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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.






 

Book Three

 

Mirror of Minds

 

 

 


 

I. To Be Reborn

 

"That I could drink thy veins as wine, and eat 

Thy breasts like honey! that from face to feet 

Thy body were abolished and consumed, 

And in my flesh thy very flesh entombed!" 

—Swinburne, Anactoria

 

"These two things, the spiritual and the material, though we call them by different names, in their origin are one and the same." 

—Lao-tzu

 

GORGIAS DRIFTED.

Suddenly, the flow of a muddy universe pressed cold darkness into his eyes. Pliant masses slipped into all his openings—probes tapping his will, scattering his strength as they collected his thoughts.

He gulped the damp blackness, longing for a dry clearing in the infinite substance, a warm breeze to convince him that he still had a skin. He dreamed of a fiery explosion that would break the vise of Myraa's dungeon.

Fleeting images cut through his visual field. The mind-maze was everywhere around him, falling away into pits and opening into passages; space twisted and folded in upon itself. Moments of pain and pleasure wandered through him like hungry vermin, keeping his will in check.

He dreamed again of pushing himself into her limbs. Her eyes would be his eyes, her breath his own, joining him once more to the universe of his birth; but there seemed to be no way out of the prison within her.

He ached to be pulled from the darkness, as once his father had drawn him through the knothole of his mother's womb; but Myraa would never allow him to be reborn.

He dreamed of light.

 

* * * *

 

He stood on a dark mirror. Shapes rose through the surface, as if they were sea creatures coming up for air. Faces, curious about him as they drew near and whisked away.

The black surface softened and gave way. He slid toward some central abyss. The softness closed around him, wrapping him in forgetfulness....

He kicked, waited and kicked again....

 

* * * *

 

He peered around, shivering in a cathedral of ice.

Pale beams shot through clouded windows, illuminating a barren area on the floor far below him.

His life had been a dream; he was only a nightmare, thinking that it had been real, that it had once had a body, a purpose; the illusion of self and past, of lost power, would soon fade away with the hope of new things.

“Why was I given this?” he asked, forming the thought, thrusting it outward.

It rushed away from him, echoing back from a great distance. Then it became a grotesque, birdlike thing which cried out and flew at his eyes; in a moment it had passed into his mind and was tearing at his insides.

His throat struggled to hurl storms, but his thoughts were impotent, forming only silent words; his hatred huddled, fearful of showing itself, lest Myraa punish him.

“Myraa!” he cried as talons tore at his brain.

The silence waited within him.

“Answer me!"

Her thoughts watched him like beasts of prey, hungry but holding back. He was afraid that she would dissolve what was left of him, let it slip into nothing.

“See what you are,” a pitiless thought whispered, passing through him. He was completely vulnerable. Minds rushed through him like wind through trees, exposing secret fears and shames on the way, tearing apart hopes, mocking his personal boundaries.

“Let me die.” He pushed the thought outward.

There was no answer.

“Let me go! What can there be for me, like this?"

Space trembled around him. The infrastructure of reality was vibrant with minds. They nestled in folds and byways, distending the darkness, forming galaxies of consciousness.

Slowly, he became aware of a vast center, a pulsing enigma from which all nourishment flowed. He reached out, probing this heart of fire, sensing that even Myraa had no control over it.

He coiled his will and struck inward, spiraling inward into dimensionless points, held steady by his hatred. No one moved to stop him.

But his determination faltered when, after an age, he was no closer to the center.

The muddy universe closed in again, flowing into him as he struggled to throw up defenses.

“Why?” he asked, coiling tighter within himself. There had to be a way to regain control of Myraa's nervous system.

The darkness pressed in harder around him. He cried out and pushed back, but the effort filled him with pain and trembling. He coiled his will even more tightly. What he needed from the central fire was enough strength to strike out from his fortress self. Unfinished things wore away at him, insisting that if he dared enough, willed intensely enough, then he would be given the power he needed to prevail.

The darkness loosened its grip. Morning glowed around him, promising the rise of a million suns. The gathered dead within Myraa looked forward to a vague life beyond life, but he would do what no mind in nature had ever attempted. He would rend worlds, darken suns, shatter the minds of those who had taken everything from him.

“And what will it bring you?” a slippery thought asked.

“That will only be the beginning,” he answered.

“Forget!” Myraa commanded, scattering the growing army of his resolve. He retreated, but she breached his walls and moved toward his center.

He shuddered and tried to resist.

“Let go of what you were,” she said, encamped within him. She closed herself around his heart and squeezed.

“No!” He pictured her body and hurled knives at it.

She became visible. One shoulder was bloody.

“I don't care!” he shouted, realizing that he would gladly tear her to pieces if he could.

She thrust the memory of his death into his mind. Pain surged through his lost body as the beam weapon blinded him and burned his flesh.

“I gathered you up,” she said.

“Only to imprison me."

“To save you."

“For what?” he asked. Her compassion was a weapon, ready to strike if he let down his guard.

Suddenly he knew, and her fear stabbed back in confirmation. She was using the darkness to prevent him from learning how to act in this realm.

“I will be what I was!” he cried.

But without the weakening sympathies and troubled feelings of his previous self; death had taken all that from him, leaving him a new strength to explore.

 

 

 


 

II. Dark Mirror

 

"All, all of a piece throughout: 

Thy chase had a beast in view; 

Thy wars brought nothing about; 

Thy lovers were all untrue. 

'Tis well an old age is out, 

And time to begin a new." 

—Dryden

 

RAFAEL KURBI FELT UNEASY as he grasped the railing of his terrace and gazed out over the ocean; nothing was as it had been. He wished that the past would take him by the hand and lead him back to better times. What better times? The past was inhabited by unhappy, far-off things and lost battles. His sentiments mocked him. What would he be when he crossed the century mark? Wallowing in nostalgia. The time was coming when he would have to start erasing certain debilitating memories.

He had failed in the Herculean affair. The death of Gorgias had left him with half-asked questions, vague insights and haunting suspicions. He could still picture the impressive lines of Herculean infantry moving forward in the searchlights. The fact that Gorgias might have cycled the troop storage cylinder more than once, to materialize as many identical divisions as he might have needed, still brought a queasiness to Kurbi's stomach. The final battle had been more of a close call than anyone was willing to admit.

Five years.

Yet it seemed that he had seen the charred bodies only a few days ago. It still seemed to him that he might have prevented Gorgias's death. The soldier who burned him had fired without orders, on his own impulse.

“Have you become a statue?” a familiar voice asked.

Kurbi turned around. “What are you doing here?"

Julian Poincaré's image shrugged. “Can't I come see you?"

Kurbi walked through him and sat down. Julian ignored the insult. “Okay, Raf, so perhaps we're not the friends we were, but we have important matters to discuss. Will you listen?"

“Do I have a choice?"

“I'm here to do you a favor."

“Get to the point."

“We want you to go to Myraa's World ... to look around and see what might be going on."

Kurbi felt himself tighten, as if he had just been pulled out of darkness into a harsh light. “Whatever for?” he asked, swallowing hard.

“Certain studies suggest that their mentalistic skills may pose a danger to us. There may be a weapons aspect.” Julian paused and stared at him. “Well, that's what our various students say after examining the cult's claims. Something may be going on. I'll be honest. The people I work with just don't trust the Herculean survivors."

Kurbi laughed. “Troubled consciences. You're afraid that Gorgias will send his ghost to haunt you."

“Not me. I was ordered to talk to you, to ask you if you feel anything."

“Just my usual doubts and conscience.” There was more to this than Julian was telling, Kurbi suspected. “Next you'll tell me they're considering rounding up the remaining Herculeans and killing them, or destroying the planet."

“That's why I want you to go and check things. If there's any kind of danger, you'll be trustworthy and we'll be sure. Raf, I fought hard for this much."

“So it's true. They want to be rid of everything that's left."

“If you care, then go see. Otherwise you'll be left out."

“And if I refuse?"

“Others will go, not so sympathetic."

“What's the use?"

“Raf, they're very sure about this. If you'd participated in the investigations of the last five years, you might feel differently."

“Do you believe it?"

“If you'd been told some of the things I have, you'd think long and hard about destroying Myraa's World while you still had a chance."

“What did they tell you?"

Poincaré sat down on an invisible chair. “They can ... reach across stellar distances and know what you're thinking. It's possible that they can move objects against us, on a cosmic scale, project irrationalities into our minds. It would take only a few such supermen to do decisive damage."

“And what evidence have you seen for this?"

“None. But it's all implied in the Omega cult's philosophy. Look, I'll grant that our fear of the Herculeans runs deep. Maybe our guilt does also. But we've got to know. The stakes are too high to dismiss this kind of thing, whatever the evidence.” He scratched a bushy eyebrow. “Belief systems that promise survival after death have always struck me as dangerous, sooner or later."

“Don't you see what you're doing to me?” Kurbi asked. “They're planning genocide ... sorry, the completion of genocide, just so they can have certainty and be able to sleep nights. And you come here to blackmail me with the illusory hope that I can save the Herculeans!"

“Say it anyway you like, Raf. I have to get you there while you can still do some good. It's what I can do, and I'm doing it."

“You're not really concerned about me."

“I'm concerned about you too. Let me say it another way. The Old Bones are afraid. They've lived a long time. Earth is prosperous and there's a lot to lose. They're sick of having this hanging over them. Some of the oldest remember the war—they were old even then."

Long life breeds cowards, Kurbi thought.
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