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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.
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“Religion is the first thing and the last thing, and until
a man has found God and has been found by God, he
begins at no beginning, he works to no end.”

H. G. Wells








Beginnings


“In my end is my beginning.”

—T. S. Eliot, “East Coker”



Across the sky, carrion birds that rarely landed in the Temple grounds flew cagy loops. Over the head of the skinny captive next to me, legionaries had nailed a board calling him our king. They’d set my tree at an angle to his. I could read not only his titulus but also the sign above the maggoty-white face of the kid to his right.

REUEL BEN ADLAI, the sign said in Aramaic: THIEF.

And my placard? I couldn’t tilt my head far enough back against the upright to see it, but I knew what the Romans’ paid sign-painter had daubed there:

MISHAEL OF HEBRON, THIEF.

Two robbers, with a king in the middle. The king even had a caption in the occupiers’ tongue:

IESUS NAZARATHAEUS REX IOUDAEORUM.

“Listen,” I said, “if you’re really our deliverer, tell these foreign pigs to take us down.” Smoke from the camps of pilgrims in town for the Passover, and from the cooking fires of the hawkers along the Golgotha road, swept up the hillside past us. Yeshua and Reuel both turned their faces into it to meet my burning eyes.

Reuel said, “Hush. If you can’t fear dying, at least fear God.”

I spat—barely enough to dampen a midge.

“Where you and I deserve this,” Reuel said, “the Nazarene has done nothing.”

“Deliverer! He can’t even deliver himself. He’s earned my scorn, and the people’s, through his blasphemy.” I said this as loudly as I could—even though I didn’t credit his blasphemy for the unsayable reason that I didn’t credit a Father to blaspheme against.

Reuel looked not to me but to Yeshua. “Adonai, remember me when you go up to your throne.”

“This very day, you will have a place beside me in our Father’s kingdom,” Yeshua told him.

“And dogs will adorn themselves with rubies,” I said.

Thunderheads massed beyond the Kidron and thrashed toward the city like a kelp-laced sea. Dust whirled. My tree shook like a mast. So did the uprights from which Yeshua and Reuel hung. Most of the hawkers below us kicked dirt on their fires and hurried for shelter. One of the legionaries guarding us, earlier a victor at dice, twisted Yeshua’s robe around his neck like a shawl, then catcalled the people—vendors, pilgrims, a few timid followers of the Nazarene—scurrying to escape the rain.

Fire ran from the nail holes in my wrists to my armpits and down my flail-bitten sides. I yelped against both it and the wind-rocked swaying of my tree.

—I would also give you water, Mishael. Behold my pain.

These words, spoken to my inward hearing, drew my gaze to Yeshua’s uncomely face. Sweat and grime lined its creases. His eyes (the whites like discolored bone, the irises as dark as falling olives) met mine with something not quite reproach and not quite pity; even so, the mingling of condemnation and ruth in them mysteriously doused the hot ache in my arms and flanks. I shuddered, or else the wind again sped through our little copse of execution posts.

“Who spoke?” I shouted, even though I knew—for Yeshua’s message had come to me like a dream pronouncement, clear word by word but upon awakening a riddle.

“Hold your tongue, lout!” cried Priscus, the legionary who had won Yeshua’s robe.

“I want to know who spoke!”

Priscus jabbed me in my shame with the square end of his spear, and I ran a splinter into my hip reacting to this poke. The only officer on the hillside, a centurion whom the sentries had not yet called by name, turned aside.

—Steady yourself, Mishael. Go steady. It is I.

“But you make no—”

“Shut up, lout!” said Priscus. “Do you want another?”

—Commune as I do, inwardly. What you write in your heart, Mishael, I will receive under its seal.

Yeshua, the fraud addressing me, hung from his tree like one nearly dead. Some women down the hill, crook-fingering among themselves, ignored the pitch-and-churn of the oncoming pall to grapple upslope toward us. Their garments popped like flags, their voices flew away in the windy babel. From another part of the road, a man—one of Yeshua’s unreliable cronies— made his own slow trek upward.

—How trust you? I asked Yeshua in the inward speech he’d just advised. Even an ignorant village sorcerer could pick the mind of one nailed to a post.

—Split a log and I am there, Yeshua said nonsensically. Pick up a stone and I sparkle in its seams.

—But nothing in you sparkles of the Messiah. How trust you, Nazarene, when I know even the Father for a lie?

A shrieking gust rattled our posts in their sockets and tore Yeshua’s robe from Priscus’ neck. It flapped down the back of Golgotha like a market thief fleeing a pack of angry vendors. The man climbing toward us caught the robe on his outstretched arm and clutched it to him.

—Whoever curses the Father may find forgiveness, Yeshua said, as may that person who curses me. But whoever blasphemes the Holy Spirit will discover forgiveness neither in this city nor in the lasting one to come.

“A dog returns to its vomit,” I said. “And the fool to his folly.”

Priscus considered poking me again, but refrained when the women struggling uphill on one path and the robe-clutching man doing so on another had drawn close enough to hail Yeshua even over the wind’s keening. In fact, Priscus retrieved the robe he’d diced for. With his centurion’s approval, he even let the interlopers linger amidst our posts. They regarded me, when they looked up at me at all, as if I’d fallen among them from a shadow kingdom of demons and blights.

—What happens at the end? I asked Yeshua. What becomes of us, when the world has dwindled into a carcass?

—Do you know the beginning, Mishael, that you can ask so beseechingly after the end?

—Yeshua, I can’t help but ask.

—In our end is our beginning.

—I beg you, riddle me not.

—Whoever stands at the beginning stands blessed.

—My blood flows out. And my strength.

—For whoever stands at the beginning will fully comprehend the end. Even dying, that one will live. Out of aching rage, I cried, “Demons take you!”

—Mishael, you knew me at the first. Here, you hang with me in the extremity of my sacrifice. Give over your taunts and die into the beginning.

Riddles! How had I known Yeshua “at the first”? I rolled my balding pate against the upright and shut my burning eyes. The Mount of Olives, the Temple, the Antonia Fortress—all now lay under a bruised-lavender fleece of clouds. This buckling, sky-borne fleece was visible to me even with my eyes closed. I could feel the oddly freshening winds and hear above Golgotha the expectant cries of carrion birds.

Yeshua spoke aloud, “Woman, look upon your son.” I opened my eyes. Yeshua didn’t mean for the woman to look at him, but at the male lackey who had just arrived. To this bearded man, Yeshua said, “And, you, embrace your mother.”

Obediently, the lackey pulled the woman to him (her pinched face briefly seemed a window on a younger self, but only for an instant) and helped her back down the hillside to the road we doomed captives had earlier stumbled out on.

Weeping, the other three women tripped along behind them, but stopped at some distance and refused to move even another cubit toward Jerusalem.

“I thirst,” Yeshua said.

“Wait for the rain,” Priscus said.

But his superior, the centurion, put a sponge on his spear tip, thrust it into an amphora of spoiled wine, and lifted it to Yeshua’s lips. Yeshua leaned his head to mouth the sponge, sipped from it feebly, then turned his head aside. The purple on his lips trickled down his chin into the raw gulley of his breastbone.

“It’s over.” Almost at once, Yeshua slumped from the nails driven between his wrist bones, and his body hung like a plucked fowl tied to a stake.

“Has his spirit left him?” called one of the women.

“The bastard’s dead!” Priscus shouted down to her, and the women, after briefly conferring, trotted toward the city gate through the first cold knives of rain.

A thunderclap sundered the air, a ram’s horn trumpet blew from an eastern wall, and Golgotha shrugged like a leviathan rolling under a Roman freighter. Our execution posts shunted upward, dropped, tilted out of true.

Reuel screamed. The centurion, Priscus, and a legionary named Macer fell with a single cry on the laced leather strips of their body armor. Then the centurion glanced up in awe at Yeshua and said something lilting and unintelligible. Priscus, on the other hand, jumped up and pricked Yeshua under the ribs with his spear. As if he’d just split a wine skin, blood and water gushed out.

It was about the ninth hour of the day. Passover torrents rattled the olive groves, beat upon the city’s pavements, and pocked the grassless hillsides. I lifted my eyes bemusedly to this downpour.

—Taste the rain and I am on your tongue, a voice told me. Sanctify the end and a beginning comes to birth.

Three muddy legionaries stood at an awkward remove, eyeing Reuel and me with glum dutifulness. The rain had stopped. The thunderhead had pulled itself threadbare, revealing in the east several fringy blue armlets. Yeshua had died, but Reuel and I still clung in our pain and contumely to the afternoon’s last daylight. Such fires crackled in my bones and along my sinews, however, that I would have gladly let go of my life.

A fresh squad of soldiers from the Antonia Fortress slogged out of the city and up the hillside.

The squad’s leader said, “Rufilius, we’ve come to break their legs. The Jews don’t want them to die out here on their plaguey Sabbath.”

“Go ahead,” Priscus said. “The sooner I get off this muddy hill the better.”

The centurion Rufilius said, “Omit the one in the middle. His spirit’s left him.”

“Already?” said the leg-breakers’ leader. “Didn’t last long for a king, did he?”

The soldiers wondered about Yeshua’s short time aloft. He must have had some hidden illness. He must have had more woman to him than man. Or maybe fear had cleft his heart.

Rufilius stepped away from the others. “Get on with it!” he barked.

The men drew lots for the honor of using the hammer. A big kid named Capito won. He teased Priscus about the mud-flecked robe he’d won dicing. A true Roman would rather win a hammer swing than any piece of a Hebrew’s womanish garb. A legionary named Strabo produced a wine skin, and all of them but Rufilius drank from it.

Reuel groaned weakly. This drew the soldiers’ attention, and Capito, hefting the mallet, stumbled over to Reuel’s post and smashed his legs below the knee with two or three wayward blows. Reuel cried out.

But only once. His feet slipped clear of the stipes, and the weight of his body dragged down his lungs, to keep him from groaning more.

“Capito, you don’t know what you’re doing,” said Priscus, laughing.

“Then what better way for me to learn?”

The road to the city gate had begun to fill once more with hawkers, pilgrims, onlookers. The Passover camps teemed again with life. The curious stood huddled on the road’s margin, gaping up at our little forest and the haphazard doings of the legionaries. More of Yeshua’s followers had gathered in the storm’s wake than had visited Golgotha during the brunt of his agony. As before, women outnumbered men.

“So, Mishael, what thievery brought you to this shameful pass?” Capito asked me in clumsy Aramaic.

“A 1-1-lamb,” I said.

“A lamb?”

Priscus laughed scornfully. “Sacrificial animals. Lambs, goats, rams, doves, pigeons.”

“Oh, so he stole offerings meant for the stiff-necked God of the Jews?” Capito looked up at me again. “Good for you. Such treachery deserves a boon.”

A boon? I thought.

Capito broke only my right leg—with a crisp, well-placed strike of the mallet head. I yelped and cursed, then slumped whimpering through gritted teeth.

At length, though, as the legionaries busied themselves drinking and pointing out pretty female pilgrims to slander, I got my good leg under me and lifted myself against my tree’s upright, easing the tax on my lungs. In fact, in this way, I could go on breathing. In, out; in, out; each gasping breath a stab and a hiss.

—I am the vine, the vinedresser, the vintager, the wine.

No one but me, I think, heard this new riddle. The guards, except for Rufilius, were bickering like street urchins; Reuel, meanwhile, had strangled to death a scant half hour after the breaking of his legs.

Flies tiptoed through my sweat. Cooking smoke curled into my eyes and nostrils.

—I am the wheat, the gleaner, the baker, the bread.

This riddle pricked me. In the hour before sunset, a party of Jews came toiling up Golgotha. Two thickset, well-dressed elderly men led it. Two younger men followed with a cart, behind which marched four or five women. The cart held an assortment of stoppered earthenware vessels and a pile of clean linen strips.

“I have permission from Pilate to take away the Nazarene’s body,” said the richer-looking of the two old Jews. He showed his authorization to Rufilius.

“And who are you?” said Rufilius, squinting at it.

“Joseph of Arimathea.”

Yeshua’s other disciples—if they warranted that title—refused to name themselves. The women wept audibly, while the old Pharisee standing next to the Arimathean gazed up at Yeshua with a look of heavy strickenness.

“I don’t care if you take them all,” Rufilius said. “Just be quick about it.”

The young men who’d pulled the cart, with the bumbling help of Joseph and his portly friend, uprooted the central tree and lowered it hand over hand to the ground. They used a metal claw to draw the spikes from Yeshua’s wrists, then carried his body to the cart bed. The women treated the most visible signs of his scourging with aloes and myrrh, rubbed him from crown to foot with spices, and bound him as they would a baby in linen ribbons very like swaddling clothes.

Indeed, this last sight recalled to me the face of Yeshua’s mother, and not only from that peculiar moment just before the thunderstorm.

“Bread,” I said to myself. “House of bread.”

“This man lives,” the old Pharisee said. “Less than an hour till sunset and he lives.”

Out of respect for the coming Sabbath, Priscus offered to kill me with his spear. The Pharisee snorted and appealed directly to Rufilius.

“Once you’ve broken their legs,” he said, “the law says you forfeit any further right to help them die.”

“Whose law?—Capito, break that thief’s other leg.”

“It’s too late for that,” the Pharisee said. “Because the Sabbath nears, you must yield him to whoever comes to take him down.”

“He’ll die within hours anyway,” Rufilius said.

“Then why not allow us to spare you the bother of disposing of him?”

“Let them have their king,” Priscus said. “Let them have all three. Who’s to question your report, sir?”

Yeshua’s death had awed and then dispirited Rufilius. “All right. Take them.” He formed up his men (both his own guards and the late-arriving squad of leg-breakers) and marched them down hill in a tipsy gaggle. They chanted smutty cadences all the way to the city gate.

“Call me Nicodemus, Mishael of Hebron,” the Pharisee said. “I think perhaps you’ve paid for your thievery.”

As they’d brought down Yeshua, they brought me down. (They also soon reclaimed the body of Reuel.) They washed me as best they could and placed me gently in the cart. A secluded garden of tombs bordered the execution site, and Joseph of Arimathea told Yeshua’s cronies to cart us there, there to lay Yeshua and Reuel in a pair of tombs of Joseph’s ownership.

I rode to the tombs beside the two dead men, and at every lurch I gasped. The work of the soldiers’ whips had left my back a map of welts and ridges.

“A scourging, nearly ten hours on the tree, a broken leg, and the man still lives,” Nicodemus said. “Is this the rabbi’s last sign?”

“He would’ve done better to work it on his own behalf,” the woman said.

Nicodemus and his wife, with the help of an awkward boy of twelve or so, lowered me into the lustral bath in the cloister of their comfortable house in Jerusalem. Rainwater helped feed this mikveh. Because of the recent storm, then, it shimmered and brimmed as I went down into it. Nicodemus’s wife scooped a pair of leaves and the husk of a dead wasp from the surface and departed with the boy. I sat unsteadily on the lowest of the mikveh’s three stone steps as the cool water nibbled at me like schools of tender fish.

“We should have that leg tended to,” Nicodemus said.

“Not now. Just this. Thank you.”

“I’m astonished you’re able to support yourself at all, Mishael, even with the water to buoy you. Yeshua and that other man died out there—yet you look old enough to have sired even the unjustly condemned Nazarene.”

The Sabbath had arrived. A torch in the cloister rippled in smoky reds and oranges in the surface of my bath. Nicodemus was of two minds about my presence in his mikveh. That I had entered it to soothe my body rather than to cleanse my spirit troubled him. Seated on a stone bench nearby (ready to rescue me if I fainted and slipped all the way under), he talked to cover my silences and to distract himself from the grief rising in him. Mostly, he talked of Yeshua. His voice laved me as the water did, as if lapping me from the coast of an unexplored country.

“… of water and the spirit,” he said at length.

Those words, quietly uttered, slapped like a wave. “You’ve built an idol in your heart to Yeshua,” I said.

Nicodemus took a moment to reply. “At the moment he died, the curtain in the Temple tore from top to bottom.”

“Who told you that?”

“A person I trust.” The torchlight reflected in Nicodemus’ eyes made him seem both younger and weaker. “Touched by the rabbi’s words and deeds, I visited him one night to ask him about one of his teachings. Answering, he implied that he was God’s incarnate son, sent to die for us.”

“I almost died for myself,” I said. “And Reuel surely died for Reuel. In his case, Yeshua’s dying made no difference. Am I to believe that everyone else will live forever?”

Nicodemus shrugged.

“Another question: How may that which does not exist call into existence a ‘son’?”

It took a moment for Nicodemus to absorb this strange—indeed, unheard of—notion. “Your words pollute my mikveh, Mishael.” He didn’t try to evict me from it, however, but perched there like an ugly plaster statue of himself.

“Yeshua’s mother looked … very human,” I said.

“And why not? She is.”

“Her face and the Arimathean’s burial clothes reminded me that I once saw her cradling Yeshua as an infant.” My head felt light as a sea medusa’s bladder.

Nicodemus rose to his feet. “Don’t mock me, thief. I already doubt the wisdom, if not the good-neighborliness, of bringing you to my home.”

“No mockery,” I said. “I once saw your incarnate Son of God as a baby, his butt cheeks rash-mottled and his swaddling clothes wringing and smeared.”

“Explain this,” Nicodemus said.

While I explained, Nicodemus paced his cloister.

In Hebron, I was orphaned at twelve. I fed myself by doing hundreds of petty errands and sometimes even cutting purses. In the countryside, I pruned vines, tended sheep, and harvested wheat. A lustful vintner from Herodium used me for two years as his catamite. At fifteen, I broke free, turning to thievery for my livelihood.

One spring, in open pastureland, I chanced upon a shepherd who told me of a couple from Galilee who, for some bothersome Roman administrative reason, had gone afoot and donkeyback to a nearby village. There the woman had given birth. My informant and several other shepherds had befriended the couple, carrying them water, figs, dates, and portions of hot-spiced lamb. They kept this up for two or three days, embarrassed and angered by the lack of hospitality that most of their fellow Bethlehemites had shown the travelers.

If I hungered, the shepherd said, I should call upon these people. They had leftover food aplenty and errands I could run to repay them for sharing it with me.

I found the woman (in truth, a girl only a bit older than me) and her grizzled husband sunning themselves on a ledge in front of the limestone hole where they had taken shelter after villager after villager had rebuffed them. Their ribby donkey colt grazed downslope in a stand of thistles. They gave me bread, cheese, raisins, some savory lamb. I clearly recall the donkey amidst the thistles, the food, and the couple’s candid, undemonstrative friendliness—but I can’t, today, recall their names. This was over thirty years ago, and in my wanderings to that point, landmarks and raw luck had always meant more to me than people and their uncertain alms.

I stayed two days with the Galileans, gathering firewood, grooming the colt, washing their infant son’s wrappings and laying them out on the rocks to dry. Once, I even went into the village with the halt-footed husband so he could fulfill some undone part of the registration procedure.

That night, back from this tiresome chore, I lay down in a corner and slept. Twice, at least, the baby woke me crying, obviously indifferent to the notion that God might prefer his human heir to behave with rabbinical dignity, even in a cave. The mother quieted her very baby like infant by slipping it an inflamed-looking nipple.

The next day, the couple had me watch their child in the cave while, outside, they put balm on a running sore on the donkey’s withers and loaded the animal with their belongings. I’ve never liked babies much. They make too much noise, a lot of it mysterious or silly. This one, lying in a stone trough lined with straw, followed me with eyes as lively as a pair of dungball-pushing beetles. It prated an abracadabra babble and puffed out its cheeks. When it began to fuss, focusing on me with an acuity I had never seen in a newborn, I went to it and undid the linen straps in which its mother had so tightly wound it.

Outside, to protest its loading, the donkey reared, brayed, and sliced the husband’s robe with one quicksilver forehoof. Then, ducking its head, it trotted downslope, heedless of the man and woman’s shouts. When they chased it, I looked about the cave for some unpacked item to take. All that presented itself was a delicate cedar box that held, I discovered, a single gold ingot small enough to rest on my palm. I carried the box outside and hid it in a thorny shrub.

The baby, free of its swaddling, began to thrash and wail. I hurried back inside to calm it. It shut up as soon as it saw me hovering over it. Its eyes—how to say this?—had the cunning glitter of a very old man’s; they also had a kind of pity-filled gaiety, a gentleness that struck to my very heart—like an adz head, or an insult.

I pinched the baby’s nose with two fingers and pulled its head out of the straw, then let go of its nose so that its head dropped back with a jolting bounce. The baby made a dovelike murmur. I grabbed one of its big toes and twisted it. This time the baby voiced a yelp, which grew into an insucking cry that brought its parents running.

“Shhhhh,” I went. “Shhhhh, shhhhh, shhhhh.”

The naked baby continued to wail. I grabbed it up from its feed-trough manger. Afraid that it would either pee on or spit up all over me, I quickly turned it around, suspending it over the cave floor with its pudgy arms outstretched and its bony feet adangle. This pose so surprised the baby that it shut up, hiccoughing rather than screaming. At that moment, though, its mother ducked inside.

“He dirtied himself again, mistress,” I said. “But I’ve taken care of it. See. He needed air.”

(The look on that child-woman’s face appeared again today on the face of Yeshua’s mother.)

She said, “Mishael, give him to me,” and took the baby out of my hands. She cradled it against her shoulder, examined it, cooed to it. “Now, leave.”

So I did, surprising, as I darted out, both the woman’s husband and their well-laden donkey colt.

Later, after the couple had left for Jerusalem for their son’s circumcision, I returned to the hills for the hidden cedar box and the gold ingot inside it.

“An incredible story,” Nicodemus said. “But for your sake, I hope you lie.”

“No.”

“Then I fear you pollute not only my mikveh but also the rabbi’s sojourn on Golgotha.”

“Neither of us knows the end of that story.”

“You know nothing at all, Mishael.”

“Whoever stands at the beginning will fully comprehend the end.” For the first time, this saying made sense to me.

“You comprehend nothing.”

“Perhaps your Nazarene is who he said he was.”

“He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“In our end is our beginning.”

“He died up there!” Nicodemus said in heartfelt anguish.

“Hallow the end and a beginning comes to birth.”

“Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead!” Nicodemus had removed the belt of his tunic. With each word, he flicked the belt into his mikveh, right under my face: pock, pock, pock, pock, pock. “And you, man, deserve no boon at all!”

“Of water and the spirit,” I said.

With one well-placed blow of his hammer, Capito broke my other leg. Not long after that, I hobbled across.
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