to kill anybody who somehow found this cave and looked on her: and she had been trained rigorously in ways of killing that did not depend on height and weight. She was a priestess. Her name was Ari-gan, which means ‘white child’. She was slight and wiry, with strange, colourless hair and skin. Her eyes, which were a very pale blue, had a curious wavering, unfocused stare. Probably that was because she had never looked at a human being before, not even her own face in a mirror. Her eyes had been bound from birth to the day she was brought here, sleeping, and abandoned. The prince was worried about her being a priestess. He could see there would be trouble if a man was found with her. But apparently the people who came twice a year to bring her supplies never approached the cave.


“I know when they have come, by the weather and by a dream I have. Then I go out and find the food and leave a sign, so they know I am still here. That is all.”


He tried to get Ari-gan to explain the purpose of her ritual isolation, but she was rather vague about it. “Not to be touched,” she said. “Not to see the face, not to touch the hand. So that I will be empty. Ready.”


“Ready for what?” asked the prince. But Ari-gan couldn’t or wouldn’t tell. She had known no other life, she was happy. In time she would die. And would another white child be brought here then? Not necessarily. The white child was only born sometimes; quite often not for generations.


“What about me?” asked the prince. “You have seen my face now.”


Ari-gan looked at him thought fully. “I was told to kill people. At first, I thought I did wrong to leave you alive. But now I know you. You are like me, not like them. I feel it. So I think it is all right.”


The prince understood. He was so different from her own primitive mountain community that she considered him outside the ban. She probably thinks I’m as holy as herself, he thought wryly. But naturally he didn’t argue.


By the time the prince had recovered from his fall the short summer was over, and the full fury of the autumn storms was on the ice peaks. He had no hope of getting away. In the spring people from below would come again with Ari-gan’s supplies. He must find some way of reaching them without letting them know he had been with their priestess. Until that time he was trapped. When he realised this he had already been alone with the white child for many days, sharing her food and tended by her. The winter ahead did not seem terribly long.


They talked, they exchanged smiles and pleasant silence. The prince got to know the white child’s face as well as he knew his own. And he felt a strange sensation creeping towards him. One night he sat up straight in the bed of fleeces, in the darkness, and shouted, Father! so loud he woke himself up. When he put his hands on his cheeks he found tears there. What was it that had taken hold of him? He didn’t know its name.


Ari-gan woke to find him rocking to and fro on the bed, sobbing loudly. She began to cry too, and jumped up beside him.


“I feel it, I feel it too. Oh, what is happening?”


Neither of them could understand. They clung close to each other for comfort, hoping that the thing would go away.


Some while after this, in the depth of winter, Ari-gan and the prince had forgotten all about their nightmares. They had become lovers. They never thought of what this might mean for the priestess if it was discovered: they were living in the present. They lay together wrapped in warmth. The prince had told her nothing about his quest, but now, while the wind was howling outside in the desolation, something made him speak to her of the magic valley he had seen: the greenness and the sunlight and the little apple trees …


“How could there be apples here?” asked Ari-gan idly.


The prince said, “This is an apple. I will bite it.” He put his hand round the curve of her small white breast; delicately round, and white as snow.


Ari-gan laughed. But the prince suddenly jumped up. He had remembered the words of the seer. He saw, all at once, how his presence here would destroy Ari-gan. That was the price that had been asked …


“No—!” he shouted. “I won’t do it. I cannot!”


Ari-gan was too bewildered to stop him. He packed up some food and left the cave, there and then. It was the act of a madman. She ran after him. But the snow was falling fast, the wind was strong and deadly, she had no chance at all, and neither had he. When she realised that, she went back to the cave and stood looking at their bed. A great shudder ran through all her white sapling body, as if some woodman had set his axe to her roots, and she stumbled and fell.


In the spring they came for Ari-gan. She was expecting this. She had detected the drug in her food, and had prepared herself when sleep overcame her. It was her time. The purpose she had not even told the prince about would be fulfilled now. They painted the proper symbols over her bound eyes, and they dressed her in the ancient robes. They led her to the holy place, and put fire before her. Acrid smoke rose, and the tension in the little dark room grew as the wise women and holy men of the mountain people waited for the god to speak. This was something older far than the state religion. It was something that might happen once in five hundred years. Generation on generation might live and die after this before another white one was born, and made into a perfect vessel: the mouthpiece of the god.


They waited. Suddenly the girl’s face was twisted into a horrible grimace. She screamed and fell down from the high seat, her body writhing in pain.


The holy people jumped up and ran to the body. In a moment, the oldest of the women pronounced:


“There was no room. The child was not empty. She has betrayed us. The god cannot speak.”


There was a murmur of horror. At once they began to think how to hide this disaster. In the end, they just put the spoiled priestess in a hole and shut the lid, poking in food and water so no one could say they had killed her. The mountain people went about their business, trying to ignore the whole incident. But everyone was waiting for the catastrophe.


Meanwhile, the shrivelled, frozen body of a young man was brought clown from the mountain by a foreign climbing expedition. They had found him wandering, babbling about fruit trees, up in the snow fields. Everyone told him he was lucky to be alive. The king was very angry: and also anxious, in case his son had been risking his life for any particular reason. But this didn’t seem to be the case. The young man appeared as unemotional and casual as ever.


Eventually he went abroad again, and continued his education. If he had had any real friends they would have noticed a change in him. He was very silent now. He was waiting for the curse to find him. He did not doubt its reality for a moment. But the price for evading it had seemed to him too high.


It came quite soon. He had not been looking at newspapers, so the first he knew of what had happened was a telex from his father. As he opened the envelope at the porter’s desk, the headline on a newspaper lying on the counter seemed to leap out in front of his eyes. The telex message said: DOOMED TO PERISH. WHAT HAVE YOU DONE? COME HOME AT ONCE. FATHER.


Tears. It seemed as if the whole world was in mourning. The salt rain had fallen for ten days before the panic set in, before people realised that all the country was drowning in the same uncanny downpour. It was twenty days now, and scarcely a green thing remained standing. The roads were rivers of mud. The rivers were inland seas stinking with corpses of all kinds. Tears. The windless air was solid with falling water as the prince waded across the runways to the streaming bullock cart that waited for him. Motorised transport was almost at a standstill, and there would be no more flights in or out of this doomed land. They were all condemned to drown in a sea of tears. Here was his father, his hard face doubly ravaged by grief and fear, screaming at him crazily, “What have you done? What have you done?” and then, as they led the old man back to his bed, muttering bitterly, “Where did I fail?”
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