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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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      Prologue


      

      In the fourth year of the restoration of the Coronal Lord Valentine a great mischief has come over the soul of the boy Hissune,

         a clerk in the House of Records of the Labyrinth of Majipoor. For the past six months it has been Hissune’s task to prepare

         an inventory of the archives of the tax-collectors—an interminable list of documents that no one is ever going to need to

         consult—and it looks as though the job will keep him occupied for the next year or two or three. To no purpose, so far as

         Hissune can understand, since who could possibly care about the reports of provincial tax-collectors who lived in the reign

         of Lord Dekkeret or Lord Calintane or even the ancient Lord Stiamot? These documents had been allowed to fall into disarray,

         no doubt for good reason, and now some malevolent destiny has chosen Hissune to put them to rights, and so far as he can see

         it is useless work, except that he will have a fine geography lesson, a vivid experience of the hugeness of Majipoor. So many

         provinces! So many cities! The three giant continents are divided and subdivided and further divided into thousands of municipal

         units, each with its millions of people, and as he toils, Hissune’s mind overflows with names, the Fifty Cities of Castle

         Mount, the great urban districts of Zimroel, the mysterious desert settlements of Suvrael, a torrent of metropolises, a lunatic

         tribute to the fourteen thousand years of Majipoor’s unceasing fertility: Pidruid, Narabal, Nimoya, Alaisor, Stoien, Piliplok,

         Pendiwane, Amblemorn, Minimool, Tolaghai, Kangheez, Natu Gorvinu—so much, so much, so much! A million names of places! But

         when one is fourteen years old one can tolerate only a certain amount of geography, and then one begins to grow restless.

      


      

      Restlessness invades Hissune now. The mischievousness that is never far from the surface in him wells up and over flows.


      

      Close by the dusty little office in the House of Records where Hissune sifts and classifies his mounds of tax reports is a

         far more interesting place, the Register of Souls, which is closed to all but authorized personnel, and there are said to be not many authorized personnel. Hissune knows a good deal about that place. He knows a good deal about every part of the

         Labyrinth, even the forbidden places, especially the forbidden places—for has he not, since the age of eight, earned his living

         in the streets of the great underground capital by guiding bewildered tourists through the maze, using his wits to pick up

         a crown here and a crown there? “House of Records,” he would tell the tourists. “There’s a room in there where millions of

         people of Majipoor have left memory-readings. You pick up a capsule and put it in a special slot, and suddenly it’s as if

         you were the person who made the reading, and you find yourself living in Lord Confalume’s time, or Lord Siminave’s, or out

         there fighting the Metamorph Wars with Lord Stiamot—but of course hardly anyone is allowed to consult the memory-reading room.”

         Of course. But how hard would it be, Hissune wonders, to insinuate himself into that room on the pretext of needing data for

         his research into the tax archives? And then to live in a million other minds at a million other times, in all the greatest

         and most glorious eras of Majipoor’s history—yes!

      


      

      Yes, it would certainly make this job more tolerable if he could divert himself with an occasional peek into the Register

         of Souls.

      


      

      From that realization it is but a short journey to the actual attempting of it. He equips himself with the appropriate passes—he

         knows where all the document-stampers are kept in the House of Records—and makes his way through the brightly lit curving

         corridors late one afternoon, dry-throated, apprehensive, tingling with excitement.

      


      

      It has been a long time since he has known any excitement. Living by his wits in the streets was exciting, but he no longer

         does that; they have civilized him, they have house broken him, they have given him a job. A job! They! And who are they? The Coronal himself, that’s who! Hissune has not overcome his amazement over that. During the time when Lord Valentine was

         wandering in exile, displaced from his body and his throne by the usurper Barjazid, the Coronal had come to the Labyrinth,

         and Hissune had guided him, recognizing him somehow for what he truly was; and that had been the beginning of Hissune’s downfall.

         For the next thing Hissune knew, Lord Valentine was on his way from the Labyrinth to Castle Mount to regain his crown, and

         then the usurper was overthrown, and then at the time of the second coronation Hissune found himself summoned, the Divine only knew why, to attend the ceremonies at Lord Valentine’s Castle.

         What a time that was! Never before had he so much as been out of the Labyrinth to see the light of day, and now he was journeying

         in an official floater, up the valley of the Glayge past cities he had known only in dreams, and there was Castle Mount’s

         thirty-mile-high bulk rising like another planet in the sky, and at last he was at the Castle, a grimy ten-year-old boy standing

         next to the Coronal and trading jokes with him—yes, that had been splendid, but Hissune was caught by surprise by what followed.

         The Coronal believed that Hissune had promise. The Coronal wished him to be trained for a government post. The Coronal admired

         the boy’s energy and wit and enterprise. Fine. Hissune would become a protege of the Coronal. Fine. Fine. Back to the Labyrinth,

         then—and into the House of Records! Not so fine. Hissune has always detested the bureaucrats, those mask-faced idiots who

         pushed papers about in the bowels of the Labyrinth, and now, by special favor of Lord Valentine, he has become such a person

         himself. Well, he supposes he has to do something by way of earning a living besides take tourists around—but he never imagined

         it would be this! Report of the Collector of Revenue for the Eleventh District of the Province of Chorg, Prefecture of Bibiroon, 11th Pont.

            Kinniken Cor. Lord Ossier—oh, no, no, not a lifetime of that! A month, six months, a year of doing his nice little job in the nice little House of

         Records, Hissune hopes, and then Lord Valentine might send for him and install him in the Castle as an aide-de-camp, and then

         at last life would have some value! But the Coronal seems to have forgotten him, as one might expect. He has an entire world

         of twenty or thirty billion people to govern, and what does one little boy of the Labyrinth matter? Hissune suspects that

         his life has already passed its most glorious peak, in his brief time on Castle Mount, and now by some miserable irony he

         has been metamorphosed into a clerk of the Pontificate, doomed to shuffle documents forever—

      


      

      But there is the Register of Souls to explore.


      

      Even though he may never leave the Labyrinth again, he might—if no one caught him—roam the minds of millions of folk long

         dead, explorers, pioneers, warriors, even Coronals and Pontifexes. That’s some consolation, is it not?

      


      

      

      He enters a small antechamber and presents his pass to the dull-eyed Hjort on duty.


      

      Hissune is ready with a flow of explanations: special assignment from the Coronal, important historical research, need to

         correlate demographic details, necessary corroboration of data profile—oh, he’s good at such talk, and it lies coiled waiting

         back of his tongue. But the Hjort says only,” You know how to use the equipment?”

      


      

      “It’s been a while. Perhaps you should show me again.”


      

      The ugly warty-faced fellow, many-chinned and flabby, gets slowly to his feet and leads Hissune to a sealed enclosure, which

         he opens by some deft maneuver of a thumb-lock. The Hjort indicates a screen and a row of buttons. “Your control console.

         Send for the capsules you want. They plug in here. Sign for everything. Remember to turn out the lights when you’re done.”

      


      

      That’s all there is to it. Some security system! Some guardian!


      

      Hissune finds himself alone with the memory-readings of everyone who has ever lived on Majipoor.


      

      Almost everyone, at any rate. Doubtless billions of people have lived and died without bothering to make capsules of their

         lives. But one is allowed every ten years, beginning at the age of twenty, to contribute to these vaults, and Hissune knows

         that although the capsules are minute, the merest flecks of data, there are miles and miles of them in the storage levels

         of the Labyrinth. He puts his hands to the controls. His fingers tremble.

      


      

      Where to begin?


      

      He wants to know everything. He wants to trek across the forests of Zimroel with the first explorers, he wants to drive back

         the Metamorphs, to sail the Great Sea, to slaughter sea-dragons off the Rodamaunt Archipelago, to—to—to—he shakes with the

         frenzy of yearning. Where to begin? He studies the keys before him. He can specify a date, a place, a specific person’s identity—but

         with fourteen thousand years to choose from—no, more like eight or nine thousand, for the records, he knows, go back only

         to Lord Stiamot’s time or a little before—how can he decide on a starting point? For ten minutes he is paralyzed with indecision.

      


      

      Then he punches at random. Something early, he thinks. The continent of Zimroel; the time of the Coronal Lord Bar-hold, who had lived even before Stiamot; and the person—why, anyone! Anyone!

      


      

      A small gleaming capsule appears in the slot.


      

      Quivering in amazement and delight, Hissune plugs it into the playback outlet and dons the helmet. There are crackling sounds

         in his ears. Vague blurred streaks of blue and green and scarlet cross his eyes behind his closed lids. Is it working? Yes!

         Yes! He feels the presence of another mind! Someone dead nine thousand years, and that person’s mind—her mind, she was a woman, a young woman—flows into Hissune’s, until he cannot be sure whether he is Hissune of the Labyrinth

         or this other, this Thesme of Narabal—

      


      

      With a little sobbing sound of joy he releases himself entirely from the self he has lived with for the fourteen years of

         his life and lets the soul of the other take possession of him.

      


      







      

      

      ONE


      

      Thesme and the Ghayrog


      

      1


      

      For six months now Thesme had lived alone in a hut that she had built with her own hands, in the dense tropical jungle half

         a dozen miles or so east of Narabal, in a place where the sea breezes did not reach and the heavy humid air clung to everything

         like a furry shroud. She had never lived by herself before, and at first she wondered how good she was going to be at it;

         but she had never built a hut before either, and she had done well enough at that, cutting down slender sijaneel saplings,

         trimming away the golden bark, pushing their slippery sharpened ends into the soft moist ground, lashing them together with

         vines, finally tying on five enormous blue vramma leaves to make a roof. It was no masterpiece of architecture, but it kept

         out the rain, and she had no need to worry about cold. Within a month her sijaneel timbers, trimmed though they were, had

         all taken root and were sprouting leathery new leaves along their upper ends, just below the roof; and the vines that held

         them were still alive too, sending down fleshy red tendrils that searched for and found the rich fertile soil. So now the

         house was a living thing, daily becoming more snug and secure as the vines tightened and the sijaneels put on girth, and Thesme

         loved it In Narabal nothing stayed dead for long; the air was too warm, the sunlight too bright, the rainfall too copious, and everything quickly

         transformed itself into something else with the riotous buoyant ease of the tropics.

      


      

      Solitude was turning out to be easy too. She had needed very much to get away from Narabal, where her life had somehow gone

         awry: too much confusion, too much inner noise, friends who became strangers, lovers who turned into foes. She was twenty-five

         years old and needed to stop, to take a long look at everything, to change the rhythm of her days before it shook her to pieces.

         The jungle was the ideal place for that. She rose early, bathed in a pond that she shared with a sluggish old gromwark and

         a school of tiny crystalline chichibors, plucked her breakfast from a thokka vine, hiked, read, sang, wrote poems, checked

         her traps for captured animals, climbed trees and sunbathed in a hammock of vines high overhead, dozed, swam, talked to herself,

         and went to sleep when the sun went down. In the beginning she thought there would not be enough to do, that she would soon

         grow bored, but that did not seem to be the case; her days were full and there were always a few projects to save for tomorrow.

      


      

      At first she expected that she would go into Narabal once a week or so, to buy staple goods, to pick up new books and cubes,

         to attend an occasional concert or a play, even to visit her family or those of her friends that she still felt like seeing.

         For a while she actually did go to town fairly often. But it was a sweaty, sticky trek that took half a day, nearly, and as

         she grew accustomed to her reclusive life she found Narabal ever more jangling, ever more unsettling, with few rewards to

         compensate for the drawbacks. People there stared at her. She knew they thought she was eccentric, even crazy, always a wild

         girl and now a peculiar one, living out there by herself and swinging through the treetops. So her visits became more widely

         spaced. She went only when it was unavoidable. On the day she found the injured Ghayrog she had not been to Narabal for at

         least five weeks.

      


      

      She had been roving that morning through a swampy region a few miles northeast of her hut, gathering the sweet yellow fungi

         known as calimbots. Her sack was almost full and she was thinking of turning back when she spied something strange a few

         hundred yards away: a creature of some sort with gleaming, metallic-looking gray skin and thick tubular limbs, sprawled awkwardly on the ground below a great sijaneel tree. It reminded her of a predatory reptile her father and

         brother once had killed in Narabal Channel, a sleek, elongated, slow-moving thing with curved claws and a vast toothy mouth.

         But as she drew closer she saw that this life-form was vaguely human in construction, with a massive rounded head, long arms,

         powerful legs. She thought it might be dead, but it stirred faintly when she approached and said, “I am damaged. I have been

         stupid and now I am paying for it.”

      


      

      “Can you move your arms and legs?” Thesme asked


      

      “The arms, yes. One leg is broken, and possibly my back. Will you help me?”


      

      She crouched and studied it closely. It did look reptilian, yes, with shining scales and a smooth, hard body. Its eyes were

         green and chilly and did not blink at all; its hair was a weird mass of thick black coils that moved of their own accord

         in a slow writhing; its tongue was a serpent-tongue, bright scarlet, forked, flickering constantly back and forth between

         the narrow fleshless lips.

      


      

      “What are you?” she asked.


      

      “A Ghayrog. Do you know of my kind?”


      

      “Of course,” she said, though she knew very little, really. All sorts of non-human species had been settling on Majipoor in

         the past hundred years, a whole menagerie of aliens invited here by the Coronal Lord Melikand because there were not enough

         humans to fill the planet’s immensities. Thesme had heard that there were four-armed ones and two-headed ones and tiny ones

         with tentacles and these scaly snake-tongued snake-haired ones, but none of the alien beings had yet come as far as Narabal,

         a town on the edge of now here, as distant from civilization as one could get. So this was a Ghayrog, then? A strange creature,

         she thought, almost human in the shape of its body and yet not at all human in any of its details, a monstrosity, really,

         a nightmare-being, though not especially frightening. She pitied the poor Ghayrog, in fact—a wanderer, doubly lost, far from

         its home world and far from anything that mattered on Majipoor. And badly hurt, too. What was she going to do with it? Wish

         it well and abandon it to its fate? Hardly. Go all the way into Narabal and organize a rescue mission? That would take at

         least two days, assuming anyone cared to help. Bring it back to her hut and nurse it to good health? That seemed the most

         likely thing to do, but what would happen to her solitude, then, her privacy, and how did one take care of a Ghayrog, anyway, and did she really want the responsibility? And the risk, for that

         matter: this was an alien being and she had no idea what to expect from it.

      


      

      It said, “I am Vismaan.”


      

      Was that its name, its title, or merely a description of its condition? She did not ask. She said, “I am called Thesme. I

         live in the jungle an hour’s walk from here. How can I help you?”

      


      

      “Let me brace myself on you while I try to get up. Do you think you are strong enough?”


      

      “Probably.”


      

      “You are female, am I right?”


      

      She was wearing only sandals. She smiled and touched her hand lightly to her breasts and loins and said, “Female, yes.”


      

      “So I thought. I am male and perhaps too heavy for you.”


      

      Male? Between his legs he was as smooth and sexless as a machine. She supposed that Ghayrogs carried their sex somewhere

         else. And if they were reptiles, her breasts would indicate nothing to him about her sex. Strange, all the same, that he should

         need to ask.

      


      

      She knelt beside him, wondering how he was going to rise and walk with a broken back. He put his arm over her shoulders. The

         touch of his skin against hers startled her: it felt cool, dry, rigid, smooth, as though he wore armor. Yet it was not an

         unpleasant texture, only odd. A strong odor came from him, swampy and bitter with an undertaste of honey. That she had not

         noticed it before was hard to understand, for it was pervasive and insistent; she decided she must have been distracted by

         the unexpectedness of coming upon him. There was no ignoring the odor now that she was aware of it, and at first she found

         it intensely disagreeable, though within moments it ceased to bother her.

      


      

      He said, “Try to hold steady. I will push myself up.”


      

      Thesme crouched, digging her knees and hands into the soil, and to her amazement he succeeded in drawing himself upward with

         a peculiar coiling motion, pressing down on her, driving his entire weight for a moment between her shoulder blades in a way

         that made her gasp. Then he was standing, tottering, clinging to a dangling vine. She made ready to catch him if he fell,

         but he stayed upright.

      


      

      “This leg is cracked,” he told her. “The back is damaged but not, I think, broken.”


      

      

      “Is the pain very bad?”


      

      “Pain? No, we feel little pain. The problem is functional. The leg will not support me. Can you find me a strong stick?”


      

      She scouted about for something he might use as a crutch and spied, after a moment, the stiff aerial root of a vine dangling

         out of the forest canopy. The glossy black root was thick but brittle, and she bent it backward and forward until she succeeded

         in snapping off some two yards of it. Vismaan grasped it firmly, draped his other arm around Thesme, and cautiously put his

         weight on his uninjured leg. With difficulty he took a step, another, another, dragging the broken leg along. It seemed to

         Thesme that his body odor had changed: sharper, now, more vinegar, less honey. The strain of walking, no doubt. The pain was

         probably less trivial than he wanted her to think. But he was managing to keep moving, at any rate.

      


      

      “How did you hurt yourself?” she asked.


      

      “I climbed this tree to survey the territory just ahead. It did not bear my weight.”


      

      He nodded toward the slim shining trunk of the tall sijaneel. The lowest branch, which was at least forty feet above her,

         was broken and hung down by nothing more than shreds of bark. It amazed her that he had survived a fall from such a height;

         after a moment she found herself wondering how he had been able to get so high on the slick smooth trunk in the first place.

      


      

      He said, “My plan is to settle in this area and raise crops. Do you have a farm?”


      

      “In the jungle? No, I just live here.”


      

      “With a mate?”


      

      “Alone. I grew up in Narabal, but I needed to get away by myself for a while.” They reached the sack of calimbots she had

         dropped when she first noticed him lying on the ground, and she slung it over her shoulder. “You can stay with me until your

         leg has healed. But it’s going to take all afternoon to get back to my hut this way. Are you sure you’re able to walk?”

      


      

      “I am walking now,” he pointed out.


      

      “Tell me when you want to rest.”


      

      “In time. Not yet.”


      

      Indeed it was nearly half an hour of slow and surely painful hobbling before he asked to halt, and even then he remained standing, leaning against a tree, explaining that he thought it unwise to go through the whole difficult process of lifting

         himself from the ground a second time. He seemed altogether calm and in relatively little discomfort, although it was impossible

         to read expression into his unchanging face and unblinking eyes: the constant flickering of his forked tongue was the only

         indicator of apparent emotion she could see, and she had no idea how to interpret those ceaseless darting movements. After

         a few minutes they resumed the walk. The slow pace was a burden to her, as was his weight against her shoulder, and she felt

         her own muscles cramping and protesting as they edged through the jungle. They said little. He seemed preoccupied with the

         need to exert control over his crippled body, and she concentrated on the route, searching for shortcuts, thinking ahead to

         avoid streams and dense under growth and other obstacles he would not be able to cope with. When they were halfway back to

         her hut a warm rain began to fall, and after that they were enveloped in hot clammy fog the rest of the way. She was nearly

         exhausted by the time her little cabin came into view.

      


      

      “Not quite a palace,” she said, “but it’s all I need. I built it myself. You can lie down here.” She helped him to her zanja-down

         bed. He sank onto it with a soft hissing sound that was surely relief. “Would you like something to eat?” she asked.

      


      

      “Not now.”


      

      “Or to drink? No? I imagine you just want to get some rest. I’ll go outside so you can sleep undisturbed.”


      

      “This is not my season of sleep,” Vismaan said.


      

      “I don’t understand.”


      

      “We sleep only one part of the year. Usually in winter.”


      

      “And you stay awake all the rest of the time?”


      

      “Yes,” he said. “I am finished with this year’s sleep. I understand it is different with humans.”


      

      “Extremely different,” she told him. “I’ll leave you to rest by yourself, anyway. You must be terribly tired.”


      

      “I would not drive you from your home.”


      

      “It’s all right,” Thesme said, and stepped outside. The rain was beginning again, the familiar, almost comforting rain that

         fell every few hours all day long. She sprawled out on a bank of dark yielding rubber moss and let the warm droplets of rain

         wash the fatigue from her aching back and shoulders.

      


      

      A houseguest, she thought. And an alien one, no less. Well, why not? The Ghayrog seemed undemanding: cool, aloof, tranquil even in calamity. He was obviously more seriously hurt than

         he was willing to admit, and even this relatively short journey through the forest had been a struggle for him. There was

         no way he could walk all the way into Narabal in this condition. Thesme supposed that she could go into town and arrange for

         someone to come out in a floater to get him, but the idea displeased her. No one knew where she was living and she did not

         care to lead anyone here, for one thing. And she realized in some confusion that she did not want to give the Ghayrog up,

         that she wanted to keep him here and nurse him until he had regained his strength. She doubted that anyone else in Narabal

         would have given shelter to an alien, and that made her feel pleasantly perverse, set apart instill another way from the citizens

         of her native town. In the past year or two she had heard plenty of muttering about the offworlders who were coming to settle

         on Majipoor. People feared and disliked the reptilian Ghayrogs and the giant hulking hairy Skandars and the little tricky

         ones with the many tentacles—Vroons, were they?—and the rest of that bizarre crew, and even though aliens were still unknown

         in remote Narabal the hostility toward them was already there. Wild and eccentric Thesme, she thought, was just the kind who

         would take in a Ghayrog and pat his fevered brow and give him medicine and soup, or whatever you gave a Ghayrog with a broken leg.

         She had no real idea of how to care for him, but she did not intend to let that stop her. It occurred to her that she had

         never taken care of anyone in her life, for somehow there had been neither opportunity nor occasion; she was the youngest

         in her family and no one had ever allowed her any sort of responsibility, and she had not married or borne children or even

         kept pets, and during the stormy period of her innumerable turbulent love affairs she had never seen fit to visit any of her

         lovers while he was ill. Quite likely, she told herself, that was why she was suddenly so determined to keep this Ghayrog

         at her hut. One of the reasons she had quitted Narabal for the jungle was to live life in a new way, to break with the uglier

         traits of the former Thesme.

      


      

      She decided that in the morning she would go into town, find out if she could what kind of care the Ghayrog needed, and buy

         such medicines or provisions as seemed appropriate.

      


      

      

      

      2


      

      After a long while she returned to the hut. Vismaan lay as she had left him, flat on his back with arms stiff against his

         sides, and he did not seem to be moving at all, except for the perpetual serpentine writhing of his hair. Asleep? After all

         his talk of needing none? She went to him and peered down at the strange massive figure on her bed. His eyes were open, and

         she saw them tracking her.

      


      

      “How do you feel?” she asked.


      

      “Not well. Walking through the forest was more difficult than I realized.”


      

      She put her hand to his forehead. His hard scaly skin felt cool. But the absurdity of her gesture made her smile. What was

         a Ghayrog’s normal body temperature? Were they susceptible to fever at all, and if so, how could she tell? They were reptiles,

         weren’t they? Did reptiles run high temperatures when they were sick? Suddenly it all seemed preposterous, this notion of

         nursing a creature of another world.

      


      

      He said, “Why do you touch my head?”


      

      “It’s what we do when a human is sick. To see if you have a fever. I have no medical instruments here. Do you know what I

         mean by running a fever?”

      


      

      “Abnormal body temperature. Yes. Mine is high now.”


      

      “Are you in pain?”


      

      “Very little. But my systems are disarranged. Can you bring me some water?”


      

      “Of course. And are you hungry? What sort of things do you normally eat?”


      

      “Meat. Cooked. And fruits and vegetables. And a great deal of water.”


      

      She fetched a drink for him. He sat up with difficulty—he seemed much weaker than when he had been hobbling through the jungle;

         most likely he was suffering a delayed reaction to his injuries—and drained the bowl in three greedy gulps. She watched the

         furious movements of his forked tongue, fascinated. “More,” he said, and she poured a second bowl. Her water-jug was nearly

         empty, and she went outside to fill it at the spring. She plucked a few thokkas from the vine, too, and brought them to him.

         He held one of the juicy blue-white berries at arm’s length, as though that was the only way he could focus his vision properly on it, and rolled it experimentally between two of his fingers. His hands were

         almost human, Thesme observed, though there were two extra fingers and he had no fingernails, only lateral scaly ridges running

         along the first two joints.

      


      

      “What is this fruit called?” he asked.


      

      “Thokka. They grow on a vine all over Narabal. If you like them, I’ll bring you as many as you want.”


      

      He tasted it cautiously. Then his tongue flickered more rapidly, and he devoured the rest of the berry and held out his hand

         for another. Now Thesme remembered the reputation of thokkas as aphrodisiacs, but she looked away to hide her grin, and chose

         not to say anything to him about that. He described himself as a male, so the Ghayrogs evidently had sexes, but did they have

         sex? She had a sudden fanciful image of male Ghayrogs squirting milt from some concealed orifice into tubs into which female

         Ghayrogs climbed to fertilize themselves. Efficient but not very romantic, she thought, wondering if that was actually how

         they did it—fertilization at a distant remove, like fishes, like snakes.

      


      

      She prepared a meal for him of thokkas and fried calimbots and the little many-legged delicate-flavored hiktigans that she

         netted in the stream. All her wine was gone, but she had lately made a kind of fermented juice from a fat red fruit whose

         name she did not know, and she gave him some of that. His appetite seemed healthy. Afterward she asked him if she could examine

         his leg, and he told her she could.

      


      

      The break was more than midway up, in the widest part of his thigh. Thick though his scaly skin was, it showed some signs

         of swelling there. Very lightly she put her fingertips to the place and probed. He made a barely audible hiss but otherwise

         gave no sign that she might be increasing his discomfort. It seemed to her that something was moving inside his thigh. The

         broken ends of the bone, was it? Did Ghayrogs have bones? She knew so little, she thought dismally—about Ghayrogs, about the healing arts, about anything.

      


      

      “If you were human,” she said, “we would use our machines to see the fracture, and we would bring the broken place together

         and bind it until it knitted. Is it anything like that with your people?”

      


      

      “The bone will knit of its own,” he replied. “I will draw the break together through muscular contraction and hold it until

         it heals. But I must remain lying down for a few days, so that the leg’s own weight does not pull the break apart when I stand. Do you mind if I stay here that long?”

      


      

      “Stay as long as you like. As long as you need to stay”


      

      “You are very kind.”


      

      “I’m going into town tomorrow to pick up supplies. Is there anything you particularly want?”


      

      “Do you have entertainment cubes? Music, books?”


      

      “I have just a few here. I can get more tomorrow.”


      

      “Please. The nights will be very long for me as I lie here without sleeping. My people are great consumers of amusement, you

         know.”

      


      

      “I’ll bring whatever I can find,” she promised.


      

      She gave him three cubes—a play, a symphony, a color composition—and went about her after-dinner cleaning. Night had fallen,

         early as always, this close to the equator. She heard a light rainfall beginning again outside. Ordinarily she would read

         for a while, until it grew too dark, and then lie down to sleep. But tonight everything was different. A mysterious reptilian

         creature occupied her bed; she would have to put together a new sleeping-place for herself on the floor; and all this conversation,

         the first she had had in so many weeks, had left her mind buzzing with unaccustomed alertness. Vismaan seemed content with

         his cubes. She went outside and collected bubblebush leaves, a double armful of them and then another, and strewed them on

         the floor near the door of her hut. Then, going to the Ghayrog, she asked if she could do anything for him; he answered by

         a tiny shake of his head, without taking his attention from the cube. She wished him a good night and lay down on her improvised

         bed. It was comfortable enough, more so than she had expected. But sleep was impossible. She turned this way and that, feeling

         cramped and stiff, and the presence of the other a few yards away seemed to announce itself by a tangible pulsation in her

         soul. And there was the Ghayrog’s odor, too, pungent and inescapable. Somehow she had ceased noticing it while they ate, but

         now, with all her nerve-endings tuned to maximum sensitivity as she lay in the dark, she perceived it almost as she would

         a trumpet-blast unendingly repeated. From time to time she sat up and stared through the darkness at Vismaan, who lay motionless

         and silent. Then at some point slumber overtook her, for when the sounds of the new morning came to her, the many familiar

         piping and screeching melodies, and the early light made its way through the door-opening, she awakened into the kind of disorientation that comes often when one has been sleeping soundly in a place

         that is not one’s usual bed. It took her a few moments to collect herself, to remember where she was and why.

      


      

      He was watching her. “You spent a restless night. My being here disturbs you.”


      

      “I’ll get used to it. How do you feel?”


      

      “Stiff. Sore. But I am already beginning to mend, I think. I sense the work going on within.”


      

      She brought him water and a bowl of fruit. Then she went out into the mild misty dawn and slipped quickly into the pond to

         bathe. When she returned to the hut the odor hit her with new impact. The contrast between the fresh air of morning and the

         acrid Ghayrog-flavored atmosphere indoors was severe; yet soon it passed from her awareness once again.

      


      

      As she dressed she said, “I won’t be back from Narabal until nightfall. Will you be all right here by yourself?”


      

      “If you leave food and water within my reach. And something to read.”


      

      “There isn’t much. I’ll bring more back for you. It’ll be a quiet day for you, I’m afraid.”


      

      “Perhaps there will be a visitor.”


      

      “A visitor?” Thesme cried, dismayed. “Who? What sort of visitor? No one comes here! Or do you mean some Ghayrog who was traveling

         with you and who’ll be out looking for you?”

      


      

      “Oh, no, no. No one was with me. I thought, possibly friends of yours—”


      

      “I have no friends,” said Thesme solemnly.


      

      It sounded foolish to her the instant she said it—self-pitying, melodramatic. But the Ghrayrog offered no comment, leaving

         her without a way of retracting it, and to hide her embarrassment she busied herself elaborately in the job of strapping on

         her pack.

      


      

      He was silent until she was ready to leave. Then he said, “Is Narabal very beautiful?”


      

      “You haven’t seen it?”


      

      “I came down the inland route from Til-omon. In Til-omon they told me how beautiful Narabal is.”


      

      “Narabal is nothing,” Thesme said. “Shacks. Muddy streets. Vines growing over everything, pulling the buildings apart before

         they’re a year old. They told you that in Til-omon? They were joking with you. The Til-omon people despise Narabal. The towns are rivals, you know—the two main tropical ports. If anyone in Til-omon told you how wonderful

         Narabal is, he was lying, he was playing games with you.”

      


      

      “But why do that?”


      

      Thesme shrugged. “How would I know? Maybe to get you out of Til-omon faster. Anyway, don’t look forward to Narabal. In a

         thousand years it’ll be something, I suppose, but right now it’s just a dirty frontier town.”

      


      

      “All the same, I hope to visit it. When my leg is stronger, will you show me Narabal?”


      

      “Of course,” she said. “Why not? But you’ll be disappointed, I promise you. And now I have to leave. I want to get the walk

         to town behind me before the hottest part of the day.”
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      As she made her way briskly toward Narabal she envisioned herself turning up in town one of these days with a Ghayrog by her

         side. How they’d love that, in Narabal! Would she and Vismaan be pelted with rocks and clots of mud? Would people point and

         snicker, and snub her when she tried to greet them? Probably. There’s that crazy Thesme, they would say to each other, bringing

         aliens to town, running around with snaky Ghayrogs, probably doing all sorts of unnatural things with them out in the jungle.

         Yes. Yes. Thesme smiled. It might be fun to promenade about Narabal with Vismaan. She would try it as soon as he was capable

         of making the long trek through the jungle.

      


      

      The path was no more than a crudely slashed track, blaze-marks on the trees and an occasional cairn, and it was overgrown

         in many places. But she had grown skilled at jungle travel and she rarely lost her way for long; by late morning she reached

         the outlying plantations, and soon Nara-bal itself was in view, straggling up one hillside and down another in a wobbly arc

         along the seashore.

      


      

      Thesme had no idea why anyone had wanted to put a city here—halfway around the world from anywhere, the extreme southwest

         point of Zimroel. It was some idea of Lord Melikand’s, the same Coronal who had invited all the aliens to settle on Majipoor,

         to encourage development on the western continent. In Lord Melikand’s time Zimroel had only two cities, both of them terribly isolated, virtual geographic accidents

         founded in the earliest days of human settlement on Majipoor, before it became apparent that the other continent was going

         to be the center of Majipoori life. There was Pidruid up in the northwest, with its wondrous climate and its spectacular natural

         harbor, and there was Piliplok all the way across on the eastern coast, where the hunters of the migratory sea-dragons had

         their base. But now also there was a little outpost called Ni-moya on one of the big inland rivers, and Til-omon had sprung

         up on the western coast at the edge of the tropical belt, and evidently some settlement was being founded in the central mountains,

         and supposedly the Ghayrogs were building a town a thousand miles or so east of Pidruid, and there was Narabal down here in

         the steaming rainy south, at the tip of the continent with sea all around. If one stood by the shore of Narabal Channel and

         looked toward the water one felt the terrible weight of the knowledge that at one’s back lay thousands of miles of wilderness,

         and then thousands of miles of ocean, separating one from the continent of Alhanroel where the real cities were. When she

         was young Thesme had found it frightening to think that she lived in a place so far from the centers of civilized life that

         it might as well be on some other planet; and other times Alhanroel and its thriving cities seemed merely mythical to her,

         and Narabal the true center of the universe. She had never been anywhere else, and had no hope of it. Distances were too great.

         The only town within reasonable reach was Til-omon, but even that was far away, and those who had been there said it was much

         like Narabal, anyway, only with less rain and the sun standing constantly in the sky like a great boring inquisitive green

         eye.

      


      

      In Narabal she felt inquisitive eyes on her wherever she turned: everyone staring, as though she had come to town naked. They

         all knew who she was—wild Thesme who had run off to the jungle—and they smiled at her and waved and asked her how everything

         was going, and behind those trivial pleasantries were the eyes, intent and penetrating and hostile, drilling into her, plumbing

         her for the hidden truths of her life. Why do you despise us? Why have you withdrawn from us? Why are you sharing your house with a disgusting snake-man? And she smiled and waved back, and said, “Nice to see you again,” and “Everything’s just fine,” and replied silently to the probing eyes, I don’t hate anybody, I just needed to get away from myself, I’m helping the Ghayrog because it’s time I helped someone and

            he happened to come along. But they would never understand.

      


      

      No one was at home at her mother’s house. She went to her old room and stuffed her pack with books and cubes, and ransacked

         the medicine cabinet for drugs that she thought might do Vismaan some good, one to reduce inflammation, one to promote healing,

         a specific for high fever, and some others—probably all useless to an alien, but worth trying, she supposed. She wandered

         through the house, which was becoming strange to her even though she had lived in it nearly all her life. Wooden floors instead

         of strewn leaves—real transparent windows—doors on hinges—a cleanser, an actual mechanical cleanser with knobs and handles!—all

         those civilized things, the million and one humble little things that humanity had invented so many thousands of years ago on another world,

         and from which she had blithely walked away to live in her humid little hut with live branches sprouting from its walls—

      


      

      “Thesme?”


      

      She looked up, taken by surprise. Her sister Mirifaine had come in: her twin, in a manner of speaking, same face, same long

         thin arms and legs, same straight brown hair, but ten years older, ten years more reconciled to the patterns of her life,

         a married woman, a mother, a hard worker. Thesme had always found it distressing to look at Mirifaine. It was like looking

         in a mirror and seeing herself old.

      


      

      Thesme said, “I needed a few things.”


      

      “I was hoping you’d decided to move back home.”


      

      “What for?”


      

      Mirifaine began to reply—most likely some standard homily, about resuming normal life, fitting into society and being useful,

         et cetera, et cetera—but Thesme saw her shift direction while all that was still unspoken, and Mirifaine said finally, “We

         miss you, love.”

      


      

      “I’m doing what I need to do. It’s been good to see you, Mirifaine.”


      

      “Won’t you at least stay the night? Mother will be back soon—she’d be delighted if you were here for dinner—”


      

      “It’s a long walk. I can’t spend more time here.”


      

      “You look good, you know. Tanned, healthy. I suppose being a hermit agrees with you, Thesme.”


      

      

      “Yes. Very much.”


      

      “You don’t mind living alone?”


      

      “I adore it,” Thesme said. She began to adjust her pack. “How are you, anyway?”


      

      A shrug. “The same. I may go to Til-omon for a while.”


      

      “Lucky you.”


      

      “I think so. I wouldn’t mind getting out of the mildew zone for a little holiday. Holthus has been working up there all month,

         on some big scheme to build new towns in the mountains—housing for all these aliens that are starting to move in. He wants

         me to bring the children up, and I think I will.”

      


      

      “Aliens?” Thesme said.


      

      “You don’t know about them?”


      

      “Tell me.”


      

      “The offworlders that have been living up north are starting to filter this way, now. There’s one kind that looks like lizards

         with human arms and legs that’s interested in starting farms in the jungles.”

      


      

      “Ghayrogs.”


      

      “Oh, you’ve heard of them, then? And another kind, all puffy and warty, frog-faced ones with dark gray skins—they do practically

         all the government jobs now in Pidruid, Holthus says, the customs-inspectors and market clerks and things like that—well,

         they’re being hired down here too, and Holthus and some syndicate of Til-omon people are planning housing for them inland—”

      


      

      “So that they won’t smell up the coastal cities?”


      

      “What? Oh, I suppose that’s part of it—nobody knows how they’ll fit in here, after all—but really I think it’s just that we

         don’t have accommodations for a lot of immigrants in Nara-bal, and I gather it’s the same in Til-omon, and so—”

      


      

      “Yes, I see,” said Thesme. “Well, give everyone my love. I have to begin heading back. I hope you enjoy your holiday in Til-omon.”


      

      “Thesme, please—”


      

      “Please what?”


      

      Mirifaine said sadly, “You’re so brusque, so distant, so chilly! It’s been months since I’ve seen you, and you barely tolerate

         my questions, you look at me with such anger—anger for what, Thesme? Have I ever hurt you? Was I ever anything other than

         loving? Were any of us? You’re such a mystery, Thesme.”

      


      

      Thesme knew it was futile to try once more to explain herself. No one understood her, no one ever would, least of all those who said they loved her. Trying to keep her voice gentle, she

         said, “Call it an overdue adolescent rebellion, Miri. You were all very kind to me. But nothing was working right and I had

         to run away.” She touched her fingertips lightly to her sister’s arm. “Maybe I’ll be back one of these days.”

      


      

      “I hope so.”


      

      “Just don’t expect it to happen soon. Say hello to everybody for me,” said Thesme, and went out.


      

      She hurried through town, uneasy and tense, afraid of running into her mother or any of her old friends and especially any

         of her former lovers; and as she carried out her errands she looked about furtively, like a thief, more than once ducking

         into an alleyway to avoid someone she needed to avoid. The encounter with Mirifaine had been disturbing enough. She had not

         realized, until Mirifaine had said it, that she had been showing anger; but Miri was right, yes, Thesme could still feel the

         dull throbbing residue of fury within her. These people, these dreary little people with their little ambitions and their

         little fears and their little prejudices, going through the little rounds of their meaningless days—they infuriated her. Spilling

         out over Majipoor like a plague, nibbling at the unmapped forests, staring at the enormous uncrossable ocean, founding ugly

         muddy towns in the midst of astounding beauty, and never once questioning the purpose of anything—that was the worst of it,

         their bland unquestioning natures. Did they never once look up at the stars and ask what it all meant, this outward surge

         of humanity from Old Earth, this replication of the mother world on a thousand conquered planets? Did they care? This could

         be Old Earth for all it mattered, except that that was a tired drab plundered forgotten husk of a world and this, even after

         centuries and centuries of human occupation, was still beautiful; but long ago Old Earth had no doubt been as beautiful as

         Majipoor was now; and in five thousand more years Majipoor would be the same way, with hideous cities stretching for hundreds

         of miles wherever you looked, and traffic everywhere, and filth in the rivers, and the animals wiped out and the poor cheated

         Shapeshifters penned up in reservations somewhere, all the old mistakes carried out once again on a virgin world. Thesme boiled

         with an indignation so fierce it amazed her. She had never known that her quarrel with the world was so cosmic. She had thought it was merely a matter of failed love affairs and raw nerves and muddled personal goals,

         not this irate dissatisfaction with the entire human universe that had so suddenly overwhelmed her. But the rage held its

         power in her. She wanted to seize Narabal and push it into the ocean. But she could not do that, she could not change a thing,

         she could not halt for a moment the spread of what they called civilization here; all she could do was flee, back to her jungle,

         back to the interlacing vines and the steamy foggy air and the shy creatures of the marshes, back to her hut, back to her

         lame Ghayrog, who was himself part of the tide that was overwhelming the planet but for whom she would care, whom she would

         even cherish, because the others of her kind disliked or even hated him and so she could use him as one of her ways of distinguishing

         herself from them, and because also he needed her just now and no one had ever needed her before.

      


      

      Her head was aching and the muscles of her face had gone rigid, and she realized she was walking with her shoulders hunched,

         as if to relax them would be to surrender to the way of life that she had repudiated. As swiftly as she could, she escaped

         once again from Narabal; but it was not until she had been on the jungle trail for two hours, and the last outskirts of the

         town were well behind her, that she began to feel the tensions ebbing. She paused at a little lake she knew and stripped and

         soaked herself in its cool depths to rid herself of the last taint of town, and then, with her going-to-town clothes slung

         casually over her shoulder, she marched naked through the jungle to her hut.
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      Vismaan lay in bed and did not seem to have moved at all while she was gone. “Are you feeling better?” she asked. “Were you

         able to manage by yourself?”

      


      

      “It was a very quiet day. There is somewhat more of a swelling in my leg.”


      

      “Let me see.”


      

      She probed it cautiously. It did seem puffier, and he pulled away slightly as she touched him, which probably meant that there was real trouble in there,

         if the Ghayrog sense of pain was as weak as he claimed. She debated the merit of getting him into Narabal for treatment. But he seemed unworried, and she doubted that the Narabal doctors knew much about Ghayrog

         physiology anyway. Besides, she wanted him here. She unpacked the medicines she had brought from town and gave him the ones

         for fever and inflammation, and then prepared fruits and vegetables for his dinner. Before it grew too dark she checked the

         traps at the edge of the clearing and found a few small animals in them, a young sigimoin and a couple of mintuns. She wrung

         their necks with a practiced hand—it had been terribly hard at first, but meat was important to her and no one else was likely

         to do her killing for her, out here—and dressed them for roasting. Once she had the fire started she went back inside. Vismaan

         was playing one of the new cubes she had brought him, but he put it aside when she entered.

      


      

      “You said nothing about your visit to Narabal,” he remarked.


      

      “I wasn’t there long. Got what I needed, had a little chat with one of my sisters, came away edgy and depressed, felt better

         as soon as I was in the jungle.”

      


      

      “You have great hatred for that place.”


      

      “It’s worth hating. Those dismal boring people, those ugly squat little buildings—” She shook her head. “Oh: my sister told

         me that they’re going to found some new towns inland for offworlders, because so many are moving south. Ghayrogs, mainly,

         but also some other kind with warts and gray skins—”

      


      

      “Hjorts,” said Vismaan.


      

      “Whatever. They like to work as customs-inspectors, she told me. They’re going to be settled inland because no one wants them

         in Til-omon or Narabal, is my guess.”

      


      

      “I have never felt unwanted among humans,” the Ghayrog said.


      

      “Really? Maybe you haven’t noticed. I think there’s a great deal of prejudice on Majipoor.”


      

      “It has not been evident to me. Of course, I have never been in Narabal, and perhaps it is stronger there than elsewhere.

         Certainly in the north there is no difficulty. You have never been in the north?”

      


      

      “No.”


      

      “We find ourselves welcome among humans in Pidruid.”


      

      “Is that true? I hear that the Ghayrogs are building a city for themselves somewhere east of Pidruid, quite a way east, on the Great Rift. If everything’s so wonderful for you in Pidruid, why settle somewhere else?”

      


      

      Vismaan said calmly, “It is we who are not altogether comfortable living with humans. The rhythms of our lives are so different

         from yours—our habits of sleep, for instance. We find it difficult living in a city that goes dormant eight hours every night,

         when we ourselves remain awake. And there are other differences. So we are building Dulorn. I hope you see it some day. It

         is quite marvelously beautiful, constructed entirely from a white stone that shines with an inner light. We are very proud

         of it.”

      


      

      “Why don’t you live there, then?”


      

      “Is your meat not burning?” he asked.


      

      She reddened and ran outside, barely in time to snatch dinner from the spits. A little sullenly she sliced it and served it,

         along with some thokkas and a flask of wine she had bought that afternoon in Narabal. Vismaan sat up, with some awkwardness,

         to eat.

      


      

      He said after a while, “I lived in Dulorn for several years. But that is very dry country, and I come from a place on my planet

         that is warm and wet, like Narabal. So I journeyed down here to find fertile lands. My distant ancestors were farmers, and

         I thought to return to their ways. When I heard that in the tropics of Majipoor one could raise six harvests a year, and that

         there was land everywhere for the claiming, I set out to explore the territory.”

      


      

      “Alone?”


      

      “Alone, yes. I have no mate, though I intend to obtain one as soon as I am settled.”


      

      “And you’ll raise crops and market them in Narabal?”


      

      “So I intend. On my home world there is scarcely any wild land anywhere, and hardly enough remaining for agriculture. We import

         most of our food, do you know that? And so Majipoor has a powerful appeal for us, this gigantic planet with its sparse population

         and its great wilderness awaiting development. I am very happy to be here. And I think that you are not right, about our being

         unwelcome among your fellow citizens. You Majipoori are kind and gentle folk, civil, law-abiding, orderly.”

      


      

      “Even so: if anyone knew I was living with a Ghayrog, they’d be shocked.”


      

      “Shocked? Why?”


      

      “Because you’re an alien. Because you’re a reptile.”


      

      

      Vismaan made an odd snorting sound. Laughter? “We are not reptiles! We are warm-blooded, we nurse our young—”


      

      “Reptilian, then. Like reptiles.”

      


      

      “Externally, perhaps. But we are nearly as mammalian as you, I insist.”


      

      “Nearly?”


      

      “Only that we are egg-layers. But there are some mammals of that sort, too. You much mistake us if you think—”


      

      “It doesn’t really matter. Humans perceive you as reptiles, and we aren’t comfortable with reptiles, and there’s always going

         to be akwardness between humans and Ghayrogs because of that. It’s a tradition that goes back into prehistoric times on Old

         Earth. Besides—” She caught herself just as she was about to make a reference to the Ghayrog odor. “Beside,” she said clumsily,

         “you look scary.”

      


      

      “More so than a huge shaggy Skandar? More so than a Su-Suheris with two heads?” Vismaan turned toward her and fixed his unsettling

         lidless eyes on her. “I think you are telling me that you are uncomfortable with Ghayrogs yourself, Thesme.”

      


      

      “No.”


      

      “The prejudices of which you speak have never been visible to me. This is the first time I have heard of them. Am I troubling

         to you, Thesme? Shall I go?”

      


      

      “No. No. You’re completely misunderstanding me. I want you to stay here. I want to help you. I feel no fear of you at all,

         no dislike, nothing negative whatever. I was only trying to tell you—trying to explain about the people in Narabal, how they

         feel, or how I think they feel, and—” She took a long gulp of her wine. “I don’t know how we got into all this. I’m sorry.

         I’d like to talk about something else.”

      


      

      “Of course.”


      

      But she suspected that she had wounded him, or at least aroused some discomfort in him. In his cool alien way he seemed to

         have considerable insight, and maybe he was right, maybe it was her own prejudice that was snowing, her own uneasiness. She

         had bungled all of her relationships with humans; quite conceivably she was incapable of getting along with anyone, she thought,

         human or alien, and had shown Vismaan in a thousand unconscious ways that her hospitality was merely a willed act, artificial

         and half reluctant, intended to cover an underlying dislike for his presence here. Was that so? She understood less and less

         of her own motivations, it appeared, as she grew older. But wherever the truth might lie, she did not want him to feel like an intruder here. In the

         days ahead, she resolved, she would find ways of showing him that her taking him in and caring for him were genuinely founded.

      


      

      She slept more soundly that night than the one before, although she was still not accustomed to sleeping on the floor in

         a pile of bubble bush leaves or having someone with her in the hut, and every few hours she awakened. Each time she did, she

         looked across at the Ghayrog, and saw him each time busy with the entertainment cubes. He took no notice of her. She tried

         to imagine what it was like to do all of one’s sleeping in a single three-month stretch, and to spend the rest of one’s time

         constantly awake; it was, she thought, the most alien thing about him. And to lie there hour after hour, unable to stand,

         unable to sleep, unable to hide from the discomfort of the injury, making use of whatever diversion was available to consume

         the time—few torments could be worse. And yet his mood never changed: serene, unruffled, placid, impassive. Were all Ghayrogs

         like that? Did they never get drunk, lose their tempers, brawl in the streets, bewail their destinies, quarrel with their

         mates? If Vismaan was a fair sample, they had no human frailties. But, then, she reminded herself, they were not human.
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      In the morning she gave Ghayrog a bath, sponging him until his scales glistened, and changed his bedding. After she had fed

         him she went off for the day, in her usual fashion; but she felt guilty wandering the jungle by herself while he remained

         marooned in the hut, and wondered if she should have stayed with him, telling him stories or drawing him into a conversation

         to ease his boredom. But she was aware that if she were constantly at his side they would quickly run out of things to talk

         about, and very likely get on each other’s nerves; and he had dozens of entertainment cubes to help him ward off boredom,

         anyway. Perhaps he preferred to be alone most of the time. In any case she needed solitude herself, more than ever now that

         she was sharing her hut with him, and she made a long reconnaissance that morning, gathering an assortment of berries and

         roots for dinner. At midday it rained, and she squatted under a vramma tree whose broad leaves sheltered her nicely. She let her eyes go out of

         focus and emptied her mind of everything, guilts, doubts, fears, memories, the Ghayrog, her family, her former lovers, her

         unhappiness, her loneliness. The peace that settled over her lasted well into the afternoon.

      


      

      She grew used to having Vismaan living with her. He continued to be easy and undemanding, amusing himself with his cubes,

         showing great patience with his immobility. He rarely asked her questions or initiated any sort of talk, but he was friendly

         enough when she spoke with him, and told her about his home world—shabby and horribly over populated, from the sound of things—and

         about his life there, his dream of settling on Majipoor, his excitement when he first saw the beauty of his adopted planet.

         Thesme tried to visualize him showing excitement. His snaky hair jumping around, perhaps, instead of just coiling slowly.

         Or maybe he registered emotion by changes of body odor.

      


      

      On the fourth day he left the bed for the first time. With her help he hauled himself upward, balancing on his crutch and

         his good leg and tentatively touching the other one to the ground. She sensed a sudden sharpness of his aroma—a kind of olfactory

         wince—and decided that her theory must be right, that Ghayrogs did show emotion that way.

      


      

      “How does it feel?” she asked. “Tender?”


      

      “It will not bear my weight. But the healing is proceeding well. Another few days and I think I will be able to stand. Come,

         help me walk a little. My body is rusting from so little activity.”

      


      

      He leaned on her and they went outside, to the pond and back at a slow, wary hobble. He seemed refreshed by the little journey.

         To her surprise she realized that she was saddened by this first show of progress, because it meant that soon—a week, two

         weeks?—he would be strong enough to leave, and she did not want him to leave. She did not want him to leave. That was so odd a perception that it astonished her. She longed for her old reclusive life, the privilege of sleeping in

         her own bed and going about her forest pleasures without worrying about whether her guest were being sufficiently well amused,

         and all of that; in some ways she was finding it more and more irritating to have the Ghayrog around. And yet, and yet, and

         yet, she felt downcast and disturbed at the thought that he would shortly leave her. How strange, she thought, how peculiar, how very Thesme-like.

      


      

      Now she took him walking several times a day. He still could not use the broken leg, but he grew more agile without it, and

         he said that the swelling was abating and the bone appeared to be knitting properly. He began to talk of the farm he would

         establish, the crops, the ways of clearing the jungle.

      


      

      One afternoon at the end of the first week Thesme, as she returned from a calimbot-gathering expedition in the meadow where

         she had first found the Ghayrog, stopped to check her traps. Most were empty or contained the usual small animals; but there

         was a strange violent thrashing in the under brush beyond the pond, and when she approached the trap she had placed there

         she discovered she had caught a bilantoon. It was the biggest creature she had ever snared. Bilantoons were found all over

         western Zimroel—elegant fast-moving little beasts with sharp hooves, fragile legs, a tiny upturned tufted tail—but the Narabal

         form was a giant, twice the size of the dainty northern one. It stood as high as a man’s waist, and was much prized for its

         tender and fragrant meat. Thesme’s first impulse was to let the pretty thing go: it seemed much too beautiful to kill, and

         much too big, also. She had taught herself to slaughter little things that she could seize in one hand, but this was another

         matter entirely, a major animal, intelligent-looking and noble, with a life that it surely valued, hopes and needs and yearnings,

         a mate probably waiting somewhere nearby. Thesme told herself that she was being foolish. Droles and mintuns and sigimoins

         also very likely were eager to go on living, certainly as eager as this bilantoon was, and she killed them without hesitation.

         It was a mistake to romanticize animals, she knew—especially when in her more civilized days she had been willing to eat their

         flesh quite gladly, if slain by other hands. The bilantoon’s bereaved mate had not mattered to her then.

      


      

      As she drew nearer she saw that the bilantoon in its panic had broken one of its delicate legs, and for an instant she thought

         of splinting it and keeping the creature as a pet. But that was even more absurd. She could not adopt every cripple the jungle

         brought her. The bilantoon would never calm down long enough for her to examine its leg; and if by some miracle she did manage

         to repair it, the animal would probably run away the first chance that it got. Taking a deep breath, she came around behind

         the struggling creature, caught it by its soft muzzle, and snapped its long graceful neck.

      


      

      The job of butchering it was bloodier and more difficult than Thesme expected. She hacked away grimly for what seemed like

         hours, until Vismaan called from within the hut to find out what she was doing.

      


      

      “Getting dinner ready,” she answered. “A surprise. A great treat: roast bilantoon!”


      

      She chuckled quietly. She sounded so wifely, she thought, as she crouched here with blood all over her naked body, sawing

         away at haunches and ribs, while a reptilian alien creature lay in her bed waiting for his dinner.

      


      

      But eventually the ugly work was done and she had the meat smouldering over a smoky fire, as one was supposed to do, and she

         cleansed herself in the pond and set about collecting thokkas and boiling some ghumba-root and opening the remaining flasks

         of her new Narabal wine. Dinner was ready as darkness came, and Thesme felt immense pride in what she had achieved.

      


      

      She expected Vismaan to gobble it without comment, in his usual phlegmatic way, but no: for the first time she thought she

         detected a look of animation on his face—a new sparkle in the eyes, maybe, a different pattern of tongue-flicker. She decided

         she might be getting better at reading his expressions. He gnawed the roast bilantoon enthusiastically, praised its flavor

         and texture, and asked again and again for more. For each serving she gave him she took one for herself, forcing the meat

         down until she was glutted and going onward anyway well past satiation, telling herself that whatever was not consumed now

         would spoil before morning. “The meat goes so well with the thokkas,” she said, popping another of the blue-white berries

         into her mouth.

      


      

      “Yes. More, please.”


      

      He calmly devoured whatever she set before him. Finally she could eat no more, nor could she even watch him. She put what

         remained within his reach, took a last gulp of the wine, shuddered a little, laughed as a few drops trickled down her chin

         and over her breasts. She sprawled out on the bubble-bush leaves. Her head was spinning. She lay face down, clutching the

         floor, listening to the sounds of biting and chewing going on and on and on not far away. Then even the Ghayrog was done feasting,

         and all was still. Thesme waited for sleep, but sleep would not come. She grew dizzier, until she feared being flung in some terrible centrifugal arc through the side of the hut. Her skin was blazing, her nipples felt

         hard and sore. I have had much too much to drink, she thought, and I have eaten too many thokkas. Seeds and all, the most

         potent way, a dozen berries at least, their fiery juice now coursing wildly through her brain.

      


      

      She did not want to sleep alone, huddled this way on the floor.


      

      With exaggerated care Thesme rose to her knees, steadied herself, and crawled slowly toward the bed. She peered at the Ghayrog,

         but her eyes were blurred and she could make out only a rough outline of him.

      


      

      “Are you asleep?” she whispered.


      

      “You know that I would not be sleeping.”


      

      “Of course. Of course. Stupid of me.”


      

      “Is something wrong, Thesme?”


      

      “Wrong? No, not really. Nothing wrong. Except—it’s just that—” She hesitated. “I’m drunk, do you know? Do you understand what

         being drunk means?”

      


      

      “Yes.”


      

      “I don’t like being on the floor. Can I lie beside you?”


      

      “If you wish.”


      

      “I have to be very careful. I don’t want to bump into your bad leg. Show me which one it is.”


      

      “It’s almost healed, Thesme. Don’t worry. Here: lie down.” She felt his hand closing around her wrist and drawing her upward.

         She let herself float, and drifted easily to his side. She could feel the strange hard shell-like skin of him against her

         from breast to hip, so cool, so scaly, so smooth. Timidly she rubbed her hand across his body. Like a fine piece of luggage,

         she thought, digging her fingertips in a little, probing the powerful muscles beneath the rigid surface. His odor changed,

         becoming spicy, piercing.

      


      

      “I like the way you smell,” she murmured.


      

      She buried her forehead against his chest and held tight to him. She had not been in bed with anyone for months and months,

         almost a year, and it was good to feel him so close. Even a Ghayrog, she thought. Even a Ghayrog. Just to have the contact,

         the closeness. It feels so good.

      


      

      He touched her.


      

      She had not expected that. The entire nature of their relationship was that she cared for him and he passively accepted her

         services. But suddenly his hand—cool, ridged, scaly, smooth—was passing over her body. Brushing lightly across her breasts, trailing down her belly, pausing at her thighs. What

         was this? Was Vismaan making love to her? She thought of his sexless body, like a machine. He went on stroking her. This is very weird, she thought. Even for

         Thesme, she told herself, this is an extremely weird thing. He is not human. And I—

      


      

      And I am very lonely—


      

      And I am very drunk—


      

      “Yes, please,” she said softly. “Please,”


      

      She hoped only that he would continue stroking her. But then he slipped one arm about her shoulders and lifted her easily,

         gently, rolling her over on top of him and lowering her, and she felt the unmistakable jutting rigidity of maleness against

         her thigh. What? Did he carry a concealed penis somewhere beneath his scales, that he let slide out when it was needed for

         use? And was he going to—

      


      

      Yes.


      

      He seemed to know what to do. Alien he might be, uncertain at their first meeting even whether she was male or female, and

         nevertheless he plainly understood the theory of human lovemaking. For an instant, as she felt him entering her, she was engulfed

         by terror and shock and revulsion, wondering if he would hurt her, if he would be painful to receive, and thinking also that

         this was grotesque and monstrous, this coupling of human and Ghayrog, something that quite likely had never happened before

         in the history of the universe. She wanted to pull herself free and run out into the night. But she was too dizzy, too drunk,

         too confused to move; and then she realized that he was not hurting her at all, that he was sliding in and out like some calm

         clock work device, and that waves of pleasure were spreading outward from her loins, making her tremble and sob and gasp and

         press herself against that smooth leathery carapace of his—

      


      

      She let it happen, and cried out sharply at the best moment, and afterward lay curled up against his chest, shivering, whimpering

         a little, gradually growing calm. She was sober now. She knew what she had done, and it amazed her, but more than that it

         amused her. Take that, Narabal! The Ghayrog is my lover! And the pleasure had been so intense, so extreme. Had there been any pleasure in it for

         him? She did not dare ask. How did one tell if a Ghayrog had an orgasm? Did they have them at all? Would the concept mean anything to him? She wondered if he had made love to human women before. She did not dare ask that, either. He had been

         so capable—not exactly skilled, but definitely very certain about what needed to be done, and he had done it rather more competently

         than many men she had known, though whether it was because he had had experience with humans or simply because his clear,

         cool mind could readily calculate the anatomical necessities she did not know, and she doubted that she would ever know.

      


      

      He said nothing. She clung to him and drifted into the soundest sleep she had had in weeks.
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      In the morning she felt strange but not repentant. They did not talk about what had passed between them that night. He played

         his cubes; she went out at dawn for a swim to clear her throbbing head, and tidied some of the debris left from their bilantoon

         feast, and made breakfast for them, and afterward she took a long walk toward the north, to a little mossy cave, where she

         sat most of the morning, replaying in her mind the texture of his body against her and the touch of his hand on her thighs

         and the wild shudder of ecstasy that had run through her body. She could not say that she found him in any way attractive.

         Forked tongue, hair like live snakes, scales all over his body—no, no, what had happened last night had not had anything whatever

         to do with physical attraction, she decided. Then why had it happened? The wine and the thokkas, she told herself, and her

         loneliness, and her readiness to rebel against the conventional values of the citizens of Narabal. Giving herself to a Ghayrog

         was the finest way she knew of showing her defiance for all that those people believed. But of course such an act of defiance

         was meaningless unless they found out about it. She resolved to take Vismaan to Narabal with her as soon as he was able to

         make the trip.

      


      

      After that they shared her bed every night. It seemed absurd to do otherwise. But they did not make love the second night,

         or the third, or the fourth; they lay side by side without touching, without speaking. Thesme would have been willing to

         yield herself if he had reached out for her, but he did not. Nor did she choose to approach him. The silence between them became an embarrassment to her, but she was afraid to break it for fear of hearing things that she did not want to hear—that

         he had disliked their lovemaking, or that he regarded such acts as obscene and unnatural and had done it that once only because

         she seemed so insistent, or that he was aware that she felt no true desire for him but was merely using him to make a point

         in her ongoing warfare against convention. At the end of the week, troubled by the accumulated tensions of so many unspoken

         uncertainties, Thesme risked rolling against him when she got into the bed, taking trouble to make it seem accidental, and

         he embraced her easily and willingly, gathering her into his arms without hesitation. After that they made love on some nights

         and did not on others, and it was always a random and unpremeditated thing, casual, almost trivial, something they occasionally

         did before she went to sleep, with no more mystery or magic about it than that. It brought her great pleasure every time.

         The alienness of his body soon became invisible to her.

      


      

      He was walking unaided now and each day he spent more time taking exercise. First with her, then by himself, he explored the

         jungle trails, moving cautiously at the beginning but soon striding along with only a slight limp. Swimming seemed to further

         the healing process, and for hours at a time he paddled around Thesme’s little pond, annoying the gromwark that lived in a

         muddy burrow at its edge; the slow-moving old creature crept from its hiding-place and sprawled out at the pond’s rim like

         some bedraggled bristly sack that had been discarded there. It eyed the Ghayrog glumly and would not return to the water until

         he was done with his swim. Thesme consoled it with tender green shoots that she plucked upstream, far beyond the reach of

         the gromwark’s little sucker-feet.

      


      

      “When will you take me to Narabal?” Vismaan asked her one rainy evening.


      

      “Why not tomorrow?” she replied.


      

      That night she felt unusual excitement, and pressed herself insistently against him.


      

      They set out at dawn in light rain showers that soon gave way to brilliant sunshine. Thesme adopted a careful pace, but soon

         it was apparent that the Ghayrog was fully healed, and before long she was walking swiftly. Vismaan had no difficulty keeping

         up. She found herself chattering—telling him the names of every plant or animal they encountered, giving him bits of Narabal’s history, talking about her brothers and sisters and people she knew in town. She was desperately eager

         to be seen by them with him—look, this is my alien lover, this is the Ghayrog I’ve been sleeping with—and when they came to the outskirts she began looking around intently, hoping to find someone familiar; but scarcely anyone

         seemed visible on the outer farms, and she did not recognize those who were. “Do you see how they’re staring at us?” she whispered

         to Vismaan, as they passed into a more thickly inhabited district. “They’re afraid of you. They think you’re the vanguard

         of some sort of alien invasion. And they’re wondering what I’m doing with you, why I’m being so civil to you.”

      


      

      “I see none of that,” said Vismaan. “They appear curious about me, yes. But I detect no fear, no hostility. Is it because

         I am unfamiliar with human facial expressions? I thought I had learned to interpret them quite well.”

      


      

      “Wait and see,” Thesme told him. But she had to admit to herself that she might be exaggerating things a little, or even more

         than a little. They were nearly in the heart of Narabal, now, and some people had glanced at the Ghayrog in surprise and curiosity,

         yes, but they had quickly softened their stares, while others had merely nodded and smiled as though it were the most ordinary

         thing in the world to have some kind of off world creature walking through the streets. Of actual hostility she could find

         none. That angered her. These mild sweet people, these bland amiable people, were not at all reacting as she had expected.

         Even when she finally met familiar people—Khanidor, her oldest brother’s best friend, and Hennimont Sibroy who ran the little

         inn near the waterfront, and the woman from the flower-shop—they were nothing other than cordial as Thesme said, “This is

         Vismaan, who has been living with me lately.” Khanidor smiled as though he had always known Thesme to be the sort of person

         who would set up housekeeping with an alien, and spoke of the new towns for Ghayrogs and Hjorts that Mirifaine’s husband was

         planning to build. The innkeeper reached out jovially to shake Vismaan’s hand and invited him down for some wine on the house,

         and the flower-shop woman said over and over, “How interesting, how interesting! We hope you like our little town!” Thesme

         felt patronized by their cheerfulness. It was as if they were going out of their way not to let her shock them—as if they

         had already taken all the wildness from Thesme that they were going to take, and now would accept anything, anything at all from her, without caring, without surprise, without comment. Perhaps they misunderstood the nature of her

         relationship with the Ghayrog and thought he was merely boarding with her. Would they give her the reaction she wanted if

         she came right out and said they were lovers, that his body had been inside hers, that they had done that which was unthinkable

         between human and alien? Probably not. Probably even if she and the Ghayrog lay down and coupled in Pontifex Square it would

         cause no stir in this town, she thought, scowling.

      


      

      And did Vismaan like their little town? It was, as always, difficult to detect emotional response in him. They walked up one

         street and down another, past the haphazardly planned plazas and the flat-faced scruffy shops and the little lopsided houses

         with their overgrown gardens, and he said very little. She sensed disappointment and disapproval in his silence, and for all

         her own dislike of Narabal she began to feel defensive about the place. It was, after all, a young settlement, an isolated

         outpost in an obscure corner of a second-class continent, just a few generations old. “What do you think?” she asked finally.

         “You aren’t very impressed by Narabal, are you?”

      


      

      “You warned me not to expect much.”


      

      “But it’s even more dismal than I led you to expect, isn’t it?”


      

      “I do find it small and crude,” he said. “After one has seen Pidruid, or even—”


      

      “Pidruid’s thousands of years old.”


      

      “—Dulorn,” he went on. “Dulorn is extraordinarily beautiful even now, when it is just being built. But of course the white

         stone they use there is—”

      


      

      “Yes,” she said. “Narabal ought to be built out of stone too, because this climate is so damp that wooden buildings fall apart,

         but there hasn’t been time yet. Once the population’s big enough, we can quarry in the mountains and put together something

         marvelous here. Fifty years from now, a hundred, when we have a proper labor force. Maybe if we got some of those giant four-armed

         aliens to work here—”

      


      

      “Skandars,” said Vismaan.


      

      “Skandars, yes. Why doesn’t the Coronal send us ten thousand Skandars?”


      

      “Their bodies are covered with thick hair. They will find this climate difficult. But doubtless Skandars will settle here, and Vroons, and Su-Suheris, and many, many wet-country Ghayrogs like me. It is a very bold thing your government is doing,

         encouraging offworld settlers in such numbers. Other planets are not so generous with their land.”

      


      

      “Other planets are not so large,” Thesme said. “I think I’ve heard that even with all the huge oceans we have, Majipoor’s land

         mass is still three or four times the size of any other settled planet. Or something like that. We’re very lucky, being such

         a big world, and yet having such gentle gravity, so that humans and humanoids can live comfortably here. Of course, we pay

         a high price for that, not having anything much in the way of heavy elements, but still—oh. Hello.” The tone of her voice

         changed abruptly, dropping off to a startled blurt. A slim young man, very tall, with pale wavy hair, had nearly collided

         with her as he emerged from the bank on the corner, and now he stood gaping at her, and she at him. He was Ruskelorn Yulvan,

         Thesme’s lover for the four months just prior to her withdrawal into the jungle, and the person in Narabal she was least eager

         to see. But if there had to be a confrontation with him, she intended to make the most of it; and, seizing the initiative

         after her first moment of confusion, she said,” You look well, Ruskelorn.”

      


      

      “And you. Jungle life must agree with you.”


      

      “Very much. It’s been the happiest seven months of my life. Ruskelorn, this is my friend Vismaan, who’s been living with me

         the past few weeks. He had an accident while scouting for farmland near my place—broke his leg falling out of a tree—and I’ve

         been looking after him.”

      


      

      “Very capably, I imagine,” Ruskelorn Yulvan said evenly.” He seems to be in excellent condition.” To the Ghayrog he said,

         “Pleased to meet you,” in a way that made it seem as though he might actually mean it.

      


      

      Thesme said, “He comes from a part of his planet where the climate is a lot like Narabal’s. He tells me that there’ll be plenty

         of his country-people settling down here in the tropics in the next few years.”

      


      

      “So I’ve heard.” Ruskelorn Yulvan grinned and said, “You’ll find it amazingly fertile territory. Eat a berry at breakfast

         time and toss the seed away, you’ll have a vine as tall as a house by nightfall. That’s what everyone says, so it must be

         true.”

      


      

      The light and casual manner of his speaking infuriated her. Did he not realize that this scaly alien creature, this offworlder, this Ghayrog, was his replacement in her bed? Was he immune to jealousy, or did he simply not understand the real situation?

         With a ferocious silent intensity she attempted to convey the truth of things to Ruskelorn Yulvan in the most graphic possible

         way, thinking fierce images of herself in Vismaan’s arms, showing Ruskelorn Yulvan the alien hands of Vismaan caressing her

         breasts and thighs and flicking his little scarlet two-pronged tongue lightly over her closed eyelids, her nipples, her loins.

         But it was useless. Ruskelorn was no more of a mind-reader than she. He is my lover, she thought, he enters me, he makes me come again and again, I can’t wait to get back to the jungle and tumble into bed with him, and all the while Ruskelorn Yulvan stood there smiling, chatting politely with the Ghayrog, discussing the potential for

         raising niyk and glein and stajja in these parts, or perhaps lusavender-seed in the swampier districts, and only after a good

         deal of that did he turn his glance back toward Thesme and ask, as placidly as though he were asking the day of the week,

         whether she intended to live in the jungle indefinitely

      


      

      She glared. “So far I prefer it to life in town. Why?”


      

      “I wondered if you missed the comforts of our splendid metropolis, that’s all.”


      

      “Not yet, not for a moment. I’ve never been happier.”


      

      “Good. I’m so pleased for you, Thesme.” Another serene smile. “How nice to have run into you. How good to have met you,” he

         said to the Ghayrog, and then he was gone.

      


      

      Thesme smouldered with rage. He had not cared, he had not cared in the slightest, she could be coupling with Ghayrogs or Skandars

         or the gromwark in the pond for all it mattered to him! She had wanted him to be wounded or at least shocked, and instead

         he had simply been polite. Polite! It must be that he, like all the others, failed to comprehend the real state of affairs

         between her and Vismaan—that it was simply inconceivable to them that a woman of human stock would offer her body to a reptilian

         offworlder, and so they did not consider—they did not even suspect—

      


      

      “Have you seen enough of Narabal now?” she asked the Ghayrog.


      

      “Enough to realize that there is little to see.”


      

      “How does your leg feel? Are you ready to begin the journey back?”


      

      “Have you no errands to perform in town?”


      

      

      “Nothing important,” she said. “I’d like to go.”


      

      “Then let us go,” he answered.


      

      His leg did seem to be giving him some trouble—the muscles stiffening, probably; that was a taxing hike even for someone in

         prime condition, and he had traveled only much shorter distances since his recovery—but in his usual uncomplaining way he

         followed her toward the jungle road. This was the worst time of day to be making the trip, with the sun almost straight overhead

         and the air moist and heavy from the first gatherings of what would be this afternoon’s rainfall. They walked slowly, pausing

         often, though never once did he say he was tired; it was Thesme herself who was tiring, and she pretended that she wanted

         to show him some geological formation here, some unusual plant there, in order to manufacture occasions to rest. She did not

         want to admit fatigue. She had suffered enough mortification today.

      


      

      The venture into Narabal had been a disaster for her. Proud, defiant, rebellious, scornful of Narabal’s conventional ways,

         she had hauled her Ghayrog lover to town to flaunt him before the tame city-dwellers, and they had not cared. Were they such

         puddings that they could not guess at the truth? Or had they seen instantly through her pretensions, and were determined to

         give her no satisfaction? Either way she felt outraged, humiliated, defeated—and very foolish. And what about the bigotry

         she imagined she had found earlier among the Narabal folk? Were they not threatened by the influx of these aliens? They had

         all been so charming to Vismaan, so friendly. Perhaps, Thesme thought gloomily, the prejudice was in her mind alone and she

         had misinterpreted the remarks of others, and in that case it had been stupid to give herself to the Ghayrog, it had accomplished

         nothing, flouted no Narabal decorum, served no purpose at all in the private war she had been fighting against those people.

         It had only been a strange and willful and grotesque event.

      


      

      Neither she nor the Ghayrog spoke during the long slow uncomfortable return to the jungle. When they reached her hut he went

         inside and she bustled about ineffectually in the clearing, checking traps, pulling berries from vines, setting things down

         and forgetting what she had done with them.

      


      

      After a while she entered the hut and said to Vismaan, “I think you may as well leave.”


      

      “Very well. It is time for me to be on my way.”

      


      

      

      “You can stay here tonight, of course. But in the morning—


      

      “Why not leave now?”


      

      “It’ll be dark soon. You’ve already walked so many miles today—”


      

      “I have no wish to trouble you. I will go now, I think.”


      

      Even now she found it impossible to read his feelings. Was he surprised? Hurt? Angry? He showed her nothing. He offered no

         gestures of farewell, either, but simply turned and began walking at a steady pace toward the interior of the jungle. Thesme

         watched him, throat dry, heart pounding, until he disappeared beyond the low-hanging vines. It was all she could do to keep

         herself from running after him. But then he was gone, and soon the tropical night descended.

      


      

      She rummaged together a sort of dinner for herself, but she ate very little, thinking, He is out there sitting in the darkness,

         waiting for the morning to come. They had not even said goodbye. She could have made some little joke, warning him to stay

         out of sijaneel trees, or he could have thanked her for all she had done on his behalf, but instead there had been nothing,

         just her dismissal of him and his calm uncomplaining departure. An alien, she thought, and his ways were alien. And yet, when

         they had been together in bed, and he had touched her and held her and drawn her body down on top of his—

      


      

      It was a long bleak night for her. She lay huddled in the crudely sewn zanja-down bed that they had so lately shared, listening

         to the night rain hammering on the vast blue leaves that were her roof, and for the first time since she had entered the jungle

         she felt the pain of loneliness. Until this moment she had not realized how much she had valued the bizarre parody of domesticity

         that she and the Ghayrog had enacted here; but now that was over, and she was alone again, somehow more alone than she had

         been before, and far more cut off from her old life in Narabal than before, also, and he was out there, unsleeping in the

         darkness, unsheltered from the rain. I am in love with an alien, she told herself in wonderment, I am in love with a scaly

         thing that speaks no words of endearment and asks hardly any questions and leaves without saying thank you or goodbye. She lay

         awake for hours, crying now and then. Her body felt tense and clenched from the long walk and the day’s frustrations; she

         drew her knees to her breasts and stayed that way a long while, and then put her hands between her legs and stroked herself, and finally there came a moment of release, a gasp and

         a little soft moan, and sleep after that.
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      In the morning she bathed and checked her traps and assembled a breakfast and wandered over all the familiar trails near her

         hut. There was no sign of the Ghayrog. By midday her mood seemed to be lifting, and the afternoon was almost cheerful for

         her; only as nightfall approached, the time of solitary dinner, did she begin to feel the bleakness descending again. But

         she endured it. She played the cubes she had brought from home for him, and eventually dropped into sleep, and the next day

         was a better day, and the next, and the one after that.

      


      

      Gradually Thesme’s life returned to normal. She saw nothing of the Ghayrog and he started to slip from her mind. As the solitary

         weeks went by she rediscovered the joy of solitude, or so it seemed to her, but then at odd moments she speared herself on

         some sharp and painful memory of him—the sight of a bilantoon in a thicket or the sijaneel tree with the broken branch or

         the gromwark sitting sullenly at the edge of the pond—and she realized that she still missed him. She roved the jungle in

         wider and wider circles, not quite knowing why, until at last she admitted to herself that she was looking for him.
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