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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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Where Have You Been, Sandaliotis?


CHAPTER ONE

Highways are often a detraction from a landscape. They are scars upon it. They are cuts, sometimes bleeding cuts, in it. They are an unnaturalness intruded into a countryside.

There aren’t a hundred highways in the world of which this isn’t the case. There aren’t more than a dozen that actually add a new and striking beauty to a beautiful countryside. The Grande Corniche is one of the few that, running through really beautiful country, adds a new and extraordinary touch to that beauty.

Constantine Quiche drove a new Sassari Twelve, tooling along just east of Nice. He was on an assignment, and he might stop with friends if it seemed likely that it could further the carrying out of the assignment, or he might veer away if that visit seemed to call out “Danger!”

He had fair directions and a permanent invitation to a villa that the Marqabs had rented some months before. With a gala sundown at his back, Quiche believed that he could locate the Marqabs by dark. He could find anything that it was necessary for him to find. He was the best detective in the world.

He had a very recent memory of an encounter so violent and colorful that he had not yet assimilated it. There were unreal elements about it as of something that had happened underwater. And he was in a glorious purple daze from it. He had driven out of that unreality onto the Grande Corniche that was at least half real. Now he drove off into scenery so splendid that it almost had to be contrived. He began to find that central element of scenery that is often ignored by the eyeless. He knew that he was very near to the Marqabs and their sort. This was exquisite. The central element of scenery, the one feature of that whole region that can hardly be duplicated elsewhere, is “People as Scenery.” Here that central element was outstanding.

The French people at large have an angularity and awkwardness to go with their sincerity of body and their originality of movement. But the very best of them do not have this angularity and awkwardness. The Italians in ordinary have a sloppiness that is the “beyond” of carelessness and that almost gets in the way of their beauty, and they have a shoutingness that is the “beyond” of lyricism. All except the most excellent of them have these things. The Corsicans have the provincialism of all islanders, and the rocky faces of all peoples who come from rocky coasts. All except the most superb of the Corsicans have these things. But here, along the Grande Corniche and the sundown lanes that led off from it, here were the best, the most excellent, the most superb of all these peoples. They were on the blue coast, on the beaches, all through the beautiful hills, around the villas and cabanas. These were the beautiful people so necessary to a grand scenery.

There were other sorts of people there also, Britons and Americans and Norwegians, Germans and Poles and Turks, and the people of the parts of Libya around Cyrene. All these people were extraordinarily scenic.

Constantine Quiche, with the eye of the best detective in the world, picked out the two most scenic persons of all. They were his friends, Salaadin and Regina Marqab. They were standing by their own villa in the evening. It is true that there was something that called out “Danger!,” but it called in an ambivalent voice. Constantine did not veer away. He stopped. He was there.

This was delight, but the rituals were observed on the meeting.

“An evening full of linnets’ wings,” Constantine spoke and bowed.

“Oh lost sheep of the house of Marqab, alight!” Salaadin added his ritual.

“Bless by your visit our poor house,” Regina Marqab completed the ritual. They all hugged and kissed and were happy. (And yet something bothered Constantine a little. “Wherever did I learn this ritual that comes so naturally?” he asked himself. “And wherever did I know these Marqabs who are my best friends? The hound has eaten a piece of my memory.”)

“Where did you get it, Constantine?” Salaadin asked, referring to the second guest, the splendid automobile. “And where was it made?”

“The car? I got it in Marseilles today. There was no way I could refuse it. It is a Sassari Twelve, the first one I have ever seen. There was an old monitory voice that shrilled at me, Salaadin, “It is bait: it has a hook in it: do not take it or you are hooked.” But I took it, so I suppose that I am hooked. Yes, I am hooked on it as I am hooked on the two of you. Oh, it was made in Sassari.”

“Sassari, Sardinia?” Salaadin asked.

“That’s a funny thing about it,” Constantine said. “All the papers on it say that it was made in Sassari, Sandaliotis. Sandaliotis? I will have to look that up. I believe that it is a very old name for something either in legend or in geography. Are Sardinia and Sandaliotis the same place? Have they revived an ancient name for the island, and why? I hadn’t heard about such.”

The Marqabs brought Constantine in for a fine supper then. A place had already been set for him, or for some extra person. There were other guests, three of them. Julien Moravia was there, Amelia Lilac from England, and John Seferino from Istanbul. Oh, they were like three bolts of evening lightning named “Danger” and “Love” and “Death.” It was both a pleasure and shock to come on them there, an especial shock in one case since Constantine knew that one of these three persons was dead.

These were three more of the exceptionally scenic people who inhabited that region like gorgeous ghosts that night. Constantine knew who all of them were, though he could remember meeting or knowing only one of them. Towards Amelia Lilac, Constantine had the memories of the twin passions of love and death, one old, one new.

Julien Moravia had the air of a totally cultured and urbane person; and it was out of that air and impression that he often spoke crudely and cruelly. Amelia had the name of being very beautiful. That she was so almost had to be accepted: really, there was no way to get a good look at her. She seemed always to be wrapped in a lavender cloud or shadow. But she did give the impression of almost total beauty.

John Seferino was somehow different from other people, and it always took a while to decide in what that difference consisted. He was very much larger than other people, that was it: but why did one have to seek for that explanation?

Constantine joined them all at table. Mushroom quiche was the opener, already there.

“It is for you, Constantine Quiche,” Regina said, “after your name and flavor. Someday I will devise the excellent dish, the Constantine quiche, full of cucumbers and cheeses and sour fruits and pomegranate cider. But for now it is the mushroom quiche in your honor.”

“But you did not know that I was coming,” Constantine said, “and one does not make mushroom quiche in a moment.”

“But of course we knew that you were coming,” Regina Marqab said. “Would God send us such a special guest and not tell us that He was sending him?”

“Ah yes, I am sure that God told you that I was coming, told you through some strange instrument,” Constantine murmured, casting his eye over the other three guests. “And yet no one could have known, for I had not decided to come here for certain until I saw you two Marqabs standing against the green and gold sky. And the invitation to me was an open one given some months ago. But my place was set here, and this dish has a tie-in with my name. Which strange instrument might it have been?

“For here are Julien Moravia and Amelia Lilac and John Seferino, three famous “agents,” though nobody knows whom they are agents for. I know them by their fame and by their little pictures on their dossier clips. But I have met only one of you three before, and that one of you is not here now.”

“But, Constantine, our friend and our companion and our ghost, is it not a clever counterfeit of that person who is here?” Amelia Lilac spoke as if out of a lavender shadow. That girl carried mystery around with her.

“The surrogate, I believe, surpasses the original,” Julien Moravia spoke as if in admiration of someone present. “Then let us exalt the surrogate and demote the original.”

“Have you not heard, Constantine Quiche, the account of the person who went out dressed like a shoddy impersonation of himself?” John Seferino asked. “He easily convinced all the curious persons that he was a counterfeit and someone other than himself.”

“I have heard it, I have done it,” Constantine said, “but this here-present person is not a shoddy impersonation. Really, the impersonation is almost too perfect, almost too splendid.

“Three “agents” here. You are the three people in the world I would least want to run into in a nervous situation, though I admire you all and perhaps love one of you. All of you are here in the home of my very dear friends, and what are the odds against any of you three even knowing my very dear friends? They are very long odds for even one of you three. They are prohibitive odds for all of you together. And yet I am certain that there are sincere accounts of the connections to be had. Are there not, bright dove Regina?”

“Oh, I knew Amelia in England many years ago,” Regina said.

“You are not even many years old, Regina,” Constantine told her. “And who knows Julien Moravia?”

“Why, both Salaadin and myself have known him for a very long time,” Regina said. “Why are you mistrustful tonight, Constantine? Do you not recall the story of the man with his neck in the noose and his feet on the trap who still reassured himself ‘These are my good friends. They have got to be kidding.’”

“I recall the story, Regina. I am the one who told it to you once. You and Salaadin have known Julien for a very long time, you say?”

“They have known me for a very, very long time,” Julien Moravia gave it the escalating echo.

“And John Seferino?” Constantine asked as if he were a dog worrying an old rag.

“Oh, Constantine, Seferino and I have business together,” Salaadin said. “We have business in Levantine Lands and Waters. We are both members of a very secret and very rich-to-be corporation right now.”

“We could get you into it, Quiche, for some rather startling profits,” John Seferino said, “but discretion is required. Constantine Quiche, you, the best detective in the world, do you believe that you have enough discretion to enter into corporation with us?”

“No,” Constantine said. “Sometimes I haven’t any discretion at all. There are five of you here. Two of you, my hosts, are very dear to me, my very best friends. The other three of you are living legends. Ah, pardon there. Two of you three are living legends. The third one of you is a legend who has died very recently. But how, among the five of you, are there no tears? Have you no grief at all for someone who has been very close to you and now is dead? In five such sensitive and superior persons, there should be at least a trace of tears.”

“Why should we shed tears in your happy presence, Constantine our love?” Regina asked.

“Oh, for the one of you who has died today,” Constantine said. “I find it quite sad.”

“One of us has died today, my friend?” Salaadin asked.

“Yes. One of you five here present. Died about two hours ago, I guess it was.”

“Sad, yes,” Julien Moravia said. “Very sad. Where did it happen?”

“Marseilles.”

“How did he or she die, best detective in the world Constantine?” Amelia Lilac asked with easy merriment out of her self-contained shadow.

“I killed him or her,” Constantine said. “Really, I had to.”

“And you are not startled when you come here and see that person to be alive, yet or again?” John Seferino asked.

“Only half-startled,” Constantine said. “I half expected it.”

There was the beauty of old but bright art about this company at table. That painted beauty was here, and there was an unearthly thrill when such painted beauty moved and spoke. It gave one the feeling that the old legend was true, that there had once been a singular and extraordinary race of beautiful people whose homeland had been destroyed and who had scattered into small enclaves in many nations. The legend said that these people still maintained a small but tight nation even in their scattered exile, and that the people of that nation would always recognize each other.

Five of the six people at this supper table could well belong to that mysterious nation of the beautiful people. One of them, Constantine Quiche, could not. To some other nation, to many other nations he might belong, but not to the nation of the beautiful people.

“Is it not possible, Constantine, that not just one of us, but all three of us whom you call ‘agents’ have been killed?” Julien Moravia asked. It seems either comic or tainted to speak of beauty in a man, but how else could one speak of Julien? “Is it not possible, astute detective, that there are three rather than one interloper here with you at this table? Would it not balance it out right to have three dead persons and three live persons here? You said that you had met only one of us three agents before, the one who isn’t here. Yet I recall that we have all been in company together before. What if all of us here are false agents?”

“I don’t know,” Constantine said.

“And what if none of us is false?” John Seferino asked. “And what if you killed no one at Marseilles? What if you have only thrown that rock into the pond to see what sort of eddies it can stir up?” (If there had been a separate nation of elegant people, John Seferino would have belonged to it also.)

“For that small part, I know what I know,” Constantine said. “And you do not.”

Bec rouge onion soup had followed the mushroom quiche on the table.

“Ah, but what if you did not kill, but instead were killed, at Marseilles?” Amelia Lilac proposed. “And what if another person were substituted for you? Should we not be very alert against you then?”

“In that case, I would not be here at table with you,” Constantine said. “It would be another person here. But it isn’t. It is myself. I happen to be sure of this.”

(But he wasn’t quite sure. He lied a bit there. He had the unreal feeling on him and had had it for several hours.)

By and by, they had salmon in aspic. They all ate with a vigor that belonged to them by right. Superficial people are at their worst when eating. But these beautiful people ate beautifully. And boar was being roasted outside. Boar is the test.

“What case can the best detective in the world be working on now?” Amelia Lilac asked out of those pleasant shadows that always surrounded her. (It was as though the light that was bright on everyone else was dimmed on Amelia, and she was picked out instead by a muted, lavender spotlight.) “Not only is the best detective in the world here, but the three most mysterious agents in the world are here also, seemingly to thwart him. Is it High State Doings that you are on, Constantine?”

“Possibly, possibly,” said Constantine, “or it may be very low doings by very monstrous states or corporations.”

“Is it International Intrigue, worthy opponent?” Julien Moravia asked.

“Possibly, possibly, international or interworld,” Constantine Quiche told them.

“Is it genocide, or war or murder? Or is it perhaps a securities or a real estate manipulation?” the elegant John Seferino asked. “Oh, it must be a grand case!”

“The only thing grand is in the name,” Constantine said, “for I believe that it is more on the order of a grand larceny.”

“The best detective in the world on a case of larceny? It must be grand indeed,” Amelia remarked. “It must be a very special case of larceny to have such a cast of characters starring in it, you and ourselves.”

“And will you catch the thieves, Constantine?” Julien asked.

“Catch them easily. And prevent them, I hope.”

“And what is it that the thieves are trying to steal?” Seferino asked.

But Constantine Quiche seemed a little embarrassed by that question.

“It is an awkward thing,” he said, “and I am not at all certain that it will even be attempted. I work on a tip here, and the tip may be in code, to bring me to the area. I would rather not say what it is that the tip indicates may be stolen.”

“Oh come along, prediletto,” Regina said. “Salaadin and myself are among your best friends. You can distrust us or you can trust us, but we will still remain the best of friends. And these three that you believe to be agents, if indeed they are here to thwart you, they already know what is to be stolen. And if they are not here to thwart you, then they are as innocent as ourselves. What do you believe that someone will attempt to steal, my Constantine?”

“Monaco.”

“What? Do you believe that the casinos will be robbed? But that is done quite often, Constantine. And, just as often, the thieves are apprehended. This happens even without the services of the best detective in the world.”

“I mean that there may be an attempt to steal the principality of Monaco.”

“What? All of it?” Salaadin asked laughing.

“All of it, yes,” Constantine said glumly. He didn’t like this scatter shot.

“What, Constantine, will they line up every person in the little realm and rob them?” Julien asked.

“No. My information is that they may attempt to steal the entire principality. They may attempt to steal the two square kilometers of it, and the 50,000 inhabitants of it, and the 50,000 visitors also. They may attempt to steal the two cities of Monaco and Monte Carlo, and all the buildings and all the land, and all the water, too, I suppose. And, on another hand, nobody may attempt anything remotely like this.”

“What would they haul it off in?” Amelia Lilac asked.

“I don’t know,” Constantine said. “They have some pretty big equipment. They couldn’t take it all in one bite, but they could take it all in a dozen bites. Or maybe they won’t take Monaco or anything else away. Maybe they will bring something instead and leave it.”

Constantine Quiche felt rather out of it for the remainder of the evening. He couldn’t shine at all in this bright company. The best detective in the world had never been much of a shiner.

They all went out of doors to eat roast boar on wooden tables and benches. The really beautiful people do not use silver or plate to eat roast boar, and they do not eat it inside. The boar was unjointed by a servitor with a bone saw. It was hacked apart by a second servitor with a hacker. And it was cut up by a third servitor with a two-tined fork and a set of long knives. The weathered-wood tables had first been drenched with lime juice and then with sour yellow wine. They had been salted and peppered. And then the joints and cuts of boar had been flung directly onto them.

The boar was eaten bare handed and bare faced. You had to belong to the beautiful people to eat it this way. Nobody else could get away with it.

“I wonder how long it has been since boar was last eaten in this manner?” Constantine asked, feeling himself an outsider now.

“Oh, on Sandaliotis, they have never ceased to eat it this way,” John Seferino said. Seferino pronounced it ‘San-dal-EE-o-tis.’ Seferino was a completely elegant person, so his pronunciation had to be the correct one.

“This is the second time today that I have encountered the name Sandaliotis,” Constantine said.

There were crocks of quince vinegar there. When eating boar, one dipped the hands into this vinegar sometimes to cut the grease. There were pandanus leaves there on which one wiped the fingers if one wished, but one felt that they were an imperfect substitute for something.

“No cubs, wonderful hostess?” Amelia Lilac asked Regina.

“No cubs,” Regina said. “That is a disadvantage of living in the world. There are so many things that one assumes will be available, and at the last moment they aren’t.”

“What are the cubs?” Constantine asked.

“Oh, on Sandaliotis, bear cubs are always there to lick the diners’ hands when they eat boar,” Seferino explained it. “This is the old custom. I could never abide the vulgarism of having hounds instead of cubs to do it. No, the pandanus leaves are better than the hounds. Any thing is better than the hounds.”

Constantine ate it awkwardly. It was as if he were of a lineage that did not even extend back before utensils and plates.

“Who is going to steal Monaco, Constantine?” Amelia Lilac asked out of her own aura of lilac shadow.

“I don’t know,” he said weakly. “I suppose I will have All the beautiful people ate the boar beautifully. Only to find out if I am going to stop them.”

“I hear that there is a general breakdown in the art of gathering intelligence,” that elegant Seferino was saying. “And I hear that World Interpol is about to fall on its face again in one of these deals. And the bleakest and most lost department even of World Interpol, they say, is the Sortilège Department. It is pathetic the inept things that are going on in that organization. Quasi-law is simply not what it used to be, and larger things than Monaco are likely to be stolen unless competence is brought to it.

“Whom are you working for now, Constantine Quiche, best detective in the world?”

(How could this man Seferino remain so elegant when he was up to his big elbows and ears in roast boar?)

“For the Sortilege Department of World Interpol,” Constantine said, “as you know very well.”

“Oh, for World Interpol?” said Julien. “Have they real people working for World Interpol now? I had heard that it was otherwise.”

Of course none of them at the boar tables laughed. And certainly they did not titter. But there was a titter there. It was something like the sound of night insects, of cicadas or crickets. Who was the bug master or cricket master there? Constantine had the feeling that somebody at the table was bugging him with bugs.

“What wine is this?” Constantine asked. They had been drinking cup after cup of warm, sweet wine; not very good wine either.

“Falernum,” Regina Marqab said. “It’s very strong, but you can let yourself go on it; you’re with friends. It’s the only ancient wine that burns freely.”

“But Falernum hasn’t been made for sixteen hundred years,” Constantine objected.

“On Sandaliotis, they have never ceased to make it,” John Seferino said, just as if there were such a country as Sandaliotis, just as if this really was old Falernum.

The “agents” had begun, as agents often do, playfully to pretend that they were drunker than they were. But Constantine was much drunker than he pretended. Why were the others not so? There was a treachery about this false Falernum. It has been laced for Constantine, and not for the “agents,” and not for the Marqabs.

Constantine, by careful effort, began to unconfuse himself, but that forced him to recognize just how confused he had been. The confusion had begun back at Marseilles where someone had been killed. It was very unprofessional for the best detective in the world to be going around in such a confused state. But any other than the best detective in the world would not be going around confused: he would be dead.

Constantine had to admit now that he did not know where it was that he had known his two best friends the Marqabs. How odd that he could not recollect where he had been acquainted with his two best friends in the world, nor how it had become so securely set into his mind that they were his two best friends.

He did not recall where he had known the violet-clouded Amelia Lilac, though he was sure that he had once had some very spirited and ambivalent dealings with her. He did not know at all where he had met the other two agents, Julien Moravia and John Seferino, though he had recognized them both on coming to them, and one of them had said that they had all been in each others’ company before.

And he did not remember who had assigned him to this most important case in this area; he did not remember who his superior at World Interpol was; he did not remember anyone else at World Interpol; and he hadn’t any idea at all how that ridiculous story about thieves stealing the principality of Monaco had come into his mind and onto his tongue.

Constantine suddenly left the party when the Falernum was burning the brightest. But he did not go to his room in the house of his two best friends in the world, and he did not go to his car (“It’s death-trapped, it’s death-trapped,” he had sense enough to whisper to himself), which was in front of that house.

Instead, he scanned back over the winding landscape that he had come through on his arrival, and he remembered every detail of it. He recalled, from a second long flashback one of the false lanes that he had followed for a while on picking his way there, a rock heap in a crackling thicket. It was a rock heap that would be hidden from almost every view.

Constantine moved there very quickly, and not by roads. He had an animal way of moving; not a way of one of the beautiful animals, a way of one of the scurry animals. There was swearing after him in beautiful-people voices. There were rapid footsteps after him, and he gave the slip to those footsteps. The darting and scrambling people can sometimes move with more cunning and stealth than can the beautiful people themselves. And one does not get to be the best detective in the world without having certain talents of movement and escape.

Constantine slept in that concealed rock pile that night. There is something very safe about rock piles in the midst of crackling thickets when they are chosen on the impulse of the moment. The best detective in the world had slept on rocks often and he did now.

Through the night, he was interrupted only once, not into wakefulness, but into a dream. The rock pile seemed to have become an under-ocean rock pile, a grotto, a cave, a booming tidal cavern. A female dolphin visited him there with her springy fish-flesh and her cool ways. She smooched him in that slurpy way that female dolphins have, and there was an underwater echo to it. Then he felt the needle stabs that are so often a part of those strange-species kisses.

“They have needled me with more confusion before I was out of my old mix-up,” he said. “Well, I will have them yet, I will have all of them. They leave a trail whenever they meddle with me, and I can follow any trail.”

The rest of the night, until an hour or so before dawn, he slept as easily and restfully as anyone can sleep on a rock pile. And yet he recalled in that sleep a few of the words that the female dolphin had whispered to him before she gave him the needle:

“We live in caves under the ocean and we have a dog that lives in the sky. Sometimes we come up. We whistle to our dog and we both gambol.

“If you hear anything else of us, do not believe it. This is all that we do.

“Will you not come and see me in my cave sometime, after this little ritualistic action that we are engaged in now is finished with?”

But the best detective in the world is always receiving various sorts of communications.
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