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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.


      





Part One



GARDENS
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THE SKY WAS a cloudless forget-me-not blue. High in the zenith there appeared a fan of incandescent gas which became a neat tongue of fire as the starship sank down through denser air. Thunder rolled across the hills and meadows. For a while this disturbed the festivities of the people and the beasts. As the shining torpedo fell more slowly, unfolding its landing jacks tipped with delicate antennae, they wondered whether it might not be some new kind of metamorphic spire lowering itself from the empyrean, even though Hell’s fires poured from its anal vent. The flames incinerated a few flying sprites who wandered too close.


From his vantage point on top of a knoll a naked man watched the starship sink down into a meadow. The fires were quenched underneath it in billows of steam as though the grass itself had extinguished them, rising up as mist. Which cleared. And all was still.


Many other naked men and women saw the starship land, too, but only this naked man knew it for what it was. Only he saw the sleek ablative lines of human manufacture.


Once the thing was silent and its fires were out people and creatures resumed their former pursuits. However, a few of them did at least redirect their pursuits in the direction of the new phenomenon–which is slightly less than saying that they rushed to inspect it. Its meaning would no doubt become apparent, but for the moment that was still sealed to the world, a secret without obvious entry point. In due course a wise owl–or a goldfinch, who was good at teasing things out–might give a clue to its meaning.


The naked man thought that he alone saw the landing of the starship for what it was.


However, a clothed man watched too, and knew. He stood, shading his eyes, on the balcony of a rose-red branching tower away to the south: a stone tree with translucent marbled ducts tunnelling up through it, standing astride a river that ran into a lake.


The clothed man pursed his lips and grinned.


A magpie perched on one of the spiky stone-leaves that crowned the tree-tower like a giant fossil yucca. The bird ruffled first its white feathers then its black feathers and launched itself into the air.


The clothed man called after it. “Too big for your beak, Corvo!”


“Caaaw,” it crowed back at him, circling.


He laughed. “Go to it!”


The magpie flew on its way.


The bird would reach the meadow where the starship had landed long before the naked man arrived. Though the naked man wasn’t running there; he was only making his way wistfully in that direction.


Loquela emerged from the pool, bedewed. Wisely, she’d dodged the thunder of that silver, fire-shitting thing’s descent by diving underwater and holding her breath. She was puzzled but not frightened. Shaking herself, she waded ashore, stepping over large pearls resembling clutches of eggs–perhaps their insides would soften presently from the mineral state into yolk and albumen.


An ape capered and gibbered at her from the bank. It clapped furry black hands to its little ears then somersaulted to indicate that the world had just turned upside down for it.


A large lung-cod, with glazed eyes and a cedilla hook of flesh beneath its chin like an inverted question mark, wheezed at her from the bank. Had it just laid those pearls? No, it was still gravid, swollen with roe. The cod must have taken something of a sonic battering from the new arrival. Straining at its weight, Loquela picked it up and humped it into the pool, then washed her hands clean of fishy mucus in the water. Further off in the blue water the merman she had been sporting with earlier–or rather teasing, since its erect penis could only be accommodated by cupped hands–was still thrashing his long arching tail in some distress at the shock of sound. The nigromerman had a smooth helmet of a head, a hard fleshy visor with the beaver firmly closed. “Well enough armoured. I’d have thought!” Waving goodbye to him, Loquela ran light-foot over the turf, her little white breasts bobbing like lychees, to the high hedges. She ducked her way through, startling a pangolin which had curled up in a ball of sharp jutting scales and was just on the point of unwinding back into an enormous fir cone again. Perhaps it had been shocked into a ball–or perhaps the noise had woken it up. Pangolins were nocturnal sleepers, though here where there was never any night they had to make do with the shade of hedges and thickets.


On her way through the hedges she plucked a giant blackberry with both her hands and bit into its juice-cells till the sweet liquid ran down her chin. The drink excited her, filling her veins with sugar, energy, and anticipation.


In the large meadow beyond, a few casualties lay about on the turf. Mainly they were giant fish. A smell of charring wafted. Slow creatures! A wonder that they could move overland at all. But this was how they evolved, straining upwards towards the condition of legs, or even wings. People often took pity on them and carried them. As indeed some human refugees from the meadow were doing now, bearing a great red mullet between them. They laid the fish down on the turf so that it could see the amazing silver tower. The mullet’s eyes gaped glassily upward, observing what was towering into the air as foggily and as out of focus as people see things underwater.


A white giraffe had fallen in flight, doing the splits, wrenching itself apart. A shrike–the bird of violent death– already was perched on the horns of the wheezing, dying animal, calling urgently. A mocking bird laughed at it from somewhere. Quickly Loquela ran to the stricken beast, clutching her dripping blackberry. A goldfinch as large as Loquela herself hopped from the bushes–it could hardly fly! The goldfinch accepted the blackberry from her in its beak and thrust the fruit at the floppy prehensile lips of the camelpard, cracking more juice cells, squirting refreshment and peace.


Above, over black burnt earth, rose the sleek metal tower. The landing jacks had ruptured through the turf down to bedrock, as though the world was a mere skin and a thin skin at that. Assessing the excellent uprightness of the tower–which the mullet must surely envy–a man and a woman who had been carrying the fish proceeded to perform a perfect handstand, face to face, and in that precarious position, upside-down, they made sweet love. The position appealed to Loquela. She looked around her for a partner, though it occurred to her that the ideal partner might be this silver tower itself. No hint of flames came from it any more, though a little heat still radiated from the vents and nozzles at its base, creaking as they cooled. Before long all the heat had dispersed, and the two handstanding lovers had reached their inverted climax, after which they fell neatly apart: a four-armed upside-down quadruped which suddenly fissioned into two equal beings who could walk upright at last.


The lovers beckoned her with lazily caressing hands, inviting her into their twosome, but she shook her head. She felt too intense, too urgent, for their gently choreographed afterplay. With understanding smiles the lovers sat down languidly on the lawns together, heads touching, hands now entwined. A toad appeared and hopped about them presently, chanting ‘brek-ek’. The woman fed it a large daisy and it wandered up to Loquela with the flower dangling out of its mouth, as a love-gift. Laughing, Loquela flopped the toad up on to her head. She walked this way and that, balancing the toad, till finally it manoeuvred the daisy stalk behind her ear. With a triumphant ‘brek!’ the toad launched itself away, landing on the turf and bouncing along in diminishing leaps, a leathery bag playing ducks-and-drakes across the green. Twiddling the flower behind her ear, Loquela waited for the silver tower to disgorge its secret and engorge her with it.
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IN FACT, THE starship was several hundred kilometers from the target area which Paavo Kekkonen–their pilot and systems engineer–had set for the computer. At the last moment, too late to abort their entry into the atmosphere, the Schiaparelli had drifted uncontrollably, lateral jets firing. Plainly enough this was a technical malfunction. It merely felt as though some external force had closed an invisible hand around them, up where space met air, and shifted the ship brusquely over to a new entry point. The six people on the starship were considerably relieved. To have come so far, for so many years, then crashed… That was unthinkable. So, each in their own way, they avoided thinking of this, concentrating instead on the world outside.


“Well done, Paavo,” said Austin Faraday. “We’ll check the trouble out later. In all other respects, a copybook landing. So this is where they got off at: Target Three!”


The geologist-captain swept back white hair. Though he wasn’t old–unless the eighty-seven years of coldsleep were added to his own natural forty-two years. He was a pure blond, with a peroxide mane which had continued growing very slowly in hyb; as had all their hair and nails, in the same way as hair and nails carry on growing for a while from a dead body in a coffin. The six of them had all been in coffins, as though dead, these many years: three men and three women. Austin, Paavo and Sean Athlone; Tanya Rostov, Denise Laroche and Muthoni Muthiga. All that time their hair and their nails had continued growing out of their quasi-dead bodies at a pace which would have shamed a snail, yet which over eighty-seven years produced wild manes of hermit hair and crazy talons.


They had already trimmed those talons with some difficulty on emerging from hyb. Such long curiosities–sharp thin scimitars of horn! They hadn’t disposed of those. No, they had stowed them away providentially like pious Chinese peasants. Spaceman’s nails: they might present those to the Smithsonian Institute, if the Smithsonian still survived on their return. Or perhaps they would auction them, as the earliest astronauts had auctioned first day cover lunar postage stamps. If anyone was interested in auctions, or astronauts, on their return. This was the longest journey yet: of forty-five light years by spacestress drive, measured on the yardstick of the human nail.


On awakening, and recovering, Paavo had joked that this growth effect might set a natural limit to human proliferation through the galaxy. Unless hyb-sleepers were unthawed for a periodical manicure and haircut, by the time the computer awakened them at journey’s end they would be stifled by their own hair, unable to move because of the interlocking nest of toe and finger nails. He thought of calling this the Poe Effect.


Theirs was the longest journey, but one other equalled it, they now knew: that of the Exodus V ship, otherwise known as Copernicus, whose route they had retraced past two solar systems which betrayed their promise. The Copernicus had definitely landed here, beneath this yellow sun which only bore a number: 4H (Fourth Harvard Catalogue) 97801.


Denise, their French ecologist, stared down through binoculars out of one of the crystal portholes. Her hair was a Primavera golden fleece, which she hadn’t trimmed at all, waking to find herself so beautiful at last. Her face alone was a pert, buttony affair which could hardly bear that weight of beauty.


“Yes, they’re here. Target Three. But… all naked? And whatever are those huge fish doing on land? They seem to be some sort of pet. And the animals! Wherever did they get them from? My God, I can see a unicorn. It’s a real unicorn!” She hurried to the computer.


Green words ran across a cathode screen.


EXODUS-V “COPERNICUS” CARRIED ON BOARD FERTILIZED OVA OF DOMESTIC ANIMALS, FISH & FOWLS. ANIMALS AS FOLLOWS: COW, DOG, GOAT, HORSE…


She cleared the screen.


“They must have had DNA matrices on file too,” suggested Muthoni, their Kenyan doctor. Her slim black face was haloed in a bush of wiry darkness. Her skin wasn’t chocolate or coffee or khaki, but raven black. She had the long thin nose of a carving and full lips which pressed forward, firm and smooth as polished wood. “They’ve been playing with bioforms. Changing them, adding new touches. Look at that white giraffe over there. Look at those horns on its head. That isn’t an earthly giraffe. They’ve been mutating creatures from the matrices. They’ve made the whole planet into a park–a garden. A wonderland.”


“Naturally.” Tanya Rostov, the Russian agronomist, nodded sarcastically. She was a dumpy brunette. “Of course the very first thing that colonists do on a new world is to landscape everywhere effortlessly, then toss their clothes away and start on genetic manipulation in vitro as an art form. Presumably behind the nearest bush! They don’t, of course, produce farms or factories or anything of that sort. They just snap their fingers. Hey presto, Paradise.”


“It must have been Paradise here already,” said Denise, “and… well, there was no need to struggle. The idea suggested itself: utopia.” She laughed nervously.


“So now they perform handstands to welcome us.” Austin frowned. “I’m afraid Tanya’s right to be sceptical.”


“Maybe we just landed in the middle of their nature reserve–or naturist park,” suggested the Frenchwoman. “A leisure zone?”


“It looked the same all over, from what we could see on the way down: meadows, lakes, parkland. On this side anyway. Nothing so vulgar as a town or village. Why isn’t it boiling hot here, eh? This planet doesn’t revolve–or if it does it’s so slowly we can’t tell the difference. Apart from the question of what could possibly cause rotation-locking this far from the sun, with no moon in the sky, it should be bloody hot here and the dark side should be frozen solid–which it isn’t.”


“You said there was vulcanism there,” pointed out Paavo. His own mane of hair had been trimmed to a pageboy style by Muthoni. The Finn had never liked long hair. Once, eighty-seven years ago, he had been an ardent skier and hated hair flying across his goggles. However, the trim which the Kenyan woman had given him struck him as overly gaminesque and cute. “We all spotted the fires there.”


“A few volcanoes don’t warm a frozen backside,” said Tanya.


“It should be worse than any Arctic over there,” agreed Austin.


“Oh, there are cold spots, yes! But damn warm areas too, right alongside them. As I said before, it’s a hot and cold mosaic. Absurd. Ice and fire.”


Sean Athlone had simply been standing, drinking in the landscape insatiably, unable as yet to focus anywhere analytically for very long–because the vista rang so many little bells in him (though he was no neobehaviourist). The Irish psychologist had come out of hyb with a red Rip Van Winkle beard down to his knees, now trimmed back to a neat vandyke. He wore no flaming crown of hair upon his head, though; his scalp was as thoroughly bald as ever. Prematurely so, but he had never chosen to have his scalp rejuvenated. He had been unreligiously brought up, yet he had surely compensated for that later on, his bald pate becoming a holy vessel to him: a ciborium, well polished by his palms, containing the special material for communion with the psychological laity. His beard burned under his chin like a flame heating and distilling the contents of the old ancestral brain atop the spinal column, causing its contents to ascend into consciousness.


“So what maintains this fair climate?” Tanya asked. “With the sun always at high noon in the sky?”


“It’s morning and afternoon in other areas,” said Denise foolishly.


“Permanently. Maybe they have damn long nights lasting a year or ten years! Do they migrate en masse? Hibernate?”


Sean’s eyes roved. He took in the rich baize of the greenery, spotted here and there with white and yellow flowers like pool balls, bowers of giant berries, spying a deersized finch with golden bars on its wings and a carmine harlequin mask around its beak, then an orange pomegranate husk the size of a diving bell resting near the boskage with a jagged break in its side, and especially two erotic gymnasts so casually and joyfully naked even in the presence of the starship and the dead victims of the landing. He was conscious of a swelling in his flesh which had already thawed out but not really awoken yet–not till now. Yet it was a curiously innocent excitement that filled Sean as more people spilled back into the meadow to get on with what they had been doing before the ship landed, in sublime–yes indeed, sublime–disregard of the starship in their midst. No, not disregard either. They simply seemed to regard a starship as other than what it was: something akin to one of those strangely baroque citadels of rock which he had glimpsed during the final stages of the descent. Those formations had appeared to be partly natural and partly sculpted or built; also–somehow–partly organic, growths of mineral matter. Perhaps those were the people’s homes, castles, keeps? But how had they come into being? Maybe Sean alone had noticed them.


None of the curious rock towers was visible from where the starship now stood. However, Sean held a printout photo of one loosely in his hand, taken during descent. The others hadn’t seen it yet. Somehow it was a photo of something already in his head, a photo of a dream, as though someone had built an archetypal image he already knew from somewhere else.


“We could try asking them,” he said.


Austin Faraday shook his head. “We didn’t travel for eighty-seven years to run out and throw our clothes off just because the water looks fine.”


“Take a look at this.” Sean held out the photo which he’d been keeping to himself, he realized, as though to him it particularly belonged. “I caught a glimpse of several structures like this on the way down–just briefly. I managed to key in on this one. It’s telephoto from about five thousand metres up.”


The colour print, slightly blurred by the vibration of the descending starship, showed a blue rock rising among neat bushy trees. The rock opened into tulip petals or blue lettuce leaves. From this mineral rosette serrated pink spires arose, and what looked like twin blades of stiff curving grass–as tall as sequoias if he’d got his scale right. Those blades converged above the pink spires to support a hoop, a perfect circle high in the sky. A forked tree trunk in the shape of a dowser’s wand bisected the spires, too, as though tossed there by some fearful storm; yet the outcome of the storm was serenity and balance.


“That isn’t a natural formation,” said Austin softly. “Or is it?” He sounded doubtful.


“It’s a building,” affirmed Denise. “Probably their factories and whatnot are underground. That would follow, wouldn’t it, if the winter night lasts an extremely long time? It looks almost armoured, though I suppose it’s rock. Immensely strong. Contoured to resist any weight of ice. Maybe it retracts into the ground? Closes up like a flower? That loop at the top looks like an aerial of some sort, and the,” and she giggled, “the divining rod could be an aerial too.”


“Copernicus would have rejected this world if it had nights and days as long as years,” said Tanya acidly.


“Maybe they had no choice? Degradation of ship systems?”


“An aerial?” Paavo shook his head. “Broadcasting on what frequency? The air waves are dead.”


“Maybe it’s some kind of psychotronic radiation generator?” blurted Denise. “Maybe it taps natural energies and broadcasts them? Biological energy, expressing itself in this riot of life forms! There were experiments along those lines on Earth long ago before we spread so much merde around. Yes, maybe that’s how they produce those enormous berries and fruits out there. If thev’ve found out how to do this, it’s worth, oh, coming any distance. You don’t see evidence of farming and cultivation because it’s going on on a psychotronic level. In direct contact with nature.”


Tanya laughed derisively. “I don’t know about broadcasting energy to the berries, but it’s had a wild effect on the birdlife! Is that thing a finch down there? You do realize, even in this gravity, it’s far too big to use its wings? Oh, it’ll need giant berries to eat. It’s a wonder it doesn’t gobble up people too, like worms!”


Denise blushed. “Maybe the beacons broadcast, hmm, benign harmonies?”


“You know,” said Sean, “this all reminds me of something. That rock. The whole landscape.”


The landscape itself wasn’t the only puzzle, of course. This planet was slightly smaller than Mars, yet it held an Earthlike atmosphere. The world must be far denser than Mars or Earth–rich in heavy elements, a superb industrial lode–since the surface gravity was fully three-quarters that of the Earth’s. Somehow the climate was temperate, even though the world was apparently rotation-locked to its sun (an implausibility at this distance). Not only was it temperate, with a mere twenty-degree temperature gradient from the poles to the equator on the dayside, but the darkside had those extensive hot patches. Even if that was evidence of much vulcanism on the darkside, though, there was no sign of volcanoes along the three giant rift valleys which stretched neatly all the way from pole to pole down the eastward and westward terminators between day and night and two-thirds of the way across the dayside–forming a great divide. Apart from that great divide, the dayside terrain was remarkably regular. And it was all land: rolling hills and meadows interspersed by lakes and rivers and streams. No seas. The great dayside divide could have been a thin pole-to-pole sea, but it wasn’t. So where was the water reservoir? And where was the atmospheric circulation pump?


Dayside–itself divided geographically into one-third and two-thirds by the great divide–was neatly embraced by the eastern and western terminator rifts almost as though the dayside was confined inside a frame…


The contents of this frame–the landscape–was the telling clue. As Sean stared out, a black head and a golden head emerged from the crack in the pomegranate-bell, still dazed by the starship’s descent, perhaps newly recovered from unconsciousness, though they’d been protected by the tough skin of the fruit. The unicorn danced towards those emerging, fencing the air, feinting with its long white horn. The negress’s breasts bobbed as, reaching out, she tossed a raspberry the size of both her fists at the advancing beast. The berry spitted on the tip of its horn, and the unicorn reared up, shaking its white mane, and pranced round the pomegranate on its hind legs, its forehooves clicking together as though applauding. Then, with a flick of its long tail, the unicorn was gone, tottering precariously through the bushes still on two legs, a tall white ghost.


“Doesn’t it remind you?”


“Remind?” cried Tanya. “How can an alien planet forty-five light years from Earth remind us of something? Oh, I’ll grant you that they’ve spread terrestrial plants and animals around to a remarkable extent, and in superfast time, all be it mutated and distorted… Or do you just mean the style of that tower they’ve built?”


“No. Muthoni almost got it right before. It is a garden. It’s the hortus deliciarum–the Garden of Earthly Delights.”


Muthoni misunderstood him. “The Garden of Eden? Do you think we’ve found the Garden of Eden?” She laughed boisterously. “Oh, man. So God transported Adam and Eve from his assembly line over to here across forty-five light years? He could have parked Eden a bit closer to Earth! Don’t be corny, Sean. Those are human colonists outside. This is Target Three.”


“Mad,” snapped Tanya. “But what a remarkably banal vision of the universe, too!”


“Sean means it figuratively,” said Denise, excusing at the same time her own psychotronic flights of fancy.


“I didn’t say Eden. I said this is the Garden of Earthly Delights. Quite literally. And the Garden of Earthly Delights is the name of the central panel of a certain painting.”


“Oh no!” Denise, at any rate, knew and remembered. “The Hieronymus Bosch painting?”


“The very one. It all fits, doesn’t it? The naked human lovers, the giant birds and fruits, the big land-fish.” Sean tapped the photoprint. “This tower. There’ll be others too. Lots of them. Bosch only showed a few kilometers of landscape, but this is spread out across the whole hemisphere so far as I could see. Unless, of course, we did just happen upon part of the world which they’ve made over into this scene.”


“You’re saying that we’ve landed in a painting?” Paavo mocked. “We didn’t fly through a black hole into another reality. We’re still in the ordinary universe!”


“Is the universe ordinary, Paavo, old friend?”


Muthoni frowned. “If our hair and nails carry on growing in hyb, maybe our brain cells carry on dying. Maybe we’ve woken up stupid, like old folk, with our minds wandering.”


“Landed in a painting,” muttered Paavo. “That’s too absurd even to call absurd. The Tau Ceti colonists didn’t arrive in the midst of Canaletto’s Venice or a Dalí world, did they? Leaving aside the sheer impossibility of terraforming even part of a hemisphere in the time they’ve had, the colonists who came here weren’t a bunch of biomanipulating art historians. They were farmers and technicians.”


“Nevertheless,” said Sean. Muthoni’s remark worried him, though. Maybe they were all dreaming now, while wide awake? Dream deprivation always caught up with people. It would even well up into waking consciousness. Were they actually wide awake, yet catching up on an eighty-seven year backlog of frustrated reveries? Were they imposing dream imagery upon a world which was really quite different? He strained to see something other outside: a factory chimney, say, belching smoke. Or furrows planted with maize and barley. But no. The Gardens remained. Lush, yet somehow tended. Riotous, but at the same time neat and composed. An exuberant parkland, inhabited by a weird menagerie of beasts. And naked people.


“Well, I don’t know your painting,” said Tanya. So she couldn’t be hallucinating it. “There must be some other reason for the giant birds and fish and the way those people are carrying on outside. Maybe this is the planet’s mental ward? A new form of psychotherapy? Something for people who can’t adjust to an alien reality? Give them something even crazier as therapy–familiar imagery, but wildly exaggerated? Deliberately distort familiar things to drive them out–to alienate the old world? Come on, Sean, you’re the psychologist. This is what you’re here for. How about it? Those birds and beasts could be, well, robots or android things.”


This was indeed why Sean was present on the ship: to understand any clash between the old archetypal Earth-inherited imagery, the myth pathways of the old world, and the new psychological channels which must presumably be formed if the colonists were to become inhabitants rather than merely visitors–the archetypes of alien experience for an alien world. But could age-old archetypal patterns alter in this way? Could those adjust themselves? Could new and appropriate mythic symbolism really arise? Perhaps, as Tanya suggested, the chief psychologist of the colony ship Copernicus really had hit on this solution: the exorcism of the ancient dream-paths by grotesque and manifest exaggeration. Yet why choose Bosch’s dreamlike–and often nightmarish–imagery? And how was this physically possible?


“Paavo,” said Captain Faraday, “try to get someone on the radio. The Governing Council or the Central Committee or whatever else they’ve come up with. Tell them we’ve landed up here in this, um, park. They must have seen us coming down from one of those towers or whatever those are.”


A few moments later, the Finn swore softly.


“The radio’s gone dead now. Our equipment’s packing up. There’s no power. Okay, I’ll run a computer check.”


Paavo tapped keys. However, now the display screen stayed blank.


“I don’t understand. Nothing.” He shivered. “The computer’s just shut down. But it can’t have done. It’s self-diagnosing. Christ, it has shut down though.”


“Don’t panic.” Austin licked his lips, which seemed to have gummed up. “Test out the orbital boosters.”


“How can I do that, if the computer won’t accept instructions?”


“Bypass it. Set up an ignition sequence. We aren’t going to blast off into the blue without trajectories. Just set one up, Paavo. Mock it up.”


“The board’s dead,” reported Paavo a little later.


“So,” said Austin. “Either there’s some programme in the computer we know nothing about–which would be a damn fool trick to play on us…”


“Or else something from outside has shut us down,” concluded Denise, Primavera hair aswirl about her jumpsuit. “The same something that nudged us over to land here? Superior technology? But whose?”


“I think the time has come,” Sean said slowly, “to ask those people outside. If nothing works in here, we haven’t a great deal of choice.”


Muthoni had been checking the various life support systems.


“We can breathe, we can eat. Can’t cook anything, though. The power to the lift and hatches is still on. At least we can descend normally without having to torch our way out and shin down a nylon rope.”


“Just supposing we have landed in this painting,” said Austin, “which someone has wrapped around the planet, is it all like this? One big garden?”


Denise, too, was visualizing the triptych by Bosch: those three panels only the central one of which depicted the Garden of Delights. She was scared.


“If we’re in the Garden of Delights here,” calculated Sean, “then beyond the rift valley could well be–I hate to say it now–Eden, where God is.”


“The morning of Creation.” Denise nodded.


“So What’s on Darkside?” Austin’s voice was threatening, as though he blamed Sean; as though whatever Sean said in the next moment would become true once he uttered it, whatever he chose to say.


“That’s Hell, Austin. Hell, with devils and tortures… and ice and fire. That’s what’s on Darkside, where we thought we saw all those volcanoes. Hell, Austin. Hell.”


“Look,” cried Tanya.


A naked man was standing out in the meadow, a hundred metres from the base of the starship, waving up at it, mouthing something.




3





HE WAS OF medium height, and not particularly muscular, though he certainly wasn’t spindly. His skin was tanned only lightly in view of his constant exposure to sunlight. He had an oval, wistful face, topped by a thatch of curly brown hair though the rest of his body was smoothly hairless. Indeed everyone was as naked of body-hair as they were of clothes. Did they shave themselves with flints in the cold streams? The man’s expression was friendly, though with a hint of melancholy at odds with the gay amusements of the scene. As he watched Sean, Paavo and Muthoni descend the access ramp a look of surprise crossed his face. His gaze lingered on Muthoni’s black features, then he nodded to himself as though remembering something. Not, surely, what a black woman was? There was another negress holed up in that pomegranate shell.


“Hullo there, I’m Jeremy.” The man ducked his head in an apology for a bow. Hesitantly he stuck out his hand. Did one still shake hands on the Earth that these travellers had come from? Sean took his hand and squeezed. The flesh was warm, solid and real.


“Jeremy… Bosch, perhaps?”


“Oh no, nothing like that.” The man grinned. “I didn’t invent this. My name really is Jeremy, though I take your point! And my name probably appeals to His sense of humour–or His sense of propriety! At least you’ve realized where you are!”


Paavo frowned. “According to Sean here, we’re in a medieval painting by some Dutchman. And our ship has switched itself off. The computer won’t accept instructions. The radio’s gone dead, and the jets. What has done this?”


“Obviously He’s switched them off.”


“And who might He be?” asked Muthoni.


Jeremy waved a hand airily. “Oh, He is God. For want of a better name, or a better pronoun. He’s our God. He lives over in the West. Your ship doesn’t fit into the picture, you see. Anyway, be welcome! Relax, enjoy yourselves. You may learn something! This world will see to that. There’s a lot of learning going on.”


Sean did relax. Why not? The air smelt so sweet after the steely air of the starship, rather heady too, perhaps higher in oxygen than they were used to. A bouquet of scents spiced it: musk, sharp citrus, oakmoss, smoky amber, fresh lily of the valley.


“It doesn’t look as though anything’s going on,” complained Paavo.


“That only proves how much you have to learn. Ah, but you must have come a long way!”


“Of course we’ve come a long way, man! We’ve come from Earth–and that’s still forty-five lights and eighty-seven frozen years away. We haven’t improved on the spacestress drive since your own Exodus ship left. Limits–there are limits.” Paavo stamped his foot petulantly, as though to remove the last trace of chill from his toes.


“Ah yes, I know.” Jeremy nodded brightly. “I remember. I’m the only one who does… go in for remembering that kind of thing. It’s my, hmm, you might say role. Lucky you landed here. I don’t suppose it was entirely a coincidence, though, eh?”


“Guidance went haywire at the last moment. Damn lucky to get down in one piece.”


“Blessed lucky. Ah, I see God’s hand in that. Setting you right down in the best place.”


“I set us down,” said the Finn.


“That’s as may be.”


“So you still remember what your… grandparents told you about coming from Earth?” cut in Sean.


“No, his forefathers,” Muthoni corrected. “It’s been seven or eight generations by now. At least three full lifetimes.”


Jeremy grinned. “Oh no, I remember coming. Me personally. Of course, it’s all rather remote by now. The hyb tanks. Waking up to find we’d grown our nails and hair long. Friend, I was the Captain of the Copemicus.”


“That’s nonsense,” protested Muthoni. “You’re oniy in your thirties. Do you get younger instead of older? Is time different here?”


“Let’s see, I was Captain Jeremy… now what was the name? Jeremy Van der Veld, that’s it. At your service. It’s because I brought us here–being the figurehead, as it were– that I’m… well, not singled out exactly, but rather elected as the permanent witness. Maybe I elected myself. A case of overweening responsibility, don’t you know? I was the little demi-God of Copemicus”


“But you’re so young.” Muthoni shivered. “Is there no ageing here? No death?”


“Of course there’s death. Look at that poor giraffe. You scared it out of its wits. Did the splits, it did. They never get up again if that happens, you know–it gives them a fatal shock. Of course there’s death.” Jeremy smiled craftily. “But there’s resurrection too. We die, not of old age or disease, need I say, but either voluntarily–say, in the caves or the death-shells–or else some animal takes it into its head to murder us. Maybe a lion or tiger. Though they’re delightful beasts most of the time, the lions and tigers.”


“Animals don’t murder.” Sean was puzzled. A little puzzle was better than a big one at the moment. “An animal just kills.”


“Well, here they murder. Only occasionally, of course. If the death-heron pays a call on you, and if you don’t take the


Big Hint some animal will murder you sooner or later. Which is a bit messier than a voluntary death.”


Sean stared at the giant goldfinch administering the last rites, of blackberry juice, to the lingering giraffe. The goldfich had been joined by a small bird, which perched on the giraffe’s horns. A butcher-bird, he thought.


Jeremy followed Sean’s gaze. “Shrikes for violent death, herons for voluntary death. That’s the way. Either way, we die. And off to Hell we go. Where eventually we get ourselves killed again–though we’re a lot tougher over there, believe me. Got to be. Then we pop up here again, a bit changed by the experience. I’m rather far removed from old Captain Van der Veld, as you’ve gathered, but I’m still the Fliegende Hollander. Ah, I was a tall, tough, conquering person back then. Much more definition, cut and dried. I was all wound up for the mission like a jet drag-racer–the original self-wound man. But I hadn’t really thought about journey’s end–what I’d do when I got here. I’m much more fluid now, a new man. You might say this has all been my salvation. After a fashion.”


“You don’t have hair on your bodies,” Sean observed cautiously, wondering whether the answer to this too would be: it isn’t in the picture.
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