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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.







prologue


Had it just then been born? The creature didn’t know. It crawled up out of the volcanic crater, hung there on the lip and stared about. It saw a small thing hopping in the tumbleweeds at the foot of the mountain.


“Help!” it cried.


The animal in the tumbleweeds came to a halt with its short, broad ears perked. It was a tare and it was a descendant of an animal called a rabbit that had been extinct for a billion days. Long-legged, brown-furred, it weighed approximately twenty-five pounds. It was subnormal in intelligence because it wanted to find sense in this world of Three Million, A.D.


“Who calls?” The tare had sufficient intelligence to speak, but he had never before communicated with anything but another tare.


“Who calls?”


The tare was puzzled. “This isn’t Echo Valley so why do my words come back to me?”


“Me?”


“You’re a silly echo, wherever you come from.”


“You?”


“I, you, he, we, you, they,” said the tare. “I’m here, you’re there, we’re both somewhere. Are you up in that dead volcano? Who are you?”


There was a pause, then, “I am I. I want. I am in need.”


Grinning up at the mountain, the tare said, “Ask and receive, ignorant child.”


“Take my heart that we shall be one.”


“Certainly. Would it be to your liking if I trundled up the side of your happy home and flung myself over?”


“That will not be necessary. I will come to you.”


The tare saw a thin length of silver slide over the high lip of the mountain and flow downward, and his amusement at the situation changed to uneasiness. “Good Lord, you really do live in that hole. I think I’ll get out of here.”


“You would abandon me, then, a babe in the woods?”


Pausing to look back, the tare saw more of the strange material edge over the mountain. He gasped and threw his paws over his eyes. “The sheen! I can’t see!” For only a moment was he blinded. “Now I’m all right,” he said in relief. “But you’re still too bright. You look exactly like a stream of mercury.”


There was a great deal of the creature. Its front end was already in the grass, but still it poured from the volcano in a steady flow.


“I like that word of yours,” it said, as it advanced. Wherever its words originated, they came from no mouth or any other opening. All of it seemed to be speaking and the words were real sounds. It talked without a voice box, it thought without experience, it existed without purpose. Or so the tare assumed.


“I like that word of yours,” the creature said again. “It touches an inner chord within me. I will make it my name. From this moment onward, I am Sheen.”


“Don’t come any closer,” said the tare. “To what genus do you belong?”


“The genus of Sheen. I have love for you.”


The tare was flattered in spite of his fright. “What a crazy thing you are. We’re not the same, so how can you love me?”


“I don’t know. You came and your coming inspired me to wakefulness. My thoughts are directed toward you.”


Again the tare was amused. This creature was naive, behaved as if it had just been born. “You can’t focus your affections on me. You have to set your sights on something like yourself. By the way, what are you besides Sheen?”


“I am I.”


“What kind of answer is that?”


“There is much to learn, but I am quick. I love you.”


“There you go again. I’m a tare while you’re a liquid-solid thing, the likes of which I never saw before, and you can’t love me.”


“Why?”


“It’s against the rules. Gods love Gods, men love men, tares love tares. That’s the way it is.”


The front portion of Sheen rose in the air and seemed to look about. Earth appeared peaceful. The sky was blue, the sun was orange, the grass was richly green. Without eyes, Sheen saw. His mind touched everything. A mile away, a family of tares made a new burrow in the side of a hill. The mother and father took turns guarding the young and widening the excavation. They would remain together all their lives and have many children. In a few days they would gather with all the mature tares in their area and confer with one another. They would discuss the weather, food, enemies, life. Five miles away, the grass ended and desert began. Sheen looked no further. He was too busy now.


“Do you love nothing in all infinity but tares?” he said.


“Yes, of course, but that isn’t the same thing.”


Sheen swayed. He no longer came down the mountain but lay across the valley in a thin coil. His head, which had no features, was raised several feet straight up in the air. “I don’t understand.”


“It’s confusing no matter what you are, I guess,” said the tare. “One way you can tell what you love is by eliminating everything repulsive to you. You love what’s left.”


“Nothing is repulsive to me.”


“Then you must be very inexperienced. As you go along you’ll find plenty to turn your stomach. In fact, most of your life will be spent avoiding those things.”


The head and neck of Sheen lowered and coiled at the tare’s feet for a moment and then quickly shot into the air like an alert snake. “Enough. Take my heart that we shall be one.”


“You said that before.” The little tare trembled. “I’m trying to move. There’s something wrong with my damned legs. Don’t come any closer.”


“I think we will merge.”


“I don’t know what that means, but I don’t like the sound of it. I don’t want to.”


“Yes, you do.”


“No!”


Sheen stopped. “Why do you stand there if you want to run?”


“You know why. Release me.”


“I’m not in contact with you.”


The little beast opened frightened eyes and saw it was true. “You hold me with invisible hands. They’re in my mind, pulling at me like magnets.”


“Have these hands a voice?”


“A confounding one. No lover ever sounded more alluring. You can’t keep so many promises. You lie.”


“I’ve said nothing.”


“Lord, lover, companion, tutor, haven! You lie, Sheen! Why do you lie? And why pick on me? See there in the grass, the creature with the shell? It’s a jare. Take it and let me go.”


“Ah, well, go, if you insist. I choose the lesser creature.”


The tare bit himself. “You’re holding me!”


“I swear I’m not.”


“Don’t you know yourself? Take away the picture you’ve planted in my mind. How can I think straight with that dangling in front of me?”


“Describe the picture, please.”


“I don’t believe it. Nothing could be that beautiful. This is still the same damned dirty world around us.”


Sheen swayed gracefully. “Is life so full of disillusionment?”


“Nothing is the way it should be. Even the elements conspire against me. It’s a terrible world full of cruelty.”


“Sad, sad.”


The furry face twisted, the mouth drooped. “Tares are stupid and hard. No wonder men regard us as nonentities. Poverty, misery, ignorance; what do tares care as long as they have their carrots and their tail every night? Animal comforts are all they’re concerned with.”


“You have my sympathy,” said Sheen.


“The way they behave isn’t as bad as the way they think! A person could go mad trying to make sense of that. The world of reason is a terrifying place.”


“I can see you’re worried.”


“Anyone would be. You never know what they’re thinking. You knock yourself out trying to please them and they treat you like dirt.”


“I know what you mean.”


“They never give you a chance! Everything is geared to the almighty carrot. Goddamn it, there are other things worth living for. Just because a fellow has had a few hard knocks and is having trouble getting onto his feet is no reason to consider him inferior.”


“I agree,” said the shiny one.


“If they would only tell me what they want! If they’d Just sit down with me and make a list of do’s and don’t’s. I’d work my ass off learning the rules. By God, they’d have to go a million miles to find somebody willing to work harder.”


Sheen glittered, swayed in the air. “Come to me, tare, and I will give you peace.”


“No.”


“Then give me back my picture. I didn’t offer it. You took it.”


The tare spoke to the picture in his mind. “Go, before you become my downfall.” At once it began to fade. The tare felt a pang of sorrow. The picture contained every fragment of his dreams. Now he knew reality was as drab as he had suspected. As the picture drifted farther from him, he experienced panic. Terror at life’s grayness captured him.


He snatched the picture close again, glared at Sheen. “It’s mine! Give it to me with no strings attached. I need it.”


“I am I and greater than you,” said Sheen. “I see the difference between having my cake and eating it, too. You will be my first conquest.”


“I don’t want to die,” whimpered the tare.


“You won’t die. You’ll live.”


“It will be a living death. No one but you could do such a thing.”


“I repeat, you are free to go.”


“I can’t give it up.” The words came through chattering teeth. The tare’s eyes rolled back in his head and his body convulsed. “Somebody tell me what to do!”


“Come,” said Sheen, and reached.


“No!” screamed the tare. Even as he said it, he was surrendering.


The gleaming figure hovered in the air. “Poor little bunny; a living, breathing conflict. The living and the breathing will continue but the conflict will cease.”


The tare’s face was a rigid mask. “Come closer,” he moaned, and Sheen touched his shoulder, flowed. “Draw nearer that I might feel the sheen of you. How cold, how glorious. Know me as no long-lashed lover could ever know me. Fill my body with pleasure and my mind with joy.” He gave a weak scream as the silver covered him. “No, I can’t give that up! You didn’t explain! Take me, but don’t take that!”


Sheen consumed the tare’s will.


“How could I possess one without the other?” he said, and his tone was puzzled. “Didn’t it know they were one and the same?”


There was no response to his remarks. He was alone.


Presently the tare began to walk; or so it seemed. Actually it was Sheen who moved and left the large remainder of his self in the field of grass. Inside an exterior of silver, the tare dwelt in a dream of his own making.


By and by, Sheen approached the jare. It was the descendant of a turtle. Nearly three million years of evolving had given it the ability to open or close its thick shell whenever it pleased. Large and black and intelligent, it lay with its bare back exposed to the sun. Like the tare, this creature had never, until today, conversed with anyone other than its own kind.


“I love you,” said Sheen.


“Oh, go on with you,” said the embarrassed jare. It slowly closed its shell, just in case. “I’m not that attractive. Besides, you’re a tare and we don’t fraternize with your kind. By the way, what kind of tare are you with that fancy coat of silver? I’ve never seen anything like you.”


“I am Sheen. Take my heart that we shall be one.”


Such a simple conquest it was. The ego-eater quickly conned the jare and consumed his will. Figuratively smacking his lips, Sheen then looked about for something else of the planet to sample.


Over his head, a cloud in the sky began a lazy descent to the ground, moved toward a spread of soft grass. A large brown creature stepped foot to earth and gestured for the cloud to ascend to its former place in the sky. Sheen observed with interest as the big creature stretched out on the ground. His curiosity increased when the brown one did nothing more than begin a casual search through the high clover.


He approached to within feet of the dark head. All at once he knew. Here was the offspring of Homo sapiens, a species that long lay moldering in the grave. Was this brown personage Homo Superior? Obviously the brown one considered himself at least that, since he and his kind called themselves Gods.


“Come no closer,” said the God, not lifting his attention from the grass. “Stand off or you’ll burn yourself on my protective energy shield.”


“What are you doing?” said Sheen.


“Looking for four-leaf clovers.”


“Good Lord, why?”


“It amuses me.”


“I love you.”


The God raised his head. His eyes were dark and fathomless. “Not today, Sheen. You’re in your infancy and haven’t the power to beguile me.”


“It’s only the energy that separates us. I’ll learn how to penetrate it and show your mind a vision of perfection.”


The God’s eyes were still. “I have lowered the shield. Assault me at once.”


It was no assault at all. A fleck of down couldn’t pierce steel. The astute Sheen learned his lesson. “You are not yet for me. Sheen would starve with only Gods to feed upon.”


He went away and left the brown monarch to his clover hunting. There were degrees of greatness. A novice shouldn’t set his sights too high. That which reigned directly beneath the Gods would be fair game.


Sheen turned back toward his birthplace, the Valley of the Dead, and by and by he drew near his mountain. To his surprise he saw a figure busily chopping off pieces of his volcano. The silver being knew things without understanding how he knew them. His mind was like a tightly rolled scroll. Confrontations with reality caused it to loosen, to play out a bit. Knowledge was there in his mind, startling and irrefutable. One day the scroll would be completely unwound. Until then, he would learn himself and the world a little at a time.


He knew something about the creature who was hacking at his mountain. Without ever having seen one, he knew what the thing was. It called itself Homo sapiens. In this, it was mistaken. The Gods were the descendants of man. The creature with the ax looked a good deal like Homo sapiens: It had hair on its head, in its armpits and groin; it had two arms and legs, a nose, two eyes, a mouth, a small jaw and a large cranium. It was cunning, omnivorous, and it built cities. It possessed a conscience. But it had no hands. Instead it had paws. Attached to its wrists were metal appendages which it used as hands.


“Hail!” said Sheen. He expected no response, but the creature surprised him by dropping the ax and whirling.


“Upon my soul! What an incredible day. What an incredible fossil.”


“Who, me?”


“Indeed! You bear a remarkable resemblance to the Effu.”


“The what?”


“An extinct serpent. It required uranium to survive, and there simply wasn’t enough of it around.”


“I am Sheen. Who might you be?”


The creature bowed. “Professor Blok, Archeological Institute at Osfar, at your service, sir.”


“I’m glad to hear it.”


“What are you?”


“I told you. Sheen. New genus.”


“If I might have a piece of you to take away with me? I’d love to examine you under a scope.”


Sheen shrugged. “We’ll see. But first, pray tell, you’re an inferior type of your species, are you not?”


Blok’s eyebrows rose. “As a matter of fact, I’m not an inferior man. My health is only fair, but I’m above average in intelligence and I hold an important position in my society.”


“Oh, hell, I have such rotten luck these days.”


“What seems to be the trouble?”


“I can’t do my thing.”


“What is your thing?”


“It’s difficult to explain.”


His expression slightly impatient, Blok picked up the ax and attacked the volcanic wall.


“I’ve an uncanny nature,” said Sheen. “I can’t come into physical contact with a thing unless it grants me permission. You can see that this would be a lonely position for one to be in. I’m a very gregarious person, must have a pal or I go mad.”


Blok was beginning to perspire. The rock was hard, barely yielding to the sharp blade. “I’ll be your pal,” he said, over his shoulder.


“What a wonderful thing for you to say. Just for that I’ll do something wonderful in return.” Sheen showed the Professor a picture of perfection.


Blok dropped the ax. “Good Lord!” he yelped.


“Ecstatic, eh?”


“How did you do that? How did you put that picture in my mind?”


“Does it matter?” said Sheen.


“Are you a telepath?”


“I haven’t the slightest idea of what goes on in your mind. But I’m wasting my time here. I don’t want to fool around with a superior person. What I need is a dumb one, somebody who can’t discern a guileful remark. I’m afraid you would be too quick for me.”


Said Blok, “See here, what are you up to? What are you going to do if you find yourself a dumb man?”


“Invite him to live in that world you see in your mind.”


“Is that all?”


“That’s really and truly all.”


Blok thought it over. “It’s such an attractive place, you might not be doing him an injustice. What would he have to give as payment?”


“His ego. That part of him won’t fit in paradise. Botches up the works.”


“Uncanny. What do you do with his ego?”


“Preserve it.”


“Hmm,” said Blok.


Sheen snorted grumpily. “Give me my picture, I must be off in search of someone who needs blessed peace.”


“I sort of hate to part with it.”


“Hand it over. You won’t do. You have too developed a brain to tolerate true pleasure.”


Blok looked displeased. “The best things in life are appreciated most by the most intelligent.”


“Pshaw.”


“The more awareness there is, the more there is to be aware of.”


Sheen grew a hand on his tare-forearm and scratched his head. “I don’t think so. I think you may be in error.”


Laughing, Blok said, “For a second there you sounded like old Trop, a colleague of mine.”


“Trop? Oh, yes, I know the man. Very sound fellow.”


This time it was the Professor’s turn to doubt. “How can you know him? You didn’t even know I was a man.”


“Who said that? I never said that.”


“You did.”


Again Sheen scratched his head. “Somebody around here is mixed up. But you may take my word for it, Trop is an old acquaintance of mine, and it is my humble opinion that he’s a stout fellow.”


Blok glared. “He’s a buffoon and you know it. He has the gall to attempt a dissertation on the Effu. I mean, how silly can you get? No one knows a thing about it but me.”


“I know about it, and Trop will, too, shortly.”


“What do you mean?”


“He and I made a deal. He’s going to give me his ego and in return I’m giving him the lowdown on the Effu. He’ll be famous once he gets that paper finished.”


“You can’t!” Blok’s face was red. “I’ve been hunting the Effu’s genealogy for ten years. That snake is mine!”


“How can something extinct for ten thousand years be yours? Don’t be a hog.”


“But not Trop! He’s insufferable!”


“You have to admit he has a lot of courage. Imagine someone handing over his ego in exchange for the genealogy of every snake that every lived? And I mean every snake. Trop will be omniscient. But, still, the ego is a very personal thing and shouldn’t be given to everyone who comes along.”


“Omniscient!” Horror was in every line of Blok’s face.


“Yes. Incidentally, the Effu didn’t pass away because he ran out of uranium and starved to death.”


“He did!”


“He lived too homogenously, dropped the eggs in the same old places. By and by, the area became volcanic and Effu didn’t have sense enough to move.”


Blok’s jaw was slack but his eyes were hot. “What does that mean?”


Sheen grew nails on his tare-paws, examined them. “Those eggs had extremely thin shells.”


“Go on.”


“Suppose you laid a thin-shelled egg on a slice of shale, and then suppose you hammered gently on its bottom side?”


“Good God, they cracked! The rumbling broke them!”


“Elementary.”


Cried Blok, “Ha, that damned Trop can climb a tree! My paper will beat his into print by at least a week.”


“Shame on you. But then it doesn’t matter if you cheat. The Effu wasn’t much compared to the Kubu.”


“The Kubu!” Blok stamped his feet. “You can’t do it. You can’t tell Trop about the Kubu.”


“That’s more significant than measly old Effu.”


“Wait, wait, just hold on a goddamn minute.” Blok wiped his dripping brow, groaned and rolled his eyes skyward. “You can’t do it. He’d be a hero.”


The Professor was his own special kind of fool. After shivering and trembling and giving the situation some thought, he calmed down and even managed to sound casual. “Keep your blamed picture and your paradise. I don’t care if you make Trop famous. I know what he is, and if others don’t realize it, they deserve whatever they get.”


“I wasn’t trying to hurt you,” said Sheen.


“Well, once he gives you his ego he won’t do any more interfering. He’ll be out of my hair. I can relax and indulge myself in interesting hobbies.”


“You have hobbies?”


Blok waved a careless arm. His breathing was almost back to normal. “I go in for genealogy of a very personal type. What I really want to do is trace my lineage back four or five hundred years. I’ve made a small contribution to the world. Somewhere back in time were unique people who made me what I am. I want to find proof … well, I just want to know who they were. I take pride in them.”


Sheen writhed in anticipation. “How will you begin your research?”


“I already have. I’m a sixth-generation Easterner. My great, great, great-grandfather was one of the pioneers who came over on the Chaos Queen. It was the first train to run out here from the West.”


“Hmm, yes, I know of the Chaos Queen.”


Blok smiled. “What a genealogist does is tramp through graveyards and read headstones. Mostly, that’s what he does. There are courthouse records, but too many times you’re told the place burned down with all the records destroyed. The graveyards are the best bet, and they aren’t bad spots. I take my lunch and spend the day.”


“Sounds like a picnic.”


“Not exactly. Unfortunately, I’m running out of graveyards. In fact, I’m just marking time. The graves I need are fifteen thousand miles across the desert, and I haven’t a hope of making the trip. I’d need at least two months and I have a job that allows me twenty days off a year.”


“You don’t need to make the trip. I can show you your genealogy back to Adam.”


“Who’s he?”


“Mythical father of the human race. Of which you ain’t a member.”


“Ain’t what? I mean, isn’t? I mean, what are you talking about?”


“What makes you think you’re human?”


Blok’s face was a portrait of puzzlement and increasing pique. “What do you think you are, a prophet? Are you trying to say something profound?”


Sheen laughed in good humor. “I like you, Doc, I really do. Do you want me to show you your primeval pappy?”


Alarm flared in Blok’s eyes. He backed away and crouched low with the claw on his metal hands menacing. “Don’t show me anything.”


“Calm down. I won’t do a thing without your permission. Come here and I’ll tell you about your fourth great-granddaddy who’s buried in Chin.”


“Chin!”


“I can see him in my mind right now; tall and fearless, a giant of a fellow in intellect and body. No wonder you’re the man you are.”


Blok came closer. “Really?”


“He was a bit of a hell-raiser, though; spent a few nights in jail.”


The Professor grinned.


“Womanizer, too.”


The Professor blushed.


“As a matter of fact, your ancestress wasn’t his wife.”


Blok blanched in horror.


Sheen grinned. “Practically everyone in Osfar is descended from a whore. What kind of women do you think those trailblazers fraternized with? What kind do you think came out here on the Chaos Queen?”


Blok’s eyes were stark.


Sheen showed him a picture. “See there. That’s your grandpappy who’s buried in Chin.”


The disgust in Blok’s expression changed to admiration. “He was big.”


Sheen showed a second picture. “And there is his father.”


“Oh, he’s so small.”


“Not everyone can be a giant. The height came from the females in that case. And here is his father.”


Blok stood enthralled as Sheen revealed to him the faces and figures of his ancestors, one by one. They flashed through his head like a motion picture. At times he laughed aloud or groaned at the ridiculous poses or modes of dress.


Then, subtly, the facial expressions of the strangers began to change. Or was it the features themselves that were altering?


“They’re getting uglier,” he whispered.


“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Sheen continued to show pictures, and it wasn’t long before Blok was on his knees with his paws over his face.


“No more,” he begged.


“Heck, they’re still wearing clothes. I thought you were an intellectual. I’m showing you the ascendancy backward, and you’re moaning.”


Another picture flashed in Blok’s head. There were two figures in this one. He cried out, “What’s that? Oh, my God, what is that?”


“It’s a man drawing a bead on your grandpappy. Obviously, he missed.”


“A man?” Blok gasped. “It looks like a God. It is a God! And that other thing! That isn’t my ancestor!”


“I’m afraid it is. But don’t give up now. The best is yet to come. To the devil with all these in-betweens, I’m going to show you a specimen of your primeval, primeval ancestors. Ready?”


The picture appeared, and a moment later Blok crumpled to the ground. He lay on his back, staring at the sky, and when Sheen bent over him he saw the surrender in the eyes.


Poor Blok couldn’t take too much knowledge. Almost hungrily he reached for his savior. “Blank it out,” he pleaded. “Take it from my mind. Take me and make me omniscient but never show me that picture again. It makes me want to vomit. I could never hold up my head again.”


Sheen took him from the feet upward. “What does it matter if you descended from a rat? Nobody ever began from himself, except me.”


“It matters,” said Blok, tranquil now and ready for his destiny. “The mind is no good once it rejects itself as I’ve done. It was an instinctive reaction, but I went too far. I can’t go back. I don’t want to go back. I want peace and forgetfulness.”


Sheen had reached his shoulders. “I’ll be gentle with you,” he said. The silver being experienced a twinge of shame. Blok hadn’t been so bad. The man had some very good sides to his character.


“I will forget?” said Blok, as he was completely covered.


“Not exactly. I’m afraid you can’t be omniscient with a memory block.”


Blok saw and was shaken. “Oh, Sheen, you lied. No, you didn’t lie. I lied to myself. Man is an I-want, an I-value, and an I-will. He is a hunger, a conscience and a power. Now I’m an I-want and an I-value. Too late I see that man’s I-will is his most vital part. With it he puts himself onto the path of mobility, makes it possible for his three parts to coexist. Now I have no peace, nor can I ever have it. The I-want is an appetite  that has no boundaries or saturation point. It is a mouth that demands everything in sight. I want, and you provide it for me, but there is no way for me to choose between my wants, no way for me to say, ‘No, not this one,’ ‘Yes, that one.’ Though I know the good and the evil because of my I-value, there is no I-will to state the choice. My I-value can only sit there and judge this hell. A hog of an appetite and a Freudian guilt complex are the best description of what Blok is and will remain. Shame on Sheen. He survives on the agony of others.”


The silver creature winced. “Be still. I say be silent. Chide me no more. I have consumed it all.”


Blok was still. Blok was totally imprisoned. Blok was not.


“How do I do it?” murmured Sheen. “Born in ignorance, I have knowledge unheard of. It is there, a well of it, beneath the surface of my consciousness. A word, phrase or gesture taps that well, and I have all the answers. Nice. But what am I for? Why and who am I?”


He considered the history of Earth: Homo sapiens disappeared somewhere around the year Two Million. His children, Homo Superior, the Gods, became the dominant species. Sapiens had enjoyed experimenting with the genes of other organisms. So did the Gods. Strange crossbreeds came into being. The sparrow and the honeybee were mated and became a fuzzy little creature that made its home in the rotted trunks of trees. Eventually the Gods crossbred it with the housecat. The zizzy was born: a furred, winged, four-legged animal with a stinger on its tail and a high order of intelligence in its complex brain.


While the Gods played with the anatomies of many lesser creatures, one of the least of all creatures began a rapid evolution on its own. The rat gained in stature and intellect. The Gods grew interested, watched and waited and soon saw that the rat was assuming human qualities. This amused them. They taught the rats to be like Homo sapiens of old.


Perhaps evolution always followed the same pattern, or perhaps the interference of the Gods caused the rat species to produce individuals who closely resembled men of olden times. At any rate, it amused the Gods to teach the newly rising species to be men, and when some “rat” reminded the monarchs of a human in their own history, they gave the “rat” the same name. So the rats had their Khans, Lord, Hitler, Freud, et cetera, and never knew the difference.


Eventually the strength of the Gods increased and they lost interest in ordinary events. They had almost total command over matter. They were telepathic and could even move their bodies through the air.


In the year Three Million, Sheen came. He didn’t know his destiny. He would when he began to dream. He was an ego. For the present the Gods were above him, while lower organisms would soon be beneath him. He came to accost and his targets were the evolved descendants of rats; new man; Homo sapiens in nearly every aspect.


Sheen: a creature of conscience and increasing power.




chapter i: the new men of earth


Rik was sitting in his living room reading the paper when a racket came at the window. It intensified until Aril threw it open. Into the room came her pet zizzy. As usual, it flew over Rik with its stinger pointed at him.


“Damn it!” he said, hunching down in the chair. “The next time that thing gets close to me, I’ll hook it with my claw.”


Aril grabbed the zizzy out of the air and held it close. “It doesn’t mean any harm.”


Rik eyed the animal warily. One stab of its stinger in his carotid and he would have no troubles left. “Put it in its cage,” he said. He looked away before she kissed it.


The zizzy nuzzled Aril’s neck with its woolly head and she giggled. She made little crooning sounds and squeezed it so hard it should have popped. It buzzed and snorted and tried to hug her with its puny forearms. Aril had found it in the street, half-dead, and brought it home.


Rik had already tried to get rid of it. Once when Aril was away he drove a hundred miles and dumped it out near an oasis. The zizzy was back home before him, tearing up the new roof gutters and screaming to get in.


He considered it a good-for-nothing. It wouldn’t even gather nectar like a normal zizzy. Probably it had some brain damage. But it was bright enough to recognize a good situation. It was loose almost every night, chasing female zizzys or stealing desserts from window sills, and it conned Aril into reserving big portions of sweets for it. All day it snored in its cage, and in between times it terrorized the man of the house. It had no use for Rik. If he touched its cage door, it buzzed for Aril at the top of its lungs.


Zizzys had a three-foot wingspread. A man couldn’t outrun one in flight. They had long sucker-tongues that could drain a tare dry in a matter of minutes, but they generally didn’t eat meat, preferring fruits or nectar.


Pug was a fair example of his species, except for the intelligence part. He wouldn’t have done a good job of providing for himself. It took cunning to build a pouch in a tree and then weave a handle and fasten it over a limb so that the pouch swung freely. It required brains to compartmentalize the inside of a pouch so that the food and water, the hatching pad and the sleeping quarters didn’t fall in on each other. Pug had no need for a pouch. He ate what Aril fed him, or what he could pilfer, he grounded his females wherever he caught them, he slept in his cage and the tribal calls of his kind didn’t seem to affect him.


Pug weighed close to thirty pounds. Built in three segments, he was black with wide orange stripes that crisscrossed his body. His face was furry, his eyes green, nose very blunt, mouth almost invisible until he opened it, and then there was the red hole full of sucker. He had a long striped tail that ended in a vicious-looking stinger. His arms and legs were too weak to support his weight for long. He had no feet or paws, just big sharp claws that could close about a tree limb and leave indentations in the bark.


A little mane of hair grew down Pug’s neck, and whenever he became excited it stood erect. His wings were gray and nearly transparent, with five tough bones in each. They grew just behind his shoulder blades. When he took off from the ground, he tucked his tail under his belly and bent his arms and legs in tight. In repose, his wings lay on him like a double blanket.


Aril put him in his cage and stood stroking him through the bars. All at once she turned to Rik. “I’m going back to the fold,” she said.


He didn’t react outwardly.


“I need it,” she said, and he knew better than to give her an argument. She hadn’t been to church since she was fifteen years old, but she had forgotten that, along with all the other things.


“I can’t stay away any longer,” she said. “The Lord calls me night and day.”


“Go ahead. It might do you some good.” Right away he knew he had said the wrong thing.


“I’m not going because it will do me good.”


“If you want to join again, go ahead. I hope they take you back, and I hope you do a world of good.”


“You’re pacifying me.”


“No, I’m not. But if you want my advice, stay away from Brog and his pack of nuts.” He knew he shouldn’t have said it. Before she could react, he grabbed his hat and left the house in a hurry.


A few blocks away, a crowd gathered, and he spotted his adopted brother, Jak, in the middle of it. He pushed his way in and grabbed Jak’s arm. “Come out of here,” he said.


Jak pulled free. “I want to go with them. I’ll never learn if I stay out of everything.”


“You know all about zizzys that you need to know.”


“They’re raiding the Gods’ silos.”


Rik made a sound of disgust as he saw a group of policemen hurrying up the street. It was too late. He and Jak were about to be conscripted.


The officer with the loudest voice and the biggest badge climbed onto a box. “Everybody in this bunch is deputized!” he shouted. “Dissenters will be escorted to the courthouse where their names will be recorded in the Book of Cowards.”


Rik stood still while a badge was pinned to his shirt.


“You ready to do your duty?” said the officer, suspicious because this man hadn’t joined in the cheering. When Rik nodded, he said, “Get to the arsenal and pick up your weapon.”


Yelling good-naturedly, the mob shoved its way across a boulevard to the red brick arsenal. Uniformed men threw guns out the door and metal hands snatched them from the air.


They went in big trucks that ground across the desert like sluggish bugs. There were six vehicles with twenty men in each. They all knew what to do, whether or not they had gone after zizzys before.


Everyone knew the psychology of King Bebe. Bebe was some kind of nut. Fifty years ago it had been a dog-eat-dog world, but now it was civilized. Every so often Bebe decided to ignore the armistice. Attacks on the silos weren’t a declaration of war against men, but the treaty specifically stated that the property of Gods was to be left alone. People were liable to get killed if the Gods became perturbed. It didn’t matter if a person had two legs or a pair of wings; the Gods became emotional when their silos were raided. They had to eat three-dimensional food and they didn’t like spending time growing and harvesting it just to have men or zizzys steal it.


When zizzys went on a silo raid, men went out and attacked them. If the attack was successful, if the zizzys were driven back into the desert before the Gods came, everyone could go home and tell about their war experiences and not worry about Godly retribution. The fact that Gods never wreaked vengeance on those not actually at the scene of the crime was irrelevant. There was always the possibility the Gods would grow incensed enough to wipe out a whole city, maybe the entire race. Who understood anything about Gods; who could predict their reactions? Besides, war was hell.


If the danger from man had been confined to his ability to shoot at and hit a moving target, the zizzys never would have pressed for an armistice. But man was cruel and crafty. He was good at setting traps, his poisons were virulent and his fire was intolerable. An armistice was the only solution.
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