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			Praise for Arthur C. Clarke


			‘Arthur C. Clarke is awesomely informed about physics and astronomy, and blessed with one of the most astounding imaginations ever encountered in print’  New York Times


			‘First level science fiction for the intelligent and literate reader’  The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction


			‘Mr Clarke skilfully fits his heady fantasies into a human context. First class’  Evening Standard


			‘There has been nothing like it’  C. S. Lewis


			‘The very personification of SF … he … has produced some of the most memorable images in SF’  The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


			‘Science Fiction of the finest quality: original, imaginative, disturbing’  Kingsley Amis


			‘A blend of hard scientific speculation, gripping narrative and cosmic sense of wonder’  The Times


			‘His enthusiasm is combined with his considerable literary and myth-making skills … the result is something special’   Sunday Telegraph


			‘Memorable and at times magical’  Brian W. Aldiss


			‘The most popular English SF writer in the world’  David G. Hartwell


			‘Packed with suspense and mystery’  Sunday Times


		


	

		

			[image: Golden-Age-logo-55.tif]


			Against the Fall
of Night


			ARTHUR C. CLARKE


			[image: Gollancz_millennium_logo.tif]


		


	

		

			CONTENTS


			Cover


			Praise for Arthur C. Clarke


			Title Page


			Introduction


			Prologue


			1: The Prison of Diaspar


			2: Start of the Search


			3: The Tomb of Yarlan Zey


			4: The Way Beneath


			5: The Land of Lys


			6: The Last Niagara


			7: The Crater Dweller


			8: The Story of Shalmirane


			9: Master of the Robot


			10: Duplication


			11: The Council


			12: The Ship


			13: The Crisis


			14: Out of the System


			15: Vanamonde


			16: Two Meetings


			17: The Black Sun


			18: Renaissance


			Author Biography


			Also by Arthur C. Clarke


			Copyright


		


	

		

			INTRODUCTION


			Arthur Charles Clarke was born in 1917, in Minehead, Somerset, England, the son of a farmer. As a boy he showed promise as a budding engineer, building telescopes, wireless sets and rockets. Clarke’s first exposure to science fiction (SF) was coming across a copy of the US magazine Astounding Science Fiction in 1930. However, his key inspiration was probably a discovery of Olaf Stapledon’s cosmic epic Last and First Men (1931).


			In 1936 Clarke moved to London, where he joined the British Interplanetary Society, then a small, congenial group of space enthusiasts. During the Second World War he served in the RAF, working on radar developments, and published occasional technical papers – including ‘Extraterrestrial Relays’, which set out the concept of geosynchronous communication satellites, a field with which he would forever after be associated.


			The publication in May 1950 of his first book – a technical work on interplanetary flight – enabled Clarke to become a full-time writer. It is striking that Clarke came to prominence first as a writer of popular science rather than fiction. He made extensive lecture tours from the 1950s to the 1970s, and became familiar to a still wider audience through media work, covering US space missions for CBS from 1957. His gift for a rational, lucid, uplifting analysis of future possibilities earned him a reputation as a prophet of his times.


			But meanwhile, however, back in 1946, Clarke had achieved his first professional sales of science fiction.


			Clarke’s second novel, The Sands of Mars (1951), had an authenticity deriving from Clarke’s technical understanding, and was designed to be pitched to America, then by far the dominant market for SF. In the post-war period, the SF writers had seized on the exciting possibilities offered by the legacy of German rocketry – the V2s – to write tales of an expansion into space that had come to be seen as inevitable. So, in Clarke’s novel, set around the year 2000, the two-thousand-tonne atom-powered space liner Ares makes its maiden flight to Mars.


			Meanwhile, in 1951 Mars was still believed to be an inviting world; in Clarke’s version you could walk around in the open air with nothing but a face-mask. And on this Mars, with one eye on his market, Clarke spins a tale of American-style dreams of the frontier, and of colonial rebellion.


			But even in this early work there was a deeper inspiration at work. The Sands of Mars seems to have been the first attempt to depict the terraforming of Mars (though the idea of terraforming in SF goes back to Clarke’s hero Stapledon). Clarke was far too deep a thinker to neglect the ethical implications of such an act, and he always had a long perspective: ‘For it was [the Martians’] world, not Man’s … Man himself … might well be judged by his behaviour here on Mars’.


			If The Sands of Mars was a fable of the space frontier, Earthlight – published in 1955, but developed from a short story first published in 1951 – is a prophecy of space war, unsettling both for the book’s first readers, and for a modern audience.


			In the 22nd century a struggle between two great powers, the space-based ‘Triplanetary Federation’ and a heavily populated Earth, threatens war on the Moon. Clarke, always an advocate of the peaceful colonisation of space, was quite capable of imagining the Moon as an arena of war. And his prophecy might have come true. By 1958 the US Air Force and Army were developing rival schemes for nuclear-missile bases on the Moon – schemes that were, happily, canned by President Eisenhower.


			Clarke’s readers in the 1950s might have read the book as a metaphor for a terrestrial nuclear war. But today many space visionaries argue, as Clarke did, that we need to establish a peaceful world governance before large-scale space expansion can take place. For a war waged by societies wielding the huge energies required for interplanetary flight could be destructive on an unprecedented scale – just as shown in Clarke’s novel.


			In 1971, the astronauts of Apollo 15 named a lunar crater ‘Earthlight’, in tribute to this novel. Scientists, engineers and pilots took Clarke seriously. But there was always a greater depth to Clarke’s fiction than the engineering.


			‘They watched in silence, and with them all the thousands in the streets and towers of Diaspar, until the last cloud slowly faded from sight, sucked dry by the hot, parched air of the unending deserts …’


			Against the Fall of Night, first published in 1948 in a minor American pulp magazine, would ultimately become the seed of what many regard as Clarke’s finest novel, The City and the Stars (1956). Its setting is Earth’s last city, Diaspar, gleaming like a jewel on the desert, closed on itself and tremendously old – its inhabitants hiding from a dangerous universe.


			This Stapledonian book of eternity itself had a long conception. That striking opening image, of the world’s very last cloud evaporating over a desert city, came to Clarke ‘out of nowhere’ in 1936 at age nineteen. ‘Because it was my firstborn,’ he wrote in a 1990 introduction, ‘[the book] has always had a special place in my affections, yet I was never completely satisfied with it’. He wrote several drafts before his war service, but a 1946 draft was rejected by Astounding Stories. Clarke produced the final longer form nearly twenty years after that first flash of inspiration, during a long sea voyage.


			With his repeated reworking Clarke showed a sound instinct. Clarke’s strongest influence was always Stapledon, and by returning in his thirties to the inspiration of his nineteen-year-old self Clarke was revisiting the wellspring of his own creativity. But Against the Fall of Night is a better piece of fiction, as fiction, than anything Stapledon ever wrote. Stapledon’s marvellous visions are aloof and chilling. Clarke could make us cry.


			In 1964 it was this quasi-mystical aspect of Clarke’s work, not his technophilic predictions, that attracted the attention of Stanley Kubrick.


			And in 1968, with the release of 2001: A Space Odyssey, Arthur Charles Clarke became the most famous SF writer in the world.


			Stephen Baxter,
June 2018


		


	

		

			PROLOGUE


			Not once in a generation did the voice of the city change as it was changing now. Day and night, age after age, it had never faltered. To myriads of men it had been the first and the last sound they had ever heard. It was part of the city: when it ceased the city would be dead and the desert sands would be settling in the great streets of Diaspar.


			Even here, half a mile above the ground, the sudden hush brought Convar out to the balcony. Far below, the moving ways were still sweeping between the great buildings, but now they were thronged with silent crowds. Something had drawn the languid people of the city from their homes: in their thousands they were drifting slowly between the cliffs of colored metal. And then Convar saw that all those myriads of faces were turned towards the sky.


			For a moment fear crept into his soul – fear lest after all these ages the Invaders had come again to Earth. Then he too was staring at the sky, entranced by a wonder he had never hoped to see again. He watched for many minutes before he went to fetch his infant son.


			The child Alvin was frightened at first. The soaring spires of the city, the moving specks two thousand feet below – these were part of his world, but the thing in the sky was beyond all his experience. It was larger than any of the city’s buildings, and its whiteness was so dazzling that it hurt the eye. Though it seemed to be solid, the restless winds were changing its outlines even as he watched.


			Once, Alvin knew, the skies of Earth had been filled with strange shapes. Out of space the great ships had come, bearing unknown treasures, to berth at the Port of Diaspar. But that was half a billion years ago: before the beginning of history the Port had been buried by the drifting sand.


			Convar’s voice was sad when presently he spoke to his son.


			‘Look at it well, Alvin,’ he said. ‘It may be the last the world will ever know. I have only seen one other in all my life, and once they filled the skies of Earth.’


			They watched in silence, and with them all the thousands in the streets and towers of Diaspar, until the last cloud slowly faded from sight, sucked dry by the hot, parched air of the unending deserts.


		


	

		

			1


			The Prison of Diaspar


			The lesson was finished. The drowsy whisper of the hypnone rose suddenly in pitch and ceased abruptly on a thrice repeated note of command. Then the machine blurred and vanished, but still Alvin sat staring into nothingness while his mind slipped back through the ages to meet reality again.


			Jeserac was the first to speak: his voice was worried and a little uncertain.


			‘Those are the oldest records in the world, Alvin – the only ones that show Earth as it was before the Invaders came. Very few people indeed have ever seen them.’


			Slowly the boy turned towards his tutor. There was something in his eyes that worried the old man, and once again Jeserac regretted his action. He began to talk quickly, as if trying to set his own conscience at ease.


			‘You know that we never talk about the ancient times, and I only showed you those records because you were so anxious to see them. Don’t let them upset you: as long as we’re happy, does it matter how much of the world we occupy? The people you have been watching had more space, but they were less contented than we.’


			Was that true? Alvin wondered. He thought once more of the desert lapping round the island that was Diaspar, and his mind returned to the world that Earth had been. He saw again the endless leagues of blue water, greater than the land itself, rolling their waves against golden shores. His ears were still ringing with the boom of breakers stilled these thousand million years. And he remembered the forests and prairies, and the strange beasts that had once shared the world with Man.


			All this was gone. Of the oceans, nothing remained but the grey deserts of salt, the winding sheets of Earth. Salt and sand, from Pole to Pole, with only the lights of Diaspar burning in the wilderness that must one day overwhelm them.


			And these were the least of the things that Man had lost, for above the desolation the forgotten stars were shining still.


			‘Jeserac,’ said Alvin at last, ‘once I went to the Tower of Loranne. No one lives there any more, and I could look out over the desert. It was dark, and I couldn’t see the ground, but the sky was full of colored lights. I watched them for a long time, but they never moved. So presently I came away. Those were the stars, weren’t they?’


			Jeserac was alarmed. Exactly how Alvin had got to the Tower of Loranne was a matter for further investigation. The boy’s interests were becoming – dangerous.


			‘Those were the stars,’ he answered briefly. ‘What of them?’


			‘We used to visit them once, didn’t we?’


			A long pause. Then, ‘Yes.’


			‘Why did we stop? What were the Invaders?’


			Jeserac rose to his feet. His answer echoed back through all the teachers the world had ever known.


			‘That’s enough for one day, Alvin. Later, when you are older, I’ll tell you more – but not now. You already know too much.’


			Alvin never asked the question again: later, he had no need for the answer was clear. And there was so much in Diaspar to beguile the mind that for months he could forget that strange yearning he alone seemed to feel.


			Diaspar was a world in itself. Here Man had gathered all his treasures, everything that had been saved from the ruin of the past. All the cities that had ever been had given something to Diaspar: even before the coming of the Invaders its name had been known on the worlds that Man had lost.


			Into the building of Diaspar had gone all the skill, all the artistry of the Golden Ages. When the great days were coming to an end, men of genius had remoulded the city and given it the machines that made it immortal. Whatever might be forgotten, Diaspar would live and bear the descendants of Man safely down the stream of Time.


			They were, perhaps, as contented as any race the world had known, and after their fashion they were happy. They spent their long lives amid beauty that had never been surpassed, for the labour of millions of centuries had been dedicated to the glory of Diaspar.


			This was Alvin’s world, a world which for ages had been sinking into a gracious decadence. Of this Alvin was still unconscious, for the present was so full of wonder that it was easy to forget the past. There was so much to do, so much to learn before the long centuries of his youth ebbed away.


			Music had been the first of the arts to attract him, and for a while he had experimented with many instruments. But this most ancient of all arts was now so complex that it might take a thousand years for him to master all its secrets, and in the end he abandoned his ambitions. He could listen, but he could never create.


			For a long time the thought-converter gave him great delight. On its screen he shaped endless patterns of form and color, usually copies – deliberate or otherwise – of the ancient masters. More and more frequently he found himself creating dream landscapes from the vanished Dawn World, and often his thoughts turned wistfully to the records that Jeserac had shown him. So the smoldering flame of his discontent burned slowly towards the level of consciousness, though as yet he was scarcely worried by the vague restlessness he often felt.


			But through the months and the years, that restlessness was growing. Once Alvin had been content to share the pleasures and interests of Diaspar, but now he knew that they were not sufficient. His horizons were expanding, and the knowledge that all his life must be bounded by the walls of the city was becoming intolerable to him. Yet he knew well enough that there was no alternative, for the wastes of the desert covered all the world.


			He had seen the desert only a few times in his life, but he knew no one else who had ever seen it at all. His people’s fear of the outer world was something he could not understand: to him it held no terror, but only mystery. When he was weary of Diaspar, it called to him as it was calling now.


			The moving ways were glittering with life and color as the people of the city went about their affairs. They smiled at Alvin as he worked his way to the central highspeed section. Sometimes they greeted him by name: once it had been flattering to think that he was known to the whole of Diaspar, but now it gave him little pleasure.


			In minutes the express channel had swept him away from the crowded heart of the city, and there were few people in sight when it came to a smooth halt against a long platform of brightly colored marble. The moving ways were so much a part of his life that Alvin had never imagined any other form of transport. An engineer of the ancient world would have gone slowly mad trying to understand how a solid roadway could be fixed at both ends while its centre travelled at a hundred miles an hour. One day Alvin might be puzzled too, but for the present he accepted his environment as uncritically as all the other citizens of Diaspar.


			This area of the city was almost deserted. Although the population of Diaspar had not altered for millenia, it was the custom for families to move at frequent intervals. One day the tide of life would sweep this way again, but the great towers had been lonely now for a hundred thousand years.


			The marble platform ended against a wall pierced with brilliantly lighted tunnels. Alvin selected one without hesitation and stepped into it. The peristaltic field seized him at once and propelled him forward while he lay back luxuriously, watching his surroundings.


			It no longer seemed possible that he was in a tunnel far underground. The art that had used all Diaspar for its canvas had been busy here, and above Alvin the skies seemed open to the winds of heaven. All around were the spires of the city, gleaming in the sunlight. It was not the city as he knew it, but the Diaspar of a much earlier age. Although most of the great buildings were familiar, there were subtle differences that added to the interest of the scene. Alvin wished he could linger, but he had never found any way of retarding his progress through the tunnel.


			All too soon he was gently set down in a large elliptical chamber, completely surrounded by windows. Through these he could catch tantalizing glimpses of gardens ablaze with brilliant flowers. There were gardens still in Diaspar, but these had existed only in the mind of the artist who conceived them. Certainly there were no such flowers as these in the world today.


			Alvin stepped through one of the windows – and the illusion was shattered. He was in a circular passageway curving steeply upwards. Beneath his feet the floor began to creep slowly forward, as if eager to lead him to his goal. He walked a few paces until his speed was so great that further effort would be wasted.


			The corridor still inclined upwards, and in a few hundred feet had curved through a complete right-angle. But only logic knew this: to the senses it was now as if one were being hurried along an absolutely level corridor. The fact that he was in reality travelling up a vertical shaft thousands of feet deep gave Alvin no sense of insecurity, for a failure of the polarizing field was unthinkable.


			Presently the corridor began to slope ‘downwards’ again until once more it had turned through a right-angle. The movement of the floor slowed imperceptibly until it came to rest at the end of a long hall lined with mirrors. Alvin was now, he knew, almost at the summit of the Tower of Loranne.


			He lingered for a while in the hall of mirrors, for it had a fascination that was unique. There was nothing like it, as far as Alvin knew, in the rest of Diaspar. Through some whim of the artist, only a few of the mirrors reflected the scene as it really was – and even those, Alvin was convinced, were constantly changing their position. The rest certainly reflected something, but it was faintly disconcerting to see oneself walking amid everchanging and quite imaginary surroundings. Alvin wondered what he would do if he saw anyone else approaching him in the mirror-world, but so far the situation had never arisen.


			Five minutes later he was in a small, bare room through which a warm wind blew continually. It was part of the tower’s ventilating system, and the moving air escaped through a series of wide openings that pierced the wall of the building. Through them one could get a glimpse of the world beyond Diaspar.


			It was perhaps too much to say that Diaspar had been deliberately built so that its inhabitants could see nothing of the outer world. Yet it was strange that from nowhere else in the city, as far as Alvin knew, could one see the desert. The outermost towers of Diaspar formed a wall around the city, turning their backs upon the hostile world beyond, and Alvin thought again of his people’s strange reluctance to speak or even to think of anything outside their little universe.


			Thousands of feet below, the sunlight was taking leave of the desert. The almost horizontal rays made a pattern of light against the eastern wall of the little room, and Alvin’s own shadow loomed enormous behind him. He shaded his eyes against the glare and peered down at the land upon which no man had walked for unknown ages.


			There was little to see: only the long shadows of the sand-dunes and, far to the west, the low range of broken hills beyond which the sun was setting. It was strange to think that of all the millions of living men, he alone had seen this sight.


			There was no twilight: with the going of the sun, night swept like a wind across the desert, scattering the stars before it. High in the south burned a strange formation that had puzzled Alvin before – a perfect circle of six colored stars, with a single white giant at its center. Few other stars had such brilliance, for the great suns that had once burned so fiercely in the glory of youth were now guttering to their doom.


			For a long time Alvin knelt at the opening, watching the stars fall towards the west. Here in the glimmering darkness, high above the city, his mind seemed to be working with a supernormal clarity. There were still tremendous gaps in his knowledge, but slowly the problem of Diaspar was beginning to reveal itself.


			The human race had changed – and he had not. Once, the curiosity and the desire for knowledge which cut him off from the rest of his people had been shared by all the world. Far back in time, millions of years ago, something must have happened that had changed mankind completely. Those unexplained references to the Invaders – did the answer lie there?


			It was time he returned. As he rose to leave, Alvin was suddenly struck by a thought that had never occurred to him before. The air vent was almost horizontal, and perhaps a dozen feet long. He had always imagined that it ended in the sheer wall of the tower, but this was a pure assumption. There were, he realized now, several other possibilities. Indeed, it was more than likely that there would be a ledge of some kind beneath the opening, if only for reasons of safety. It was too late to do any exploring now, but tomorrow he would come again …


			He was sorry to have to lie to Jeserac, but if the old man disapproved of his eccentricities it was only kindness to conceal the truth. Exactly what he hoped to discover, Alvin could not have said. He knew perfectly well that if by any means he succeeded in leaving Diaspar, he would soon have to return. But the schoolboy excitement of a possible adventure was its own justification.


			It was not difficult to work his way along the tunnel, though he could not have done it easily a year before. The thought of a sheer five-thousand-foot drop at the end worried Alvin not at all, for Man had completely lost his fear of heights. And, in fact, the drop was only a matter of a yard on to a wide terrace running right and left athwart the face of the tower.


			Alvin scrambled out into the open, the blood pounding in his veins. Before him, no longer framed in a narrow rectangle of stone, lay the whole expanse of the desert. Above, the face of the tower still soared hundreds of feet into the sky. The neighboring buildings stretched away to north and south, an avenue of titans. The Tower of Loranne, Alvin noted with interest, was not the only one with air vents opening towards the desert. For a moment he stood drinking in the tremendous landscape: then he began to examine the ledge on which he was standing.


			It was perhaps twenty feet wide, and ended abruptly in a sheer drop to the ground. Alvin, gazing fearlessly over the edge of the precipice, judged that the desert was at least a mile below. There was no hope in that direction.


			Far more interesting was the fact that a flight of steps led down from one end of the terrace, apparently to another ledge a few hundred feet below. The steps were cut in the sheer face of the building, and Alvin wondered if they led all the way to the surface. It was an exciting possibility: in his enthusiasm, he overlooked the physical implications of a five-thousand-foot descent.


			But the stairway was little more than a hundred feet long. It came to a sudden end against a great block of stone that seemed to have been welded across it. There was no way past: deliberately and thoroughly, the route had been barred.


			Alvin approached the obstacle with a sinking heart. He had forgotten the sheer impossibility of climbing a stairway a mile high, if indeed he could have completed the descent, and he felt a baffled annoyance at having come so far only to meet with failure.


			He reached the stone, and for the first time saw the message engraved upon it. The letters were archaic, but he could decipher them easily enough. Three times he read the simple inscription: then he sat down on the great stone slabs and gazed at the inaccessible land below.


			THERE IS A BETTER WAY.
GIVE MY GREETINGS TO THE KEEPER OF THE RECORDS.


			Alaine of Lyndar
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