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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.













FORWORD


NEIL GAIMAN







I’ve been reading Harlan Ellison since I was a boy. I have known him as long, although by no means as well, as his wife, Susan—we met in Glasgow in 1985 at the same convention at which he first met and wooed his better half.


I interviewed him then for Space Voyager, a magazine for which I had written the previous two years, and which had, until that point, appeared perfectly healthy. The issue of the magazine that was to contain my interview with Harlan went to press…and the publisher pulled the plug on it, with the magazine half-printed, and fired the editor. I took the interview to an editor at another magazine. He paid me for it…and was fired the following day.


I decided at that point that it was unhealthy to write about Harlan, and retired the interview to a filing cabinet, in which it will sit until the end of the world. I cannot be responsible for the firing of any more editors, the closing of any more magazines.


There is no one in the world in any way like Harlan. This has been observed before, by wiser and abler people than I. This is true; and it is quite beside the point.


It has, from time to time, occurred to me that Harlan Ellison is engaged on a Gutzon Borglum-sized work of performance art—something huge and enduring. It’s called Harlan Ellison: a corpus of anecdotes and tales and adversaries and performances and friends and articles and opinions and rumours and explosions and treasures and echoes and downright lies. People talk about Harlan Ellison, and they write about Harlan, and some of them would burn him at the stake if they could do it without getting into too much trouble; and some of them would probably worship at his feet if it weren’t for the fact he’d say something that would make them go away feeling very small and very stupid. People tell stories in Harlan’s wake, and some of them are true and some of them aren’t, and some of them are to his credit and some of them aren’t.


And that is also quite beside the point.


When I was ten I had a lisp, and was sent to an elocution teacher named Miss Webster who, for the next six years, taught me a great deal about drama and public speaking and, incidentally, got rid of the lisp somewhere in year one. She must have had a first name, but I’ve forgotten it now. She was magnificent—a stumpy, white-haired old theatrical lesbian (or so her pupils assumed) who smoked black cigarillos and was surrounded at all times by a legion of amiable but rather stupid Scottie dogs. She had huge bosoms, which she would rest on the table while she watched me recite the tongue-twisters and dramatic pieces I had been assigned. Miss Webster died about fifteen years ago, or so I was told by another ex-pupil of hers I met at a party some years back.


She is one of the very small number of people who have told me things for my own good that I’ve paid attention to. (There is, needless to say, a very large number of people—including, now I come to think of it, Harlan—who’ve told me perfectly sensible things for my own good that I’ve, for one reason or another, ignored completely.)


Anyway: I got to be fourteen years old and, one day, after a particularly imaginative interpretation of a Caliban speech, Miss Webster leaned back in her chair, lit a cigarillo with a flourish, and said, “Neil, dear. I think there’s something you ought to know. Listen: to be eccentric, you must first know your circle.”




And I—for once—heard, and listened, and understood. You can fuck around with the rules as much as you want to—after you know what the rules are. You can be Picasso after you know how to paint. Do it your way; but know how to do it their way first.


 


I’ve had a personal relationship with Harlan Ellison for much longer that I’ve known him. Which is the scariest thing about being a writer, because you make stories up and write stuff down and that’s what you do. But people read it and it affects them or it whiles away a train journey, whatever, and they wind up moved or changed or comforted by the author, whatever the strange process is, the one-way communication from the stuff they read. And it’s not why the stories were written. But it’s true, and it happens.


I was eleven when my father gave me two of the Carr Wollheim BEST SF anthologies and I read “I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream” and discovered Harlan. Over the next few years I bought everything of his I could find. I still have most of those books.


When I was twenty-one I had the worst day of my life. (Up to then, anyway. There have been two pretty bad days since. But this was worse than them.) And there was nothing in the airport to read but SHATTERDAY, which I bought. I got onto the plane, and read it crossing the Atlantic. (How bad a day was it? It was so bad I was slightly disappointed when the plane touched down gently at Heathrow without having, at any point on the journey, burst into flames or plunged flaming from the sky. That’s how bad it was.)


And on the plane I read SHATTERDAY, which is a collection of mostly kick-ass stories—and introductions to stories—about the relationship between writers and stories. Harlan told me about wasting time (in “Count the Clock That Tells the Time”), and I thought, fuck it, I could be a writer. And he told me that anything more than twelve minutes of genuine personal pain was self-indulgence, which did more to jerk me out of the state of complete numbness I was in than anything else could have done. And when I got home I took all the pain and the fear and the grief, and all the conviction that maybe I was a writer, damn it, and I began to write. And I haven’t stopped yet. SHATTERDAY, more or less, made me what I am today.


Your fault, Ellison. And again, quite beside the point.


 


So: THE BEAST THAT SHOUTED LOVE AT THE HEART OF THE WORLD, to which I bid you welcome.


My copy’s the 1979 Pan (U.K.) edition: On the cover of this paperback, Blood’s a purple thing that looks like a house-cat; Vic, behind him, is apparently a boy in his forties, and is, I think, hopping about on one leg. Still, most of Harlan’s British covers had spaceships on them, so I mustn’t grumble. And the back cover calls Harlan “The chief prophet of the New Wave in science fiction,” attributing the opinion to The New Yorker.


Definition time, primarily for those of you born after 1970. The New Wave: a term, almost as unproductive as Cyberpunk would be, fifteen years on, used to describe a motley bunch of writers working in the latter half of the Sixties, loosely orbiting but not exclusively confined to New Worlds magazine in the Moorcock era and the original DANGEROUS VISIONS anthology, edited by the author of this collection. (If you want more information than that go and find a copy of the Clute-Nicholls ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SCIENCE FICTION, and check out the New Wave entry.)




Harlan may well have been “a prophet of the New Wave,” but his foremost prophecy seems to have consisted of pointing out, in the introduction to this volume, that there was no such thing, just a bunch of writers, some of whom were pushing the edge of the envelope.


I never noticed the New Wave as anything particularly distinct or separate, when it was happening. It was Stuff to Read. Good stuff to read, even if it sometimes skirted the edge of incomprehensibility. I read it as I read all adult fiction, as a window into a world I didn’t entirely understand: found Spinrad’s BUG JACK BARRON a lot of fun, Moorcock’s A CURE FOR CANCER addictive and curious. Ballard was distant and strange and made me think of stories told over the tannoy in far-off airports, Delany showed me that words could be beautiful, Zelazny made myths. And if they were the “New Wave” I liked it. But I liked most things back then. (“Yeah, that’s your trouble, Gaiman,” said Harlan, when I chided him recently for suggesting that someone I like should be sprinkled with sacred meal and then sacrificed, “you like everyone.” It’s true, mostly.)


I’ve digressed a little.


Fiction is a thing of its time, and as times change so does our take on the fiction. Consider the Reagan section of “Santa Glaus vs. S.P.I.D.E.R.” consider Reagan’s final smile “like a man who has regained that innocence of childhood or nature that he had somehow lost.” Scary, in a way Harlan never intended, writing about the pompadoured Governor of California. Yet in another few years Reagan and his smile will have begun to lose meaning. He’ll lose significance, become a name in the past for the readers, an odd historical name (I’m just old enough to know why the Spiro Agnew gag was funny), just as the who and the what and the why of the New Wave fade into the black. In a couple of his books James Branch Cabell footnoted the famous of his time—something that was viewed as (and was perhaps partly) an ironic comment—after all, who, today, would bother with an explanatory footnote of John Grisham or John Major or Howard Stern But Cabell’s ironic footnotes are now useful information. Time passes. We forget. The bestselling novel in 1925 was (I am informed by Steve Brust) SOUNDINGS by A. Hamilton Gibbs. Huh? And who? Still, “Santa Claus…” works, and will keep working as long as there are B-movie spy plots to deconstruct; and as long as there is injustice.


It’s true of the rest of the tales herein. They remain relevant; the only thing in the anthology that feels dated is the Introduction, as Harlan grooves to Jimi Hendrix and points to Piers Anthony as an underground writer. But hell, no one reads introductions anyway. (Admit it. You’re not reading this, are you?)


And along with Spiro Agnew and A. Hamilton Gibbs and Howard Stern, the anecdotes and tales and the Legend in His Own Lifetime stuff about Harlan (most of which is, more or less, true-ish) and all the Gutzon Borglum stuff (and I ought to have given Gutzon, who carved the presidential faces into Mount Rushmore, his own footnote) will also be forgotten.


But the stories last. The stories remain.


“To be eccentric,” says Miss Webster, dead for fifteen years, in the back of my head, her voice dry, her elocution perfect, “you must first know your circle.” Know the rules before you break them. Learn how to draw, then break the rules of drawing. Learn to craft a story and then show people things they’ve seen before in ways they’ve never seen.




That’s what these stories are about. Some of them are quite brilliant, and they sparkle and glitter and shine and wound and howl, and some of them aren’t; but in all of them you can see Harlan experimenting, trying new things, new techniques, new voices: craft and voices he’d later refine into the calm assurance of, say, DEATHBIRD STORIES, his examination of the myths we live by; into the stories of SHATTERDAY, in which he took apart, hard, the cannibalistic relationship between the writer and the story; or the bitter elegies of ANGRY CANDY.


He knew his circle; and he dared to go outside it.


 


Being preamble to Harlan is a strange and scary business. I take down the battered and thumbed and treasured paperbacks from the bookshelves and look at them, and there’s Harlan on the back cover, with a pipe or a typewriter, and I wonder at how young he looks (it would be foolish to remark that Harlan is the youngest a-whisker-away-from-sixty-year-old I’ve ever met—it’s patronizing and implies that it’s a wonder that he’s still in full possession of his faculties and capable of telling the Mah-jongg tiles apart; but he has a sense of wonder that’s been beaten out of most people by the time they hit their twenties, and a certain cyclonic energy that puts me in mind of my eight-year-old daughter Holly, or of a particularly fiendish explosive device with a ferocious sense of humour; and more than that, he still has convictions and the courage of them); and I then realize the company I’m in, and I reread Stephen King’s introduction to STALKING THE NIGHTMARE and watch Steve making the same points I’m trying so haltingly to make, that it’s not about the personality, or the tales about Harlan, or even about Harlan the person. It’s not about having the pleasure it gave me to hand Harlan the World Fantasy Award for Life Achievement, nor is it about the stunned expressions on the faces of the assembled banquetters, as they listened to his humble and gracious acceptance speech. (I lie through my teeth. Not humble. Not even very gracious. Very funny, though. And they were stunned).


Really, all it’s about is a shelf of books, and a pile of stories, written as well as he could write them when he wrote them, which is not beside the point; which is, in fact, the whole point.


And Harlan continues to write, well, and passionately, and fiercely. (I commend to your attention his story “The Man Who Rowed Christopher Columbus Ashore” in the 1993 BEST AMERICAN SHORT STORIES collection—every bit as experimental as anything produced in the wildest excesses of the New Wave, and entirely successful. He knows his circle. He is willing to explore outside it.)


So: twelve stories follow.


These are not stories that should be forgotten; and some of you are about to read them for the first time.


Prepare to leave the circle, with a more-than-capable guide.


I envy you.


Neil G aiman / December 1993
















INTRODUCTION


The Waves in Rio







Standing in the hotel window staring out at the Atlantic Ocean, nightcrashing onto the Copacabana beach. Down in Brazil on a fool’s mission, talking to myself. Standing in the window of a stranger whom I suddenly know well, while down the Avenida Atlantica in another window, one I know well, who has suddenly become a stranger.


Watching the onyx waves rippling in toward shore, suddenly facing out like green bottle glass, cresting white with lace, reaching, pawing toward shore, and spasming once finally, before vanishing into the sponge sand. I am a noble moron. I compose a poem.


My poem says, standing here, staring out across the works of man, wondering what the hell I’m doing here, an alien in a place he can never know…and there are the waves. Boiling across two thousand miles of emptiness in the terrible darkness, all alone, all the way from Lagos like the Gold Coast blacks who came, stacked belly-to-butt like spoons in the bellies and butts of alien ships. All that way, racing so far, to hurl themselves up on this alien beach, like me.


Now why in the name of reason would anyone, anything, travel that far…just to be alone?


 


Christ on the mountain looks down over Rio de Janeiro, arms spread, benediction silently flowing from stone lips. He was sculpted by an Italian, and brought to this mountain, staring off toward Sugar Loaf. There are lights hidden in Christ. Once a year—you know when—a remote switch is thrown at the other end of those lights, in the Vatican, and the Pope lights Cristo Redentor.


This is the Christ of the wealthy who live in the bauhaus apartments out along Leblon; the Christ of the blue carpet bettors at the Jockey Club; the Christ of those who dine on fondue orientale at the Swiss Chalet; the Christ of those who sail into Rio harbor on proud white yachts so proud and so white the sun blinds anyone staring directly at them. This is the Christ on the mountain.


Rio de Janeiro is a city of startling contrasts: from the yachts and the Jockey Club and the bauhaus apartments…to the shanty villages glued to the sides of the hills, where the poor scrabble for existence in their tropic paradise. Favellas, they are called. Down there below the big Christ, but above even the wealthy, the Gold Coast blacks have deposited their descendants, and the poor mestizos crowd one atop another in shanties built of corrugated shed roofing and wood slat that rots in the pulsing heat. They rise up in a crazy-quilt city above the city. And above them is a smaller hill. And on that hill they have erected another Christ. The Christ of the poor.


They are not noble morons. They are not writers who draw senseless parallels between the great white Christ on the mountain, and the little black Christ on the hill. They only know he is Christ the Redeemer. And though they have not enough cruzeiros to buy food for their rickety children, they have centavos to buy cheap tallow candles to set out on the altar of the street church. Christ will redeem them. They know it.


They are alone. In their own land, they are alone. Christ will never save them. Nor will men ever save them. They will spend their days like the waves from Africa, throwing themselves onto the beach of pitiless living.




They are no better than you or I.


 


I come to this book with clean hands, knowing I have done my work well. What happens with it from this point on, is all afterguessing.


I have drawn my parallels, have sighted down the gun, have sounded the clarion call. To what end?


Perhaps to codify finally for myself what my stories have been saying for the last few years: that man is building for himself a darkness of world that is turning him mad; that the pressures are too great, the machines too often break down, and the alien alone cannot make it. We must think new thoughts, we must love as we have never even suspected we can love, and if there is honor to violence we must get it on at once, have done with it, try to live with our guilt for having so done, and move on.


As with every book I’ve written, when the time comes for looking at it, I feel it is a good book, my best book. Later they tell me it is other things. That I meant something here I’d never thought about; and that I mucked-up that over there because I had neither the talent nor the insight. I cannot worry about that now. Later, perhaps, I’ll worry and over-compensate, but right now, I am satisfied.


There are some things I want to say about these stories. Not all of them, because, as my editor at Avon, George Ernsberger, points out so correctly, “There isn’t, really, something interesting to say about every story ever written—including, often, the very best ones.” But the genesis and writing of some of these stories may be worthy of comment, if not for possible insights into the particular act of creation of this writer, then as craft notes for others passing this way.


The title story, “The Beast That Etcetera,” was intended as an experiment. Consciously so. It was a serious stylistic and structural departure for me; and its warm reception by readers who were willing to go along with me to see if I could make my point, leads me to some conclusions about “avant-garde” writing, in general and in science fiction.


(It is not a sequential story. It is written in a circular form, as though a number of events were taking place around the rim of a wheel, simultaneously. The simultaneity of events around that wheel rim, however, occurs across the artificial barriers of time, space, dimension and thought. Everything comes together, finally, in the center, at the hub of the wheel.)


The “avant-garde” in speculative fiction these last two or three years has been plagued with a need on the part of certain critics and self-styled historians of the genre to categorize with the pigeon-hole label “New Wave.” Any number of writers—no two of whom write anything alike—from Philip José Farmer to Thomas Disch, have been lumped into this clique of “New Wave writers.” The list of those tagged with the appellation grows from moment to moment, and from journalist to journalist:


Aldiss, Brunner, Ballard, Sallis, Zelazny, Delany, Moorcock, Spinrad, Anthony, Wilhelm…everybody save Panshin and Niven (who, patently, are not), have at one time or another been pinned as “New Wave.” And each has denied it.


Because of stories like “The Beast That Shouted Love at the Heart of the World,” and because of the anthology DANGEROUS VISIONS, which I edited, I have also been lumped into this wholly artificial cul-de-sac.




For the record, and for those who need to be told bluntly, I do not believe there is such a thing as “New Wave” in speculative fiction (any more than there is something labeled with the abhorrent abbreviation “sci-fi,” though I do not expect reviewers outside the genre to exercise enough taste to drop this convenient, though totally despicable, slang bastardization of a term presently unsuitable for that which the field has become). It is a convenient journalese expression for inept critics and voyeur-observers of the passing scene, because they have neither the wit nor the depth to understand that this richness of new voices is many waves: each composed of one writer.


Though I am wearied by the overuse of the phrase, “New Wave” is simply a manifestation of many writers doing their thing. To compare what I do with what Chip Delany does, is nonsense. To try drawing parallels between, say, Ballard’s stories involving a codification of the “hero image” in our time, and Brian Aldiss’s “acid-head war” stories, is insanity. To attempt a lumping-together of talents as divergent as the poetic Zelazny and the poetic Sallis, is insulting.


Yet there can be no denying that there is something happening: you don’t know what the hell it is, do you, Mr. Jones, but you know it’s happening, so you call it “New Wave,” and that makes it easier to feel uneasy about, can you dig it, Mr. Jones?


Sure, there’s something happening in this thing I call speculative fiction and you call science fiction and the clots call sci-fi. Just like there’s something happening on college campuses and in rock music and up in Spanish Harlem and all over the place. What is happening is that a great many hip types are opening themselves more completely to all kinds of experiences and modes of expression. (Today, the person who out-of-hand denies anything experimental merely because it is experimental is not even considered square; he’s merely pathetic. Like a tone-deaf, or a color-blind, or a tunnel-vision, or a rabid bigot.


There I was, down in Rio, at Hart Sprayger’s dinner party, with all those glowing leading lights of sf, and Hart laid some Jimi Hendrix on the tape deck, and I was starting to groove behind it—having heard nothing since arriving in Rio but bad samba and worse bubble-gum music—and up walked the supposedly sharp wife of a science fiction “great,” and she wrinkled her snout and said, “Oh, come on, you can’t really like that noise?” I didn’t answer. Why bother. She’ll croak soon anyhow.)


So the thing that is happening is happening all at once. Spinrad is taking his long loud jab at the Establishment’s use of power in BUG JACK BARRON, and ladylike Kate Wilhelm says fuck-you to the accepted modes of constructing a story and cops a well-deserved Nebula with “The Planners,” and Carol Emshwiller and Piers Anthony become the writers to read in the underground, and frankly, who gives a damn which Sewell Peaslee Wright story in 1928 predicted aluminum wrap on sardine cans?


The reactionaries who are always with us…the terrified little children (no matter what their advanced age) who want to keep things as they are…who preach not merely censorship but Stalinist revisionism, in which entire topics become forbidden…these are the Mr. Jones’s of sf. They prattle about “the sense of wonder,” yet they are solidly entombed in concrete: the foundations of their pasts. They are locked into yesterday, while trying to corrupt our dreams of today and tomorrow. They tell us that these new writers, with their new ways of saying things, pollute the precious bodily fluids of science fiction. And they say they will launch a “holy war” against this “New Wave.”


No chance, babies.




They rant to themselves. Every year, more and more, the readership of sf grows more knowledgeable, more aware of the demands of literary excellence. The fuddy-duddy yesterday can certainly be revered, for it contains the roots of our heritage in the form. But to revere is one thing, to totemize is another. To expect to hold up the future merely to let ghosts of yesterday feed on a today they don’t own, is encystment. No one suggests the more traditional forms of sf be denied: there is always more than enough room for a full measure. And with craftsmen like Simak, Asimov, Niven, Clarke, Pohl and del Rey working, we will continue to find new lessons to learn, even in the traditional.


All we ask…no, the time for asking is well past; what we demand is equal time for the new voices. And these new voices are what the labelers have called the “New Wave.”


It is the misnomer “avant-garde,” already thirty-five years a hincty, outdated cliché. It would seem those dedicated to tomorrow would be willing to give free voice to those who envision different tomorrows, differently expressed.


One of these different modes of expression is the one I felt compelled to use in “The Beast.” I’ve explained what that form needed to be, to tell my story the only way I felt it should be told. Yet when it appeared in magazine form, the editor felt it necessary to add explanatory lines, to change the form of the presentation. He felt it was too difficult for his audience to understand, as it appears in this volume. I cannot argue with this editor, so I will no longer write for him. He has said in correspondence that he conceives of his audience as being composed in large part of fourteen-year-old boys whose mommies thumb through the stories to make sure they are pure enough for their sons. Sadly, I do not write specifically for fourteen-year-old boys or their mommies. And so I expect a bit more erudition and concentration and cooperation from my readers. The editor knows I won’t write for him, and he doesn’t think it’s enough of a loss to compensate for the aggravation I give him when he tinkers with the titles or content of my stories. It’s probably better all around: there will now be a lotta mommies of fourteen-year-old boys who can sleep better, knowing Ellison is not loose, polluting their sons’ precious bodily fluids.


But for you, who have bought this book, I wrote “The Beast That Shouted Love at the Heart of the World” without fetters or worries about kids and mommies. And I hope that freedom of creation sparks across to you in the reading.


…It occurs to me that I’ve gone on at considerably greater length than I’d intended, at greater length than I’d promised George Ernsberger I’d hold down to. I was going to relate the six-year-long chain of paranoid events that led to the writing of “Try a Dull Knife.” I was damned anxious to talk about Robin Scott Wilson’s Clarion College Workshop in Science Fiction & Fantasy, at which I wrote “Phoenix” and “The Pitll Pawob Division,” while badgering my students to write a story a day. I wanted to try examining some of the reasons why “Shattered Like a Glass Goblin” is so reacted-to when I read it at college lectures…and why the drug crowd always bums me for having written it.


And most of all, I wanted to talk about “A Boy and His Dog.” Oh, wow, that story.


But I don’t have the space now. And I guess, really, I’ve lost the inclination.


Truly, what I feel is that anyone laying out hard cash for a book like this, deserves some new, specially-written-for-that-book material. But George is right: don’t get out of hand.




I suppose, then, that the bottom line of what I’ve rambled on about here, ties the stories in with what I felt in Rio (and with “waves,” of all kinds): the stories that are merely stories—what Vonnegut calls foma, harmless untruths—are for entertainment. The others are to tell you that as night approaches we are all aliens, down here on this alien Earth. To tell you that not Christ nor man nor governments of men will save you. To tell you that writers about tomorrow must stop living in yesterday and work from their hearts and their guts and their courage to tell us about tomorrow, before all the tomorrows are stolen away from us. To tell you no one will come down from the mountain to save your lily-white hide or your black ass. God is within you. Save yourselves.


Otherwise, why would you have traveled all this way…just to be alone?


Harlan Ellison / Rio de Janeiro 25 March 69
















THE BEAST THAT SHOUTED LOVE AT THE HEART OF THE WORLD







After an idle discussion with the pest control man who came once a month to spray around the outside of his home in the Ruxton section of Baltimore, William Sterog stole a canister of Malathion, a deadly insecticide poison, from the man’s truck, and went out early one morning, following the route of the neighborhood milkman, and spooned medium-large quantities into each bottle left on the rear doorstep of seventy homes. Within six hours of Bill Sterog’s activities, two hundred men, women and children died in convulsive agony.


Learning that an aunt who had lived in Buffalo was dying of cancer of the lymph glands, William Sterog hastily helped his mother pack three bags, and took her to Friendship Airport, where he put her on an Eastern Airlines jet with a simple but efficient time bomb made from a Westclox TravAlarm and four sticks of dynamite in her three-suiter. The jet exploded somewhere over Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. Ninety-three people—including Bill Sterog’s mother—were killed in the explosion, and flaming wreckage added seven to the toll by cascading skydown on a public swimming pool.


On a Sunday in November, William Sterog made his way to Babe Ruth Plaza on 33rd Street where he became one of 54,000 fans jamming Memorial Stadium to see the Baltimore Colts play the Green Bay Packers. He was dressed warmly in gray flannel slacks, a navy-blue turtleneck pullover and a heavy hand-knitted Irish wool sweater under his parka. With three minutes and thirteen seconds of the fourth quarter remaining to be played, and Baltimore trailing seventeen to sixteen on Green Bay’s eighteen-yard line, Bill Sterog found his way up the aisle to the exit above the mezzanine seats, and fumbled under his parka for the U.S. Army surplus M-3 submachine gun he had bought for $49.95 from a mail-order armaments dealer in Alexandria, Virginia. Even as 53,999 screaming fans leaped to their feet—making his range of fire that much better—as the ball was snapped to the quarterback, holding for the defensive tackle most able to kick a successful field goal, Bill Sterog opened fire on the massed backs of the fans below him. Before the mob could bring him down, he had killed forty-four people.


When the first Expeditionary Force to the elliptical galaxy in Sculptor descended on the second planet of a fourth magnitude star the Force had designated Flammarion Theta, they found a thirty-seven-foot-high statue of a hitherto-unknown blue-white substance—not quite stone, something like metal—in the shape of a man. The figure was barefoot, draped in a garment that vaguely resembled a toga, the head encased in a skull-tight cap, and holding in its left hand a peculiar ring-and-ball device of another substance altogether. The statue’s face was curiously beatific. It had high cheekbones; deep-set eyes; a tiny, almost alien mouth; and a broad, large-nostriled nose. The statue loomed enormous among the pitted and blasted curvilinear structures of some forgotten architect. The members of the Expeditionary Force commented on the peculiar expression each noted on the face of the statue. None of these men, standing under a gorgeous brass moon that shared an evening sky with a descending sun quite dissimilar in color to the one that now shone wanly on an Earth unthinkably distant in time and space, had ever heard of William Sterog. And so none of them was able to say that the expression on the giant statue was the same as the one Bill Sterog had shown as he told the final appeals judge who was about to sentence him to death in the lethal-gas chamber, “I love everyone in the world. I do. So help me God, I love you, all of you!” He was shouting.




 


Crosswhen, through interstices of thought called time, through reflective images called space; another then, another now. This place, over there. Beyond concepts, the transmogrification of simplicity finally labeled if. Forty and more steps sidewise but later, much later. There, in that ultimate center, with everything radiating outward, becoming infinitely more complex, the enigma of symmetry, harmony, apportionment singing with fine-tuned order in this place, where it all began, begins, will always begin. The center. Crosswhen.


Or: a hundred million years in the future. And: a hundred million parsecs beyond the farthest edge of measurable space. And: parallax warpages beyond counting across the universes of parallel existences. Finally: an infinitude of mind-triggered leaps beyond human thought.


There: Crosswhen.


 


On the mauve level, crouched down in deeper magenta washings that concealed his arched form, the maniac waited. He was a dragon, squat and round in the torso, tapered ropy tail tucked under his body; the small, thick osseous shields rising perpendicularly from the arched back, running down to the end of the tail, tips pointing upwards; his taloned shorter arms folded across his massive chest. He had the seven-headed dog faces of an ancient Cerberus. Each head watched, waiting, hungry, insane.


He saw the bright yellow wedge of light as it moved in random patterns through the mauve, always getting closer. He knew he could not run, the movement would betray him, the specter light finding him instantly. Fear choked the maniac. The specter light had pursued him through innocence and humility and nine other emotional obfuscations he had tried. He had to do something, get them off his scent. But he was alone on this level. It had been closed down some time before, to purge it of residue emotions. Had he not been so terribly confused after the killings, had he not been drowning in disorientation, he would never have trapped himself on a closed level.


Now that he was here, there was nowhere to hide, nowhere to escape the specter light that would systematically hunt him down. Then they would purge him.


The maniac took the one final chance; he closed down his mind, all seven brains, even as the mauve level was closed down. He shut off all thought, banked the fires of emotion, broke the neural circuits that fed power to his mind. Like a great machine phasing down from peak efficiency, his thoughts slackened and wilted and grew pale. Then there was a blank where he had been. Seven dog-heads slept.


The dragon had ceased to exist in terms of thought, and the specter light washed past him, finding nothing there to home in on. But those who sought the maniac were sane, not deranged as he was: their sanity was ordered, and in order they considered every exigency. The specter light was followed by heat-seeking beams, by mass-tallying sensors, by trackers that could hunt out the spoor of foreign matter on a closed-down level.


They found the maniac. Shut down like a sun gone cold, they located him, and transferred him: he was unaware of the movement; he was locked away in his own silent skulls.




But when he chose to open his thoughts again, in the timeless disorientation that follows a total shutdown, he found himself locked in stasis in a drainage ward on the 3rd Red Active Level. Then, from seven throats, he screamed.


The sound, of course, was lost in the throat baffles they had inserted, before he had turned himself back on. The emptiness of the sound terrified him even more.


He was imbedded in an amber substance that fit around him comfortably; had it been a much earlier era, on another world, in another continuum, it would have been simply a hospital bed with restraining straps. But the dragon was locked in stasis on a red level, crosswhen. His hospital bed was anti-grav, weightless, totally relaxing, feeding nutrients through his leathery hide along with depressants and toners. He was waiting to be drained.


Linah drifted into the ward, followed by Semph. Semph, the discoverer of the drain. And his most eloquent nemesis, Linah, who sought Public Elevation to the position of Proctor. They drifted down the rows of amber-encased patients: the toads, the tambour-lidded crystal cubes, the exoskeletals, the pseudopodal changers, and the seven-headed dragon. They paused directly in front and slightly above the maniac. He was able to look up at them; images seven times seen; but he was not able to make sound.


“If I needed a conclusive reason, here’s one of the best,” Linah said, inclining his head toward the maniac.


Semph dipped an analysis rod into the amber substance, withdrew it and made a hasty reading of the patient’s condition. “If you needed a greater warning,” Semph said quietly, “this would be one of the best.”


“Science bends to the will of the masses,” Linah said.


“I’d hate to have to believe that,” Semph responded quickly. There was a tone in his voice that could not be named, but it undershadowed the aggressiveness of his words.


“I’m going to see to it, Semph; believe it. I’m going to have the Concord pass the resolution.”


“Linah, how long have we known each other?”


“Since your third flux. My second.”


“That’s about right. Have I ever told you a lie, have I ever asked you to do something that would harm you?”


“No. Not that I can recall.”


“Then why won’t you listen to me this time?”


“Because I think you’re wrong. I’m not a fanatic, Semph. I’m not making political hay with this. I feel very strongly that it’s the best chance we’ve ever had.”


“But disaster for everyone and everywhere else, all the way back, and God only knows how far across the parallax. We stop fouling our own nest, at the expense of all the other nests that ever were.”


Linah spread his hands in futility. “Survival.”


Semph shook his head slowly, with a weariness that was mirrored in his expression. “I wish I could drain that, too.”


“Can’t you?”


Semph shrugged. “I can drain anything. But what we’d have left wouldn’t be worth having.”




The amber substance changed hue. It glowed deep within itself with a blue intensity. “The patient is ready,” Semph said. “Linah, one more time. I’ll beg if it’ll do any good. Please. Stall till the next session. The Concord needn’t do it now. Let me run some further tests, let me see how far back this garbage spews, how much damage it can cause. Let me prepare some reports.”


Linah was firm. He shook his head in finality. “May I watch the draining with you?”


Semph let out a long sigh. He was beaten, and knew it. “Yes, all right.”


The amber substance carrying its silent burden began to rise. It reached the level of the two men, and slid smoothly through the air between them. They drifted after the smooth container with the dog-headed dragon imbedded in it, and Semph seemed as though he wanted to say something else. But there was nothing to say.


The amber chrysalloid cradle faded and vanished, and the men became insubstantial and were no more. They all reappeared in the drainage chamber. The beaming stage was empty. The amber cradle settled down on it without sound, and the substance flowed away, vanishing as it uncovered the dragon.


The maniac tried desperately to move, to heave himself up. Seven heads twitched futilely. The madness in him overcame the depressants and he was consumed with frenzy, fury, crimson hate. But he could not move. It was all he could do to hold his shape.


Semph turned the band on his left wrist. It glowed from within, a deep gold. The sound of air rushing to fill a vacuum filled the chamber. The beaming stage was drenched in silver light that seemed to spring out of the air itself, from an unknown source. The dragon was washed by the silver light, and the seven great mouths opened once, exposing rings of fangs. Then his double-lidded eyes closed.


The pain within his heads was monstrous. A fearful wrenching that became the sucking of a million mouths. His very brains were pulled upon, pressured, compressed, and then purged.


Semph and Linah looked away from the pulsing body of the dragon to the drainage tank across the chamber. It was filling from the bottom as they watched. Filling with a nearly-colorless roiling cloud of smokiness, shot through with sparks. “Here it comes,” Semph said, needlessly.


Linah dragged his eyes away from the tank. The dragon with seven dog heads was rippling. As though seen through shallow water, the maniac was beginning to alter. As the tank filled, the maniac found it more and more difficult to maintain his shape. The denser grew the cloud of sparkling matter in the tank, the less constant was the shape of the creature on the beaming stage.


Finally, it was impossible, and the maniac gave in. The tank filled more rapidly, and the shape quavered and altered and shrank and then there was a superimposition of the form of a man, over that of the seven-headed dragon. Then the tank reached three-quarters filled and the dragon became an underlying shadow, a hint, a suggestion of what had been there when the drainage began. Now the man-form was becoming more dominant by the second.


Finally, the tank was filled, and a normal man lay on the beaming stage, breathing heavily, eyes closed, muscles jumping involuntarily.


“He’s drained,” Semph said.


“Is it all in the tank?” Linah asked softly.


“No, none of it.”


“Then…”




“This is the residue. Harmless. Reagents purged from a group of sensitives will neutralize it. The dangerous essences, the degenerate force-lines that make up the field…they’re gone. Drained off already.”


Linah looked disturbed, for the first time. “Where did it go?”


“Do you love your fellow man, tell me?”


“Please, Semph! I asked where it went…when it went?”


“And I asked if you cared at all about anyone else?”


“You know my answer…you know me! I want to know, tell me, at least what you know. Where…when…?”


“Then you’ll forgive me, Linah, because I love my fellow man, too. Whenever he was, wherever he is; I have to, I work in an inhuman field, and I have to cling to that. So…you’ll forgive me…”


“What are you going to…”


In Indonesia they have a phrase for it: Djam Karet—the hour that stretches.


 


In the Vatican’s Stanza of Heliodorus, the second of the great rooms he designed for Pope Julius II, Raphael painted (and his pupils completed) a magnificent fresco representation of the historic meeting between Pope Leo I and Attila the Hun, in the year 452.


In this painting is mirrored the belief of Christians everywhere that the spiritual authority of Rome protected her in that desperate hour when the Hun came to sack and burn the Holy City. Raphael has painted in Saint Peter and Saint Paul, descending from Heaven to reinforce Pope Leo’s intervention. His interpretation was an elaboration on the original legend, in which only the Apostle Peter was mentioned—standing behind Leo with a drawn sword. And the legend was an elaboration of what little facts have come down through antiquity relatively undistorted: Leo had no cardinals with him, and certainly no wraith Apostles. He was one of three in the deputation. The other two were secular dignitaries of the Roman state. The meeting did not take place—as legend would have us believe—just outside the gates of Rome, but in northern Italy, not far from what is today Peschiera.


Nothing more than this is known of the confrontation. Yet Attila, who had never been stopped, did not raze Rome. He turned back.


Djam Karet. The force-line field spewed out from a parallax center crosswhen, a field that had pulsed through time and space and the minds of men for twice ten thousand years. Then cut out suddenly, inexplicably, and Attila the Hun clapped his hands to his head, his mind twisting like rope within his skull. His eyes glazed, then cleared, and he breathed from deep in his chest. Then he signaled his army to turn back. Leo the Great thanked God and the living memory of Christ the Saviour. Legend added Saint Peter. Raphael added Saint Paul.


For twice ten thousand years—Djam Karet—the field had pulsed, and for a brief moment that could have been instants or years or millennia, it was cut off.


Legend does not tell the truth. More specifically, it does not tell all of the truth: forty years before Attila raided Italy, Rome had been taken and sacked by Alaric the Goth. Djam Karet. Three years after the retreat of Attila Rome was once more taken and sacked, by Gaiseric, King of all the Vandals.


There was a reason the garbage of insanity had ceased to flow through everywhere and everywhen from the drained mind of a seven-headed dragon…




 


Semph, traitor to his race, hovered before the Concord. His friend, the man who now sought his final flux, Linah, Proctored the hearing. He spoke softly, but eloquently, of what the great scientist had done.


“The tank was draining; he said to me, ‘Forgive me, because I love my fellow man. Whenever he was, wherever he is; I have to, I work in an inhuman field, and I have to cling to that. So you’ll forgive me.’ Then he interposed himself.”


The sixty members of the Concord, a representative from each race that existed in the center, bird-creatures and blue things and large-headed men and orange scents with cilia shuddering…all of them looked at Semph where he hovered. His body and head were crumpled like a brown paper bag. All hair was gone. His eyes were dim and watery. Naked, shimmering, he drifted slightly to one side, then a vagrant breeze in the wall-less chamber sent him back. He had drained himself.


“I ask for this Concord to affix sentence of final flux on this man. Though his interposition only lasted a few moments, we have no way of knowing what damage or unnaturalness it may have caused crosswhen. I submit that his intent was to overload the drain and thereby render it inoperative. This act, the act of a beast who would condemn the sixty races of the center to a future in which insanity still prevailed, is an act that can only be punished by termination.”


The Concord blanked and meditated. A timeless time later they re-linked, and the Proctor’s charges were upheld; his demand of sentence was fulfilled.


On the hushed shores of a thought, the papyrus man was carried in the arms of his friend, his executioner, the Proctor. There in the dusting quiet of an approaching night, Linah laid Semph down in the shadow of a sigh.


“Why did you stop me?” the wrinkle with a mouth asked.


Linah looked away across the rushing dark.


“Why?”


“Because here, in the center, there is a chance.”


“And for them, all of them out there…no chance ever?”


Linah sat down slowly, digging his hands into the golden mist, letting it sift over his wrists and back into the waiting flesh of the world. “If we can begin it here, if we can pursue our boundaries outward, then perhaps one day, sometime, we can reach to the ends of time with that little chance. Until then, it is better to have one center where there is no madness.”


Semph hurried his words. The end was rapidly striding for him. “You have sentenced them all. Insanity is a living vapor. A force. It can be bottled. The most potent genie in the most easily uncorked bottle. And you have condemned them to live with it always. In the name of love.”


Linah made a sound that was not quite a word, but called it back. Semph touched his wrist with a tremble that had been a hand. Fingers melting into softness and warmth. “I’m sorry for you, Linah. Your curse is to be a true man. The world is made for strugglers. You never learned how to do that.”


Linah did not reply. He thought only of the drainage that was eternal now. Set in motion and kept in motion by its necessity.


“Will you do a memorial for me?” Semph asked.


Linah nodded. “It’s traditional.”




Semph smiled softly. “Then do it for them; not for me. I’m the one who devised the vessel of their death, and I don’t need it. But choose one of them; not a very important one, but one that will mean everything to them if they find it, and understand. Erect the memorial in my name to that one. Will you?”


Linah nodded.


“Will you?” Semph asked. His eyes were closed, and he could not see the nod.


“Yes. I will,” Linah said. But Semph could not hear. The flux began and ended, and Linah was alone in the cupped silence of loneliness.


The statue was placed on a far planet of a far star in a time that was ancient while yet never having been born. It existed in the minds of men who would come later. Or never.


But if they did, they would know that hell was with them, that there was a Heaven that men called Heaven, and in it there was a center from which all madness flowed; and once within that center, there was peace.


 


In the remains of a blasted building that had been a shirt factory, in what had been Stuttgart, Friedrich Drucker found a many-colored box. Maddened by hunger and the memory of having eaten human flesh for weeks, the man tore at the lid of the box with the bloodied stubs of his fingers. As the box flew open, pressed at a certain point, cyclones rushed out past the terrified face of Friedrich Drucker. Cyclones and dark, winged, faceless shapes that streaked away into the night, followed by a last wisp of purple smoke smelling strongly of decayed gardenias.


But Friedrich Drucker had little time to ponder the meaning of the purple smoke, for the next day, World War IV broke out.


—Los Angeles, 1968
















ALONG THE SCENIC ROUTE







The blood-red Mercury with the twin-mounted 7.6mm Spandaus cut George off as he was shifting lanes. The Merc cut out sharply, three cars behind George, and the driver decked it. The boom of his gas-turbine engine got through George’s baffling system without difficulty, like a fist in the ear. The Merc sprayed JP-4 gook and water in a wide fan from its jet nozzle and cut back in, a matter of inches in front of George’s Chevy Piranha.


George slapped the selector control on the dash, lighting YOU STUPID BASTARD, WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING and I HOPE YOU CRASH & BURN, YOU SON OF A BITCH. Jessica moaned softly with uncontrolled fear, but George could not hear her: he was screaming obscenities.


George kicked it into Overplunge and depressed the selector button extending the rotating buzzsaws. Dallas razors, they were called, in the repair shoppes. But the crimson Merc pulled away doing an easy 115.


“I’ll get you, you beaver-sucker!” he howled.


The Piranha jumped, surged forward. But the Merc was already two dozen car-lengths down the Freeway. Adrenaline pumped through George’s system. Beside him, Jessica put a hand on his arm. “Oh, forget it, George; it’s just some young snot,” she said. Always conciliatory.


“My masculinity’s threatened,” he murmured, and hunched over the wheel. Jessica looked toward heaven, wishing a bolt of lightning had come from that location many months past, striking Dr. Yasimir directly in his Freud, long before George could have picked up psychiatric justifications for his awful temper.


“Get me Collision Control!” George snarled at her.


Jessica shrugged, as if to say here we go again, and dialed CC on the peek. The smiling face of a fusco, the Freeway Sector Control Operator, blurred green and yellow, then came into sharp focus. “Your request, sir?”


“Clearance for duel, Highway 101, northbound.”


“Your license number, sir?”


“XUPD 88321,” George said. He was scanning the Freeway, keeping the blood-red Mercury in sight, obstinately refusing to stud on the tracking sights.


“Your proposed opponent, sir?”


“Red Mercury GT. ’88 model.”


“License, sir.”


“Just a second.” George pressed the stud for the instant replay and the last ten miles rewound on the Sony Backtracker. He ran it forward again till he caught the instant the Merc had passed him, froze the frame, and got the number. “MFCS 90909.”


“One moment, sir.”


George fretted behind the wheel. “Now what the hell’s holding her up? Whenever you want service, they’ve got problems. But boy, when it comes tax time—”


The fusco came back and smiled. “I’ve checked our master Sector grid, sir, and I find authorization may be permitted, but I am required by law to inform you that your proposed opponent is more heavily armed than yourself.”


George licked his lips. “What’s he running?”




“Our records indicate 7.6mm Spandau equipment, bulletproof screens and coded optionals.”


George sat silently. His speed dropped. The tachometer fluttered, settled.


“Let him go, George,” Jessica said. “You know he’d take you.”


Two blotches of anger spread on George’s cheeks. “Oh, yeah!?!” He howled at the fusco, “Get me a confirm on that Mercury, Fusco!”


She blurred off, and George decked the Piranha: it leaped forward. Jessica sighed with resignation and pulled the drawer out from beneath her bucket. She unfolded the g-suit and began stretching into it. She said nothing, but continued to shake her head.


“We’ll see!” George said.


“Oh, George, when will you ever grow up?”


He did not answer, but his nostrils flared with barely restrained anger.


The fusco smeared back and said, “Opponent confirms, sir. Freeway Underwriters have already cross-filed you as mutual beneficiaries. Please observe standard traffic regulations, and good luck, sir.”


She vanished, and George set the Piranha on sleepwalker as he donned his own g-suit. He overrode the sleeper and was back on manual in moments.


“Now, you stuffer, now let’s see!” 100. 110. 120.


He was gaining rapidly on the Merc now. As the Chevy hit 120, the mastercomp flashed red and suggested crossover. George punched the selector and the telescoping arms of the buzzsaws retracted into the axles, even as the buzzsaws stopped whirling. In a moment—drawn back in, now merely fancy decorations in the hubcaps. The wheels retracted into the underbody of the Chevy and the air-cushion took over. Now the Chevy skimmed along, two inches above the roadbed of the Freeway.


Ahead, George could see the Merc also crossing over to air-cushion. 120. 135. 150.


“George, this is crazy!” Jessica said, her face in that characteristic shrike expression. “You’re no hot-rodder, George. You’re a family man, and this is the family car!”


George chuckled nastily. “I’ve had it with these fuzzfaces. Last year…you remember last year?…you remember when that punk stuffer ran us into the abutment? I swore I’d never put up with that kind of thing again. Why’d’ you think I had all the optionals installed?”


Jessica opened the tambour doors of the glove compartment and slid out the service tray. She unplugged the jar of anti-flash salve and began spreading it on her face and hands. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you put that laser thing in this car!” George chuckled again. Fuzzfaces, punks, rodders!


George felt the Piranha surge forward, the big reliable Stirling engine recycling the hot air for more and more efficient thrust. Unlike the Merc’s inefficient kerosene system, there was no exhaust emission from the nuclear power plant, the external combustion engine almost noiseless, the big radiator tailfin in the rear dissipating the tremendous heat, stabilizing the car as it swooshed along, two inches off the roadbed.


George knew he would catch the blood-red Mercury. Then one smartass punk was going to learn he couldn’t flout law and order by running decent citizens off the Freeways!


“Get me my gun,” George said.




Jessica shook her head with exasperation, reached under George’s bucket, pulled out his drawer and handed him the bulky .45 automatic in its breakaway upside-down shoulder rig. George studded in the sleeper, worked his arms into the rig, tested the oiled leather of the holster, and when he was satisfied, returned the Piranha to manual.
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