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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.


      















Arrival and departure are alike:
only the force of will
gives direction to time.


—The Book of causes





ALTON TECHNIKSSON went to the Morning Gate of Cirque every dawn. He arrived while the stars were still awash in the sky; he sat comfortably in the cold dust at the base of the Gate and watched as the sun rose over the ancient angular towers of the spaceport to the east, lighting the day and sending the stars away.


So when the foreigner from Aldebaran arrived, Alton saw the slow descent of the shuttle-ship, its teardrop shape haloed in the light of morning. He thought nothing about it: the robot shuttle came every morning, but it was usually empty. Earth had become a backwater planet in these late centuries; few people bothered to make the long journey from the teeming planet-systems of the galaxy’s core.


Alton breathed cool dawn air and watched as the sun, a red oval on the horizon, grew bright and round as it moved up into the cloudless sky. From time to time he blinked his eyes to adjust his light-filters; he had worn them for fifty years, but lately they had begun to irritate his eyes.


After a time he saw a low moving shape approaching from the spaceport, seeming to flow along the grassed-over path in its own shadow. It’s not a human, he thought without surprise. The visitors who came to Cirque from offplanet were seldom Earth’s own people.


As the foreigner came near, Alton saw that it was a millipede, three meters long, with fur glowing golden on its back. Alton had seen millipedes before; he had met many races of the galaxy in his century and a half of life. He watched calmly as the foreigner flowed toward him.


It stopped a few meters in front of him and curled its body upward to stand on its hind legs. Its eyes were large, dark and liquid; to keep its balance it moved its forward limbs in the air. A square green leather pouch was strapped to the forward part of its body like a chest-pack.


“I must find the River Fundament,” the foreigner said.


Alton saw from the light tan color of its fur that it was comparatively young. “You want the Winter Gate,” he said. He gestured with his left arm. “It enters the city from the north—that way.”


The foreigner glanced in the direction indicated and saw a path paved with worn flagstones running parallel to the edges of the cultivated fields of Cirque’s outer edge.


“The River Fundament flows into your abyss?” it asked.


“Sure,” said Alton. “We don’t have any other river. You can get a boat at the Winter Gate that will take you all the way to the Final Cataract.”


The foreigner regarded him silently for a moment. Its black shadow stretched toward Alton across packed earth, and he became momentarily fascinated by the exaggerated undulations of the millipede’s shadow-feet waving in the air.


“The Final Cataract is an area of many vines and low trees?” the millipede asked. “It is near the Cathedral of the Five Elements?”


“That’s it,” Alton said.


“I shall go to the Winter Gate, as you say.” The foreigner lowered its long body to the ground and resumed its smooth, flowing movement, heading northward along the flagstone path.


Belatedly, Alton’s curiosity stirred. “What news from the inner worlds?” he asked. Cirque was out of touch with the progress of history, human and otherwise.


The millipede paused, lifting and curling its body to gaze back at Alton. “Nothing of note is happening elsewhere,” it said. “Human trade thrives and expands as always. There is a limited war in the Crrlian system; it will end soon and be forgotten. Neo-Incan auras are popular on the human worlds. A man who has taken the name Hualpa Yupanqui grows rich and will contend for the position of Coordinator. Stellar inertia is the concern of inner-worlds science; discussion of its future has led to much controversy, but to no general agreement.”


“So you’ve come to Earth for lack of anything better,” Alton concluded.


“No. I come to observe the wonderful emergence from your Abyss,” said the millipede. It gazed quietly at Alton for a moment, great dark eyes reflecting the morning sun. “I am pleased that I have arrived for this day.”


Alton shrugged. “It’s like all days in Cirque. You’ll find we have a peaceful city; all our visitors say it’s beautiful. But Cirque is a city of centuries, not days.”


“Yes,” said the foreigner. “And this day is the heart of its century; Cirque comes to new life today.”


Alton suppressed a sigh. “Each day is the heart of all time,” he said, repeating a saying familiar in Cirque. He wished now that he had not stopped the millipede from leaving; he would prefer to contemplate the sun rather than trade banalities with this foreigner.


The millipede seemed to sense his dismissal. “I thank you for your words,” it said. It lowered its forebody to the ground, then lifted it again. “You would do well to watch the broadcasts today,” it said.


“I sleep during the day,” said Alton.


The millipede blinked its dark eyes, furred lids meeting for just a moment. “How strange that a human of Cirque should sleep through this day.”


“No stranger than sleeping yesterday or tomorrow,” said Alton. “Enjoy your visit.”


The foreigner smiled, its tiny mouth curling up at the edges. “I shall enjoy.” It lowered its forebody and resumed its flowing gait northward along the path.


Alton watched its departure for a few moments, then returned his gaze to the red morning sun. “Foreigners,” he muttered.


The people of Cirque gained their news of each day from the civic mind-broadcasts, telepathically sharing whatever experiences the all-seeing monitor of the city chose to share with them. Thus, when the millipede arrived, those people who were tuned to the broadcasts experienced a view from the base of the Morning Gate and saw the millipede come flowing out of the low sun across the gold-washed plain. They saw the foreigner as it approached the Gate, paused, and said, “I must find the River Fundament.” And they heard themselves say, “You want the Winter Gate.” And all the rest of that conversation.


Nikki experienced this encounter during breakfast, when she was still Nikki-One. This was her basic personality, not yet splintered by the capsule she had taken with her mango juice. Nikki was blonde and fat, and even in the cool of morning she itched with sweat. When the capsule took effect she would become Nikki-Two, with the heart of a gamin; then later Nikki-Three, the self-destroyer; and Nikki-Four, the singer of free space. By nightfall, if she gave herself sufficiently to her different personalities, she would be All-Nikki, serene and integrated as only the playing out of her conflicting drives could make her. Drug-induced parasanity was the rage in Cirque this season.


“Foreigners,” she muttered to herself as she spooned watermelon marmalade onto her bread.


“What?” said Gregorian, who had just come from morning ablution. He was dark-haired and paranoid, a lean man with piercing eyes; he liked to dress, as now, in black body-suits tight at the wrists and ankles. He and Nikki had lived together through the winter just past.


“The broadcast,” said Nikki, disengaging her mind. “Someone from Aldebaran, I think, has just arrived on the shuttle.”


“Oh,” said Gregorian, not greatly impressed. “Have you seen my sketchbook? I had it last night, by the fire.”


“Over there.” Nikki waved a hand toward his workbench. It was a wide table cluttered with scraps of wood of many shapes, sticks and blocks and cylindrical bores piled haphazardly. “I thought you’d want to get to work right away.”


“Good.” Gregorian lowered himself to sit beside her at the breakfast place. He ground salt onto his marmalade and took a bite. “This is going to be a tough day,” he said glumly.


Nikki munched her bread and said, “Mm?”


Gregorian glanced warningly at her. “Don’t ask.”


“But I didn’t,” Nikki protested.


Gregorian continued to look at her, his eyes narrow. “All right, I’ll tell you. Do you know the Cathedral of the Five Elements?”


Nikki brushed crumbs from her chin. “The temple at the Final Cataract? It has a gigantic spire.”


“That’s not a spire,” Gregorian said. “It’s a chimney.”


“Oh,” said Nikki. She wondered if she might change personalities before the heat of the day became great enough to make her start scratching. Then: “Oh!” she exclaimed, understanding.


“Yes,” said Gregorian. “They’ve commissioned a fire for their services tonight.”


Gregorian was a fire sculptor. He fashioned fires of wood, plastics and chemicals, laying his materials in patterns that determined the shapes and colors of the blaze they would produce. He was an artist who sculpted in flames, and already, after only one season in Cirque, he was considered one of the most promising new visionaries of the city.


“You took the job?” Nikki asked hesitantly.


“I had to. We can’t go on living the way we do without commissions, Nikki. Wood is expensive this season. I can’t work in synthetics all my life; they don’t have the grain, the texture. I have to take a job like this just to keep growing.”


Nikki regarded him with trepidation. Gregorian had always said he would never work for the temples as so many other fire sculptors did; he didn’t believe in turning his art to religious purpose. Yet here at the very beginning of a new season he had taken a temple commission. Was it because of her? She decided not to have another slice of bread; carefully she wrapped the remainder of their loaf and replaced it in its wall niche.


“Do you … have you decided what kind of fire you’re going to make?” she asked.


Gregorian scowled and turned away from her, looking at the materials on his workbench. At length he said, “It will have to be something dull, something tame. They don’t really want art; they only want pretty colors to focus on. The temples are even more conservative than you are.”


Nikki smiled nervously, hoping she wouldn’t have to argue about art with Gregorian so early in the day. “I’ve taken a capsule, Gregor. Maybe I’ll dance for you this morning. Would you like that? You said last time that I inspired you.”


He regarded her with distaste. “You’re fatter than ever. If you dance, you’ll look like a pregnant elephant.”


She flushed, and with the rush of blood she felt the first change coming over her. Her muscles were jumping and her head was light. “I’m on a diet,” she said faintly.


“You shouldn’t diet, you should fast,” Gregorian said, and rose from the table. He went to his workbench, prowled nervously around it and abruptly turned back to her. “I wish you’d go out today,” he said.


The room was whirling, a series of red and black strobes flashing through her consciousness. She felt sick. “Gregor—”


“Just go out,” he said wearily. He sat heavily on the floor beside his bench and stared morosely at the blank page of his sketchbook. Then he looked up at her, and his expression softened. “Really, I’ve got to work today.”


Nikki-One relaxed into her maelstrom, surrendering to the new personality that was emerging. She let it come and gradually felt the whirling lessen, saw the light in the room clear and stabilize. Her sick fears faded, a buoyant elation took hold of her, and she opened her eyes to a room suddenly sharp with detail and happiness. She was Nikki-Two.


“Oh, Gregor, don’t be a block,” she said softly, rising from the table and gliding toward him. His back was to her, his sketchbook propped on his knees. She came up behind him and touched him gently under the ears. “Can’t we go outside just for a while?” she asked. “We could go look for the foreigner.” "


He said, “Stop it, Nikki. I told you—”


“I’m Nikki-Two,” she said, running fingertips down his chest.


He pushed her hands away. “I said stop! I don’t care who you are.”


“Yes you do,” she said, smiling softly, remembering. She lay down on the floor next to him. “If we must stay inside—”


He looked at her with exasperation. “I told you I have to work. It doesn’t matter what little piece of yourself you’ve opened up to use on me. I’ve only got until tonight to finish this job. Now please don’t get in my way!”


She lay back and stretched her body, thrusting her full breasts into the clearness of the air. The room had become so silent, each tiny sound distinct, the fragrance of her own body warm and comforting. “Gregor,” she said again. “I’m Nikki-Two.”


He sighed impatiently. “No you’re not. Nikki-Two doesn’t exist. Look at yourself; you’re three stones fat—do you really think a little capsule can make you someone else?”


“But it has,” she said matter-of-factly. “Come on, Gregor, it’s morning, it’s a new day, let’s go outside and—”


He turned away from her, picked up his stylus very deliberately and began to sketch free-form patterns in his book. She saw the muscles of his upper back become taut with gathering anger.


“Gregor …”


He didn’t answer. He stared at the lines on the pad.


Nikki-Two rolled over and got to her feet with a light motion. She felt the fullness of her body as an ocean swell. She smiled softly.


“So I don’t exist?” she said. “Now who’s the conservative, Gregor?”


He dropped his sketchbook into his lap, sighing. “All right, Nikki-Two, you exist. Science is wonderful. But I’ve got to work; if you want to go out, go ahead. Go see the foreigner; see what tales he has from Aldebaran. Tell me all about it this evening.”


Nikki threw a light shawl over her shoulders. “I’ll be gone by this afternoon, you know. You’ll have to hear about it from Nikki-Three, maybe. Or Four, if you’re lucky.”


He smiled faintly, picking up his sketchbook again. “Some gamble—either a catatonic or a manic loudmouth. Do you really have all those women in you?”


“Nikki-One has. And don’t feel so sorry for yourself; you know you’re crazy about Four.” She went to the door, opened it and paused. She turned back to him. “Do you love her more than me, Gregor?”


He threw up his hands in exasperation. “Go! Go out! I can’t deal with someone who’s jealous of herself!”


Nikki-Two laughed; she waved and went out the door.


The River Fundament entered Cirque from the foothills to the north; it flowed quietly through neighborhoods of low family dwellings where weather vanes poked inquisitively into the morning sun, then it reached the First Cataract and plunged fifty meters into a bouldered gorge. Below the Cataract it rushed frothing down its narrowed channel, while on both sides the city grew higher, walls rising ten or twelve stories from the river’s banks. Religious signs of a hundred sects adorned these building walls; concentric circles for the Centrists, merging patterns of color for the Universalists, crosses for the Christians. On the balconies, people gathered over breakfast and called to one another.


The center-city began at the First Cataract; below this point were shops and places of business and the signs of tradesmen. Traffic was increasing in the streets: people hurrying by on foot or unicycle, electric carts rolling silently with passengers already filling their backbeds. Plastic tires bumped over stones, and voices filled the air, shouts of greeting and advertisement. The streets smelled fresh with the dampness of morning.


A few kilometers farther downstream, the city’s buildings rose to heights of twenty stories. These were dwelling units, fantastic buildings of disc-shaped modules in many colors, looking like carelessly stacked poker chips. They were called the Apprentice Quarters from a time generations ago when youths had been required by ordinance to live there till they could afford to buy individual homes outside center-city … or farther inside center-city, in the case of those rare young people who became rich early. Many youths continued to live in the Apprentice Quarters all their lives, so now nearly a quarter of the population of these crowded modular buildings was over a hundred years old.


The rich lived inside the circle of the Apprentice Quarters. Buildings here were lower, sprawling outward on the ground level in neo-medieval styles; there were courtyards and gardens and the green of oak, manzanita, laurel and plum trees. The river flowed slowly through open fields, winding now as if hesitant to reach its end. Walled villas appeared; private windmills rose behind the walls, lazily turning bright-colored vanes in the morning breezes.


The River Fundament wound its way inevitably to its destination: six kilometers inside the ring of Apprentice Quarters, the slowly running waters reached the Edge and plunged into space.


This was the center, the focal point of the city: the Abyss, a vast chasm around which the city had been built. Nearly ten kilometers across, the Abyss was edged with sheer cliffs that dropped into darkness; in the center of the Abyss was only air. It was a gigantic shaft plunging into the earth, bottomless in the memory of humankind, a limitless primal mystery of nature. The River Fundament ended here, emptying into the all-receiving darkness of the Abyss’s depth.


No one knew what had caused the Abyss. Since the earliest records of history, stretching back into ancient wars, the Abyss had been here. Scientists theorized about a massive settling in the Earth’s crust, a time when nearly a hundred kilometers of land had plunged into the honeycombed spaces of the planet’s interior. Perhaps in an earth tremor, perhaps in a bombardment, or perhaps from the sheer weight of millennia. But few believed the scientists; Cirque was a religious city, and the dogmas of each temple had its believers.


There were hundreds of temples in Cirque, each with its own conception of the Abyss. But all saw it as a super-natural manifestation, and all believed it was a key to human salvation. Those Christian sects that practiced Confession said that confessed sins were cast into the all-absorbing darkness of the Abyss, and this dogma was common to most of the temples of Cirque in one way or another. The Abyss was a gigantic receiver of all that was dark and evil in human nature, a deep force that drew to itself the hatreds, fears and pettinesses of all people.


The Abyss was also used as a dumping place for the city’s garbage.


It had been used in this way since time immemorial. Anthropologists claimed that this was what lay behind the religious practices of expiation, that it had been a short step from dumping physical wastes into the chasm to seeing it as the receiver of sins. Some of the garbage contractors presented themselves as quasi-religious functionaries, claiming that their services were spiritual as well as sanitary.


The main dumping place of Cirque was on the North Edge near the Final Cataract of the River Fundament, just two kilometers across the river from the Cathedral of the Five Elements.


“Something interesting is happening in the city,” said Jamie Halle as he gazed dreamily from his breakfast veranda across the great open space of the Abyss. Far across the chasm, the irregular towers of the Eastern Apprentice Quarters stood stark and black against the morning sun. The shadowed precipices of the East Edge, nine kilometers away, reached downward into darkness.


Gloriana Crest hoisted her willowy body onto the wall of the veranda and looked at him expectantly. “Oh? What could be interesting anywhere but on the Edge?”


Jamie smiled. “Very little, ordinarily; if city life were more interesting, I might live there rather than pay for the upkeep of this estate. But it seems that today the city has a visitor from afar.”


“From afar?” she said. “How far? From the sleepy headwaters of Fundament? From beyond the mountains? Or from the Moon?”


Jamie didn’t mind her mocking him; he indulged in no illusions of self-importance. He was a hereditary mining engineer, inheritor of a vast fund of knowledge that had been expensively encoded in his family’s genetic pattern many generations past. But the knowledge was useless now, Earth’s mineral riches having been played out long since. He was fortunate that his family’s expertise had produced the wealth to allow him to live in a ten-acre villa on the West Edge.


Jamie said, “I tuned to the broadcast for a while. There’s a foreigner in the city—from Aldebaran, probably. It’s not human.”


Gloriana raised her eyebrows; the expression was dramatic, since she kept her skin fashionably pale to set off her short-cropped black hair. “Well, by all means you must invite this creature to go soaring with us. You do have room for two passengers in your glider, you know.”


“Yes, but not if one of them is a millipede. Must be over three meters long.”


“A millipede!” There was real excitement in her voice. “I’ve never seen one! Where is she? Did you see her? Yes, of course you did. Was that what happened to the man at the Morning Gate? I left that broadcast while he was staring at the sun.”


Jamie leaned his elbows on the balcony next to her, looking out into the vast chasm. He was twenty-two years old, a slender young man with sun-bleached blond hair and startlingly blue eyes. “I don’t know if it’s female or male. Not all people are divided into sexes, you know. The ones who aren’t are probably saner.”


She pouted mockingly at him. “Oh, Jamie, I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings last night. I have things on my mind, you know—you people with genetic money think bed-play is the only important thing in life. But I have to guard the whole city against transgressions of laws I don’t even believe in. Do you think that’s easy?”


He frowned, pulling his devolved-sabertooth coat closer around his neck to protect him against the chill of morning. “I just wish you’d let me help with whatever it is that’s bothering you. Gloriana, we’ve been together for two years—I wish you’d talk to me more.”


“It’s my job, I told you.” She stretched exaggeratedly, her widely spaced breasts rising to swell the green wool dress she wore. Shaking her hair around her ears, she affected a bright smile and said wonderingly, “A millipede from Aldebaran! Oh, I wish I’d kept tuned in! I have such a short attention span. Do you think I’m frivolous, Jamie? Sometimes I think I should apply myself more.”


Jamie knew she was anything but frivolous. Just twenty-five, Gloriana Crest was the head of the city Guard officers. She had the intelligence and focus of a worldly saint, and she liked to lull people by behaving flightily. He had been fooled at first.


“If you applied yourself any more, you’d own the Abyss,” he said. “I don’t even know why you agreed to come flying with me today—don’t you have some new set of laws to write or something?”


She shrugged. “Too many laws only confuse people. What I’d like to do is get rid of some laws that have been on record since before the South Edge was inhabited. Did you know it’s, still illegal to kill bison inside the city boundaries?”


“You worry too much about your job,” he said.


“Of course I do!” she exclaimed, jumping down from the balcony. “That’s why I’m here with you. Shall we go soaring, sweet?”


He nodded and went to the communicator on the breakfast table. Servants had cleared away all but the stim cups. He depressed a color on the communicator and said, “Esteban, is the glider ready?”


“The catapult will be at full power in five minutes, sir.”


Jamie turned back to Gloriana. “Let’s go.”


But she was already past him, bouncing down the side steps of the veranda onto the broad green lawn that stretched to the stone wall at the Edge. Two hundred meters southward lay the glider field, a strip of smooth grey paving that ran directly to the Edge and disappeared through a break in the wall at the precipice.


Jamie hurried after her, and they walked together in the morning air. The grass was cold with dew; hoppers skittered around their ankles, and the smell of fresh earth rose like incense. The sky was a clear light blue; there was no wind. The sound of the field was an open silence.


Jamie always felt most alive in the morning. He liked the clarity of the air and the softness of the shadows high up on the distant walls of the great Abyss. It was a time of sharp vision.


It would be a good morning for gliding, he decided. The day promised to be warm; there would be thermals soon, even away from the Abyss. He was pleased; they could stay up for hours. Gloriana wouldn’t be able to run off so soon today.


Abruptly he became aware that she had paused and was standing motionless in the middle of the field behind him, looking pensively out into the Abyss. Wondering, he turned and went back to her.


“Jamie, have you ever considered marrying?”


“Only with you,” he said. “Never seriously.”


She turned her deep brown eyes on him, and lie was struck once more by their intensity. “Have you really thought of marrying me?” she asked.


He felt uncomfortable. Of course he’d thought of it; every man inside the Apprentice Quarters had, and some from outside too. But he’d always tried to avoid hoping. He was a pragmatist.


“I think of marrying you every night,” he said. “And every morning. Will you marry me?”


“Jamie, don’t play with me,” she said. She resumed walking toward the glider strip, face bent to the grass. “I’ve really been thinking about it. I don’t know what to do.”


He walked in silence, wondering. He and Gloriana had talked about marriage, but only as bed-play. And after last night—He shook his head slightly. Gloriana was in a strange mood today.


“I’ve never thought of marrying anyone but you,” he said truthfully. “And I’ve never thought you’d consider it.”


“What if I ask you to marry me?” she said, still looking at the grass.


“If you really want to, I guess I’ll have to think about it. Are you asking me, Gloriana?”


He managed to feel nothing when he said that.


And after several seconds he realized she hadn’t answered. He discovered that he too was looking at his feet as they went through the grass, and he became aware that his fur moccasins were wet and cold. And that Gloriana was not going to say anything further.


They came to the paved strip. He looked ahead and saw the short figure of Esteban positioning his glider in the catapult. The glider was painted blue, sky color, a pale ghost on the runway; its wings spread out like a benediction.


Taking his hand, Gloriana said, “You think I have a calculator for a brain, don’t you?”


He forced a grin, feeling as though his covering skin had shriveled away from his face. “I thought you wouldn’t admit you had a brain at all,” he said.


“Of course I have,” she said shortly, “and you know it. And you know what it tells me, Jamie? It’s not a calculator, you know; it surprises me. Right now, and all morning, it’s been telling me there’s a change coming to me today, that I’d better get ready for it.” She shrugged. “Well, let’s just go gliding for now.”


He nodded, troubled by her moodiness, and they walked out onto the runway. She jumped lithely onto the wing of the glider and lowered herself into the front seat. He moved in behind her, lowered the bubble over them and ran a quick check on the controls. All was in order; he signaled to Esteban by waving the rudder.


Behind them he heard the solar engines of the catapult whirring upward to a high whine. Suddenly the glider was flung forward, Jamie was pressed back into his seat, and the low, wide fields rushed past them. The glider hurtled off the runway, over the Edge, and a sharp blast of rising air threw them upward. Jamie handled the controls with practiced ease, sending the glider into a long, slow spiral up into the clear air over the Abyss, where updrafts always rose from the deep inner fires of the planet.


Jamie usually felt a sense of freedom and joy on these takeoffs: the city spread out below, ringing the darkness of the great Abyss, streets and buildings stretching into the distance. But today he missed that sense of elation; there was an aching emptiness inside him. It was the uncertainty of his relationship with Gloriana. He cursed himself silently for allowing himself to become so dependent on her.


Gloriana asked, “Where do you suppose that foreigner is?”


“The millipede?” He thought back, remembering the broadcast. “It went off toward the Winter Gate, looking for the river.”


“Let’s go that way,” she said. “I like the river from up here; it’s so silent while it flows through the city. I’ve never liked all that roaring and rushing when I’ve seen it from the banks.”


“All right.” He banked in a long circle to the left. For a moment the low sun flashed dazzlingly in their eyes; then they were flying to the north, climbing.


Below them the jumbled towers of the Apprentice Quarters cast long irregular shadows that covered the inner estates. The western wall of the Abyss glowed golden, and Jamie saw the winking flashes of windows in the estates on the West Edge.


He found the river’s Final Cataract, where tons of water plunged off the Edge into blackness—a straight white line of water disappearing downward.


Suddenly Gloriana said, “Jamie, what’s that?”


“What?” He had been looking upriver; he had noticed nothing unusual.


“Below us—behind us. I thought I saw something.”


“Where?”


“Oh, never mind. No! I saw it again! In the Abyss, far down—there’s something there!” Her voice was excited, and she craned to look over the side of the glider, pressing her face against the bubble.


He said, “In the Abyss? But there’s nothing—”


“Yes there is! I saw it! Something white, it looked like, and moving. But that’s not possible; it must have been—” She fell silent, still staring downward.


Jamie banked the glider to the left, circling back toward the dark chasm. He wondered why he bothered; there could be nothing in the Abyss; there was never anything there. It was simply a gigantic shaft into the earth, bottomless.


Gloriana gasped, a quick in-and-out breath. “There! There!” She was pointing downward.


Jamie looked, saw nothing. The Final Cataract plunged straight down into emptiness; green mosses showed against the wall of the Abyss, but that was all. How could there be anything?


But there was! Movement caught his eye, deep in the blackness of the shaft. Something large and ponderous swelled down there, like an ocean wave rising, gathering and growing. He saw it for only a moment; then it was lost in the dark. He banked again, to the right this time, in a tight turn that made his stomach rise to his throat; he wanted a clearer view.


But it was gone. He circled twice and saw only quiet blackness below, the eternal dark of the Abyss. He became conscious of his own rapid breathing, felt his heart pounding.


Gloriana twisted around to look at him. “You saw it, didn’t you?”


He nodded, licking dry lips. “I saw something, I don’t know what. What did you see?”


“Let’s go down closer,” she said. “How low can you take us?”


“Not very far, with these thermals. If only we had an engine plane!”


“Never mind; let’s go as close as we can.” She peered again over the side as he put the glider into a dive. He felt a moment of forced vertigo as the glider curved downward and he was thrown forward against his gravity harness. The city rose before them and filled their view; the stark blackness of the Abyss leaped up over the nose of the glider as they plunged.


When the rising winds became too powerful, he leveled out and put the glider into a slow turn to the left that would take them directly over the area where he’d seen that movement. Gloriana stared intently downward as they passed over the Final Cataract. Jamie peered downward too. Blackness, blackness; it seemed to swirl suddenly, and he caught his breath, but then he realized that his vision was swimming. He tried to blink his eyes into focus; the swirling continued.


“There!” cried Gloriana.


Something moved—a faster movement this time, a pale darting shape that flicked across his vision and disappeared into the deep shadows. It was gone almost immediately.


He continued to look; he saw nothing more. Again the darkness began to swim in his eyes, and he looked away.


The sky was suddenly intensely bright, the interior of the glider bathed in sunlight. Gloriana’s short black hair flashed as it caught the sun.


“We can’t get any lower,” he said. He kept the glider in a tight circle, fighting the controls to hold it steady amid rising gusts of warm air. He kept seeing that last quick flicking movement in his mind. What could be moving so far down in the Abyss? The back of his neck tingled, and he realized suddenly that he was afraid.


“It must have been an illusion,” he said. “I’ve seen a lot of strange things in the shadows, especially in the morning. And things always seem different from up here—”


Gloriana said, “No.” Then she shook her head. Two separate actions, almost unrelated.


“All right,” he said, forcing his voice to be calm. “Tell me exactly what you saw.”


She was sitting completely still now, looking straight ahead. She said, “You saw it too; don’t deny it. It was huge. At first it moved slowly, but that last time …” She tried to turn around in her seat, but the gravity harness held her. “It was fast the last time,” she said.


He saw it again in his mind: quick, darting white. It seemed clearer this time. He said, “Yes, I saw that. Like some fantastic jungle vine whipping through the air.”


“Or a tentacle,” said Gloriana. “Didn’t it seem that way to you? Like something out of the ocean, something that breathed and rolled over and lifted a tentacle into the air.”


He hadn’t thought of it as anything that alive, and he didn’t want to think of it that way. “It could have been a tree growing on the wall of the Abyss. Maybe a branch came loose and fell.”


“It wouldn’t have moved that fast, Jamie.”


“It wasn’t moving fast at first. Remember? It just seemed to waver, to drift. Then there was that quick movement at the end. Like a tree branch cracking, then breaking and falling.”


She shook her head. “That was no tree branch and you know it.” She turned down her gravity harness and twisted in her seat to face him. “Be sensible, Jamie. What would a tree be doing down in the Abyss? There isn’t enough soil on the sides of the shaft for a tree that size to grow in. And it wasn’t falling, it was reaching up.”


He tried to see the movement again in his memory, but it was becoming infused with Gloriana’s suggestions. He saw a pale tentacle waving out of darkness, and then suckers and the glint of sunlight on moist skin.


“I don’t know what I saw,” he said. Suddenly he realized that all the excitement had gone from him. He felt only weariness; he wished he’d never seen anything at all.


“I don’t know either,” Gloriana said. “But I’d better find out. Take me to Guard Base, Jamie; I’ve got to get out a detail in a gravity flier. We’ll go right down into the Abyss and see what it was, and we’ll take holos.”


Cirque was a city filled with hundreds of temples—for Centrists, Moslem Orthodox, the Death-in-Life Church, Christians, All-Masters, several Hassidic Zen sects, Universalists, Higher Universalists, the Sufi Muse, the Centrifugal Centrists. There were great cathedrals, mosques with many minarets, an extensive Catacomb of the Meek. In the Southern Apprentice Quarters was a seven-story structure housing the Third Decade Revival Church, where the congregation wore open-heeled shoes and tattooed right arms in the style of twenty years past.


There were even temples for sects from far places of the globe, like the Hoosier Friends of the Earth; and from other worlds: the Faithful of Procyon, and the Binary Dualists.


But the oldest of them was the Cathedral of the Five Elements, where Salamander III was priestess. The shrine was just upstream from the Final Cataract of the River Fundament; flowering vines climbed from the banks of the river to the base of the ancient building’s west wall. At the front of the Cathedral rose a massive bonded-brick fireplace which was kept alight at all times.


Salamander herself tended Fire; it was a holy duty. On this morning she had risen with the sun and breakfasted on upstream trout, and now she busied herself feeding the morning Fire.


“See, young Erich,” she said to her apprentice, “by caring for the holy body of Fire we increase her life.” Salamander laid the pieces of firewood close together and set the chimney damper at a low point. “Now tell me what would happen to Fire if we did not feed her sufficiently to maintain her life through this day.”


Beside Salamander, staring with large hazel eyes, the apprentice Erich stirred uncomfortably. He was just eleven years old, not yet dreaming of manhood, still partaking of Elemental purity. “Fire is eternal,” said the youth carefully. “Fire might disappear from our sight, but only as a symbol of punishment for us. We would not see her glory made manifest in our cathedral.”


Salamander nodded, continuing to tend Fire. She was a slight, wiry woman in her fourth decade; flame-red hair cascaded over her shoulders. She wore a red-brown tunic and skirt; a white cape trailed out behind her like a boat’s wake. “It is time to free your Spirit for the day,” she said. “We can do it in the presence of Fire. What are your regrets?”


Erich hesitated only a moment; he brushed back a shock of sandy hair from his forehead and said, “I think I hurt my father’s pride last night. He’s been carving a big sideboard with lots of religious stuff on it—he’s got Ram-tseu and St. Francis and lots of others, and on top is the Bo Tree with its branches coming down in a circle around all the saints and gurus. He’s been making it for weeks, and it’s got so much detail! There’s even a little figure of Nefertiti reaching up to the—”


“What did you do?” asked Salamander.


“Well, he was telling my mom about it—he’s been talking about it all month, all about how the grain of the wood fit in with everything he wanted to do. …” Salamander frowned impatiently at the boy; he hurried on: “What happened was that I got tired of hearing about it so much. So I told him if he wanted to do something useful, he’d carve designs like circuitry that he could ship to the inner worlds and get a lot of money. You know, he could do those circuits that make up religious symbols … maybe just something Centrist; that would be easy, and there are lots of Centrists in the inner worlds.”


“You would feel more proud of your father if he were to sell his work offplanet?” Salamander asked.


Erich shook his head. “It was just that he acted like he’d done something so important. …”


The boy fell silent under Salamander’s soft gaze. “Anyway, I got tired of it, so I told him wood is for burning, we use it all the time here. Fire consumes it, and that’s what makes it holy—it gets pure again.”


He looked to Salamander for approval, but she only gazed quietly at him, waiting. After a moment Erich looked away from her eyes. He muttered, “I told him if he really wanted to carve something real, he’d be a fire sculptor.”


Salamander smiled faintly: it was not such a great sin for a boy to wish his father were more devout. “Fire is only one of the Elements,” she said. “Men like your father work with Spirit.”


“I know,” Erich said quickly. “I shouldn’t have said what I did.”


“Then if you regret it,” Salamander said, “we can discard the action. Think of darkness.”


Erich obediently closed his eyes; Salamander saw his features clear as he cast his thoughts into the Abyss. “Think of the great chasm; visualize its immense emptiness,” she said.


But the boy’s face tensed suddenly, and he stirred uncomfortably beside her. He made an obvious effort to relax, but she saw that his hands were spread taut in his lap.


“The Abyss will receive all,” Salamander said, casting her voice in the rhythmic cadences of the ritual. “All fears, all guilts and regrets …”


The boy twitched and his eyes came open, staring. He shut them tight, straining.


“Feel the warmth of the Abyss,” Salamander said. “It surrounds you with peace.”


Erich’s eyes came open again. “I can’t,” he said weakly.


Salamander sighed. Would the boy never learn even this simple ritual? Softly she asked, “Where is your Spirit right now?”


He looked anxiously at her. “My Spirit is in the Abyss,” he said dutifully.


“It is not,” said Salamander. “You own a portion of Spirit, but you are not allowing it freedom within you; you are trying to control it. Is this not true?” She fixed the boy with her eyes. “Where is your Spirit?” she asked very deliberately.


Erich avoided her gaze; he looked at Fire and at the hard Earth on which they sat. “I was distracted by a broadcast,” he said at last.


Salamander was not surprised; children always seemed mesmerized by Cirque’s broadcasts, unable or unwilling to tune them out of their minds when more important matters were at hand. It was difficult, she knew, to free one’s Spirit when a broadcast was in progress, because it reached directly into the mind. If one’s concentration wandered—from inattention, from fear, from anything that robbed the innermost will—then a broadcast could dominate the mind.


She sighed. “What is it that you find more worthy of attention than freeing your Spirit?”


The boy’s face subsided into a distant expression. He said, “It must have been an illusion. I’ve seen a lot of strange things in the shadows—” The intonations were not his own.


“Don’t read it out to me!” Salamander ordered. “Tell me what you found so important!”


“But they’re still up there,” Erich said vaguely. Salamander saw that his eyes were unfocused: the boy was completely lost in the broadcast.


Curiosity caught her; whatever was being broadcast must truly be very interesting. She tuned in with her own mind.


She felt the sensation of flying in a glider, smelled the closeness of the air in its compartment, saw the great expanse of the Abyss tilting below her. She was saying, “It was huge. At first it moved slowly, but that last time …” She wanted to turn around to look at Jamie, but her gravity harness prevented it. “It was fast the last time,” she said.


And in her memory she saw something monstrous loom up out of the Abyss, something that pulsed and quivered, and then something ropy that flashed out of the blackness for a moment. She saw all of that in an instant, and saw it again, and again. Gloriana’s shock pervaded her own body.


“Yes, I saw that,” she heard Jamie saying. “Like some fantastic jungle vine whipping through the air.”


She heard herself speak again, but she paid no attention. She was watching in Gloriana’s memory as the darkness of the Abyss pulsed and threw out that great tentacle. She heard Gloriana and she heard Jamie, but only that vision mattered.


After a while she realized that the Abyss was gone; the broadcast had ended. She was sitting on the dirt floor of her Cathedral, Erich beside her, Fire leaping and warming them. For a moment she thought she saw a tentacle in the flames, but she cleared her mind.


The boy said softly, “Salamander?”


She remembered that she was a priestess. “Yes,” she said.


“Do you know what it was?” he asked.


She remembered a time when she had been much younger, had been apprentice under Salamander II. She had spent a long night in the Cathedral, alone, contemplating the ever-burning Fire. She remembered how the flames had seemed to expand, how the darkness had fallen back; and she remembered that on that night she had first felt the true power of her faith. A timeless moment of realization had come to her and she had heard the silence within the sounds of night. But she hadn’t been ready; she had grown afraid, and she had passed from that state of grace. The darkness had come back, had surrounded her, touched her heels and licked at her back, trying to grasp her in strong tentacles …


“Yes,” she said to Erich, “I know what the creature was.”


“What, then?”


“Tell me what being is the eater-of-Earth,” said Salamander. “The drinker-of-Water, quencher-of-Fire—”


“You mean that was the Beast?” Erich asked, his voice muted with awe.


“Yes,” she said. “He is rising again.”


She could feel the cold tips of the creature’s limbs trailing down her back even now, clutching and flailing. She leaned closer to Fire.


And she wondered what she could do to send the Beast away again, now that it had taken form in the deep darkness at the heart of the city. Others had seen it this time—how many thousands must have seen the broadcast? And the people of Cirque had so little faith today with which to fight the creature. …


Nikki-Two waited at the side of the street for cart traffic to stop. Beside the intersection stood an unstable-element marker that changed color at short, random intervals; when it changed again, northbound traffic would have to wait. While the electric carts waited, passengers could climb on and off their backbeds.


Nikki watched the marker impatiently. What if the foreigner should reach the Winter Gate before her, pass through and lose itself in the city? Anxiously she tried to calculate the time it would take her to reach the Gate by cart-hopping against the time the millipede would require to walk there from the Morning Gate. But how fast could a millipede walk? And how many carts would she have to ride to reach the Gate?


It seemed important to her that she find the foreigner. She didn’t think to wonder why; Nikki-Two felt an urgency about so many things in life. Perhaps because she had been born as an independent personality only a few weeks ago, and even now she managed to come out so seldom. When she was out, there was so much to do!


The marker changed; traffic slowed to a stop. Nikki chose a cart whose backbed had only two people riding and climbed aboard. The other riders were a young woman and man who were apparently together. Nikki judged their age as under twenty and wondered at the way they dressed: loosely fitting brown and red two-piece suits. It was no fashion she was familiar with.


“Love to you,” she greeted them. “Do you happen to know how far he’s going?”


The young woman shrugged bony shoulders. “He doesn’t have a voice horn,” she said. Nikki thought the woman’s straight brown hair was stringy and unattractive, but she liked her wide mouth.


The man said, “We’re just going as far north as the Final Cataract; we’ll have to change carts soon anyway.”


“We’re questers,” the woman explained.


Nikki’s interest quickened. “Religious?” she asked.


“We’re going to the Cathedral of the Five Elements,” the woman said. “We’ve been granted an audience!”


She was obviously proud of it, but Nikki wasn’t impressed. Outlanders on quest were always going to the Cathedral of the Five Elements, but to the people of Cirque it was just an outdated holdover from the past.


The electric cart bumped along over the worn stones that paved Cirque’s streets; Nikki had to hold onto the sides of the backbed to keep from being thrown about.


“Where are you from?” she asked the couple. Knowing that they were questers explained their unfamiliar clothing at least.


“We’re both from Springs Crossing,” the young man told her.


Nikki looked blank; she had never heard of their town either.


“The priestess of the Cathedral of the Five Elements visited there for a whole fortnight last year,” said the young woman. “It’s over eighty kilometers from Cirque, but she came all that way.”


Nikki wondered how many kilometers away Aldebaran was. “Did you tune in to the broadcast?” she asked. “You know, the foreigner from Aldebaran?” She twisted in the backbed to see where they were. Jumbled towers rose into the morning air, brightly lit from the east. Still the Apprentice Quarters, then.


“Foreigner?” said the young woman. “The only broadcast we tuned in to this morning was the one over the Abyss.”


“Which?” Nikki asked. The driver of their cart seemed to be getting ready to turn off the curving north-south route; she watched as he slowed the cart.


“Some people were gliding over the Abyss,” said the young man. “They saw something pretty scary down inside it.”


“There’s nothing in the Abyss,” Nikki said distractedly, still watching what the driver was doing.


“Oh, yes there is!” said the woman. “It’s something really big, too—you mean you’ve never seen it? But you’re from Cirque, aren’t you? How could you not know about something that big that lives right in the center of your city?”


Nikki turned to her with some annoyance. “What are you talking about?”


“The big thing down in the Abyss,” said the woman. “Big and sort of white, with tentacles a kilometer long. Haven’t you seen it?”


Nikki shook her head, wondering if these people knew what they were talking about. They had tuned in to a broadcast she’d missed—but they must have misunderstood what they’d seen.


“There’s nothing down in the Abyss,” she said patiently. “It’s just a big hole that goes all the way down to … well, wherever. Depends on your temple. But there’s nothing in it. That’s the whole point.”


The young woman was smiling now, her wide lips pointing up at the corners in a peculiar quirky expression. “You’re wrong,” she said. “There’s something monstrous and awful down there. The people who saw it thought so too; they were pretty scared. You mean no one ever saw it before, huh?”


Nikki didn’t have time to argue: the driver had turned his cart onto a side street, one of the radiators that led outward from the Abyss. Nikki craned over the side to look for crossing markers ahead, but saw none.


“Listen, I have to leave,” she said, and just then the cart slowed for a rut and Nikki took her chance. She jumped heavily off the back of the cart, caught her balance with one hand against the stones of the street, then stood and waved as the cart carried the two young questers away.


“They should’ve jumped too, if they want to get to that Cathedral,” she said to herself. “He’s going outward, away from it.” She shrugged and looked around to see where she was.


The cart had carried her outside the Apprentice Quarters. Two-and three-storied homes with wooden pillars carved in the Neo-Greek style lined the streets, several with bas-reliefs over the doors painted in gaudy colors. Large oaks and bay trees shaded the street.


She turned north at an intersection and hiked for the next traffic marker. The morning sun was warm now, and though she kept to the shade of the trees she began to sweat. She didn’t mind sweating, but she knew Nikki-One did—strange how the two of them could have such differing feelings about precisely the same thing. It wasn’t as though they had different bodies; they literally lived in the same muscles, bones and flesh. Yet when Nikki-One was out and she sweated, it itched and stank to her, whereas to Nikki-Two it was just a free body reaction, like breathing.


She thought of Gregorian and wondered about her feelings for him. She knew that Nikki-One loved him in a hopelessly dependent way, and the other Nikkis all loved him too in their own ways. And her, Nikki-Two? Well, she … was fond of him; she could see the worries and hopes beneath his abrasive manner. She guessed that meant she loved him.


But actually, she realized suddenly, she didn’t really react to him directly; whenever she was with Gregorian she tried to treat him nicely, as Nikki-One would … because Nikki-One was painfully afraid of losing him, and Nikki-Two didn’t want to hurt her. Nikki-One, after all, was the “owner” of their body, the one who lived in it most of the time; that ought to give her some rights.


Not that I wouldn’t be glad to come out more often myself, thought Nikki-Two. She wondered if she might be able to influence Nikki-One to use the parasanity-inducing pills more often. How could she do that? They had no contact within their mind: when Nikki-One was out, Nikki-Two was asleep, and vice versa.


Could she leave a message? The only way she could think of was through memory; all the Nikkis shared the same memory, of course. Then the idea came to her: the best way to influence Nikki-One to bring her out more often was to enjoy herself to the utmost and leave behind good memories, warm memories, happiness.


Well, she thought, isn’t that what I do anyhow? Really, I just try to enjoy myself as much as I can.


She came to a traffic marker and stopped next to it. She sat on the curbstone beneath a dusty cherry tree whose leaves seemed afire with the sun shining through them. She scanned the street to the south. It curved away to the right, filled with many carts: she’d be able to get a ride quickly. Meanwhile, waiting for the marker to change, she leaned against the base of the cherry tree and relaxed. It was delicious to sit for a moment; Nikki’s body wasn’t used to so much walking.
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