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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.


      




Chapter I


In my brief mortal existence, food had never been delivered from heaven, so when we spied the melon hanging on an odd-looking vine I sensed adversity. I was four years old, my name was Reee and I was about to be orphaned.


I believed a monster of the plains had tied the melon on the vine, by what manner I had no idea, but I wished my mama wouldn’t drag her favorite and only girl child by the hair as she hurried across the thick moss toward a fruit that had no business being there.


The world stretched around us like a jungle gone mad and the big red sun tried to penetrate the tree branches and burn us raw. I stepped on a thorn bigger than my foot. Fortunately I wasn’t heavy enough to make it pierce me, but I howled anyway and my mama yanked my arm. She was hungry and in a cranky mood.


Where the forest ended, the moss plains began, an ocean of beautiful green curls that seemed to roll on forever. A few yards beyond the last row of trees, on the mere fringes of the plains, grew a single tree. The melon hung from one of its branches on a gray vine.


It would have been a tasty meal, that melon. Mama grabbed it, yanked on it and immediately a net fell from a tree limb directly above her and scooped her up like a handful of dirt. It missed me because as soon as she released my hair to grasp the melon I fell through a hole in the moss. Before it closed over my head I saw the net being taken into the sky. Somebody had stolen my mama and I was probably going to get killed sometime during the next few minutes. At the age of four I wasn’t much at math and believed it would take me only a little while to fall to wherever I was going, after which monsters would eat me. What I didn’t know was that the distance between the ground of Earth and the moss plains and jungles where people lived was approximately half a mile.


Bellowing plenty, I tumbled through darkness, felt soft things touch me, knew it when sharp objects raked me. I landed in a deep, soft mass that promptly sank onto me from every direction. I couldn’t see it but I knew it was green. Bellowing some more, I shoved at it with my hands and kicked it with my dirty feet. Mental impressions came to me quickly. Never having seen this cool green mass in my life, and though it was pitch-black everywhere around me, I knew what she looked like. I even knew that her name was Emeroo.


“No, no, no, not in a million years!” I yelled, aware of the thought of Emeroo. She considered devouring me, spreading the atoms of my being in a straight line on the dark ground, endowing them with light and then claiming them as part of herself.


“Why not?” she said gently and, I thought, with amusement.


“Because I’m more important than anybody!”


“I see you have a well-developed drive to survive.”


“Let me go, set me free!” I howled.


“To be consumed by the creatures of the night? I think not. I shall take you to myself for a little while. That way the methane and other evils will not spoil you. You are a curiosity.”


“What does that mean?”


“That I am interested in all types of phenomena.”


I squirmed as her soft body held me more closely. She was warm now and very green. “Do you like me?” I said.


“Is it important?”


“I think so.”


“I may even preserve you for greater things than mere study. You have a strange and interesting effect upon me.”


Emeroo created oxygen within herself and fed it to me. She found edible tidbits and transferred them to my mouth. She walked in such a way that my position inside her wasn’t disturbed. I didn’t exactly sleep, but neither did I remain fully awake. There was nowhere else for me to go. I was at the bottom of the world where humanity hadn’t lived for thousands of years. There were darkness, deadly gases, bottomless swamps and bug-eyed monsters that hated light and silently slid through the marshes and ate everything that moved. Without Emeroo I would have lasted only a few minutes.


She was my teacher, parent, provider and my companion. She gave me light in little sparkling bits that danced and hovered in my mind. Through a window in her body—a transparent thinness which she created—I occasionally viewed the bottom of the world and was instructed as to the origin and nature of the things I saw. I learned that it wasn’t all darkness there. Emeroo herself was a brilliant and glittering green. Other things gave off light, some yellow, or blue, or white or red.


In time I stopped grieving for my mama. She had been taken into the sky and I would never see her again. She would cry over my memory as I cried over hers. If she were still alive, she probably thought I was dead.


Emeroo was extremely intelligent and though she had been born in and lived at the bottom of the world, she possessed enormous knowledge of people, scarabs, scorpions, flatties and all the other monsters living in my part of the planet. The fact that she had access to a great deal of recorded information concerning Earth’s history and inhabitants remained unknown to me until later. She was totally versed about her own environment and during the next few years, four to be exact, she taught me something of what she knew.


Reality went on without me while I lay within the body of the gleaming green alien, warm and protected and tutored. For all those four years I shared the mind and personality of Emeroo and discovered that she, like I, was an infant. I was four, she was four million. I was human, she was elemental. There were times when we merged until not even we could differentiate between ourselves.


The incubator of her body was more comfortable than the cave of thistles in which I had been born. Nothing could match the feel of my mama’s arms, but Emeroo did what she could to make me feel content. It took her but a little while to know everything in my mind, and she was amused at my thoughts of the sun. Did I really find it that bright? Was the sky truly such an empty hole, and full of light? How could the sun be such a large red splotch? It was crimson like the apples growing in the sod mounds? Red like the blood dripping from the fangs of a flattie?


The concept of time was unknown to me while I dwelt in Emeroo. She was a world in which I ate, slept, thought, lived and grew. The darkness and dangers in the bottomlands couldn’t affect me because Emeroo had been born there, and there she ruled. Nothing could come into physical contact with her but what it experienced excruciating pain. I alone was invulnerable to her power, and that was because she willed it. We were together, we were often as one, never apart, never completely separated. We were Emeroo and Reee forever.


One day she ejected me. Just like that. Pfft. I was out.


“I allowed you to grow normally during the last few years,” she said, speaking so that the words could be heard only in my mind. “I could have arranged it so that you remained dormant, but I decided this was the better way.”


“I don’t want to go,” I said. “See how I stand here and shiver? The bottomlands are dark and scary, and breathing hurts my chest. I want to go home.”


“Find it in the world.”


“I’m only a little child. The monsters will eat me. What can an eight year old do?”


“Go and find out.”


How cruel she was, how hard, how very inhuman and oddly like my mama was this green thing that stood before me in the form of a woman. “I think your natural shape is a lump, like a slab of mud or a rotten fruit,” I said, attempting to inflict petty damage.


Immediately the beautiful figure of Emeroo deflated and became shapeless. “Do you like this better? What I look like makes no difference to me.”


“You surely don’t expect me to live down here by myself, so how do I get to the top layer of the world without being eaten?”


“I have prepared a tunnel for you.”


It was long and narrow and glistened like pale green quartz. Gradually sloping upward, it exited upon a moss plain. Having traversed the tunnel, I reluctantly stood on short curls of familiar green ground and wondered how long I would last. The sun hurt my eyes. It hunched at the sky’s edge like a whooping red mouth and seemed to beckon me as it prepared to dip behind the world. I began remembering things. After the sun went away, it would be dark and the giant bugs would come out of their lairs to hunt for food.


I let out a long, loud shriek of grief and fear. Life wasn’t at all like what I felt I deserved. My cry attracted a flattie in the sky. It headed straight for me and I had to run as fast as I could to reach a patch of trees. Disgruntled because its size prevented it from coming into the woods after me, the beast destroyed the tops of some trees before flying away.


By the time I found enough courage to emerge onto the plain again, the sun was gone and darkness was making a swift passage from its hiding place. I didn’t want them to do it, but my feet moved toward the tunnel leading down to Emeroo. I stood beside the entrance and listened to the creatures of the night. Wrapping my arms across my chest, I shivered and then snarled when I realized tears were sneaking from my eyes.


“I don’t need you!” I said angrily.


“Then why are you here?”


Startled and ashamed, I saw that I was indeed there. I wasn’t on the moss plain anymore. The bottomlands stretched around me in all their ugliness. At a fast trot I had left the upper layer of the world and returned to the only safety I knew. Something else surprised me. Emeroo had built a cavern of pale green crystal, and now she stood in its opening and regarded me with a wry little smile.


“I went up like you told me,” I said. “I know a part of you went with me, inside me, so you could look at everything, too. I didn’t see any people. I don’t think there are any left. They’ve all been taken away like my mama. It’s dark up there, and scary, and … I don’t know the word.”


“You’re too young. Come back to me for a little while. One day I’ll put you out again. There’s an enemy in the world and you can help resist her while I decide what is to be done with you.”


I didn’t care what she said as long as she stepped aside and let me into the cave. No matter how firmly she insisted otherwise, I had no home anywhere but with her, and I wasn’t likely to find one.


Instead of living inside her body, this time I dwelt in a niche in the cave wall, not that there was any essential difference since the cavern and everything in it was made of her substance. It was cold when I first fitted myself into the niche, but then a familiar warmth crept over me and I gave myself over to comfort, security and a weird kind of existence. With my thumb in my mouth.


I lay on green moss and dreamed. The red sun was majestic and warmed my back with its ferocious rays. The sky was dark blue while the air around me was thick, almost liquid. Occasionally waterdrops from a faraway rainstorm sailed through space and pelted me. I shuddered as they touched my hot skin. I was fourteen and strong, tanned and green of eye, and I was the only human on Earth.


Not quite. The Martian was up there in her little white metal contraption, and since the sky was part of Earth, I wasn’t alone. Later I learned that the white contraption was a flying machine called a pob. I learned a lot of things later. For instance, the Martian wasn’t a she. He wanted to capture me to find out how I managed to stay alive when everything about my environment was hostile. It was also his job to carry humanity from Earth to safety.


I lay on green moss and watched through slitted eyes as the pob hovered almost directly over me. Though I couldn’t see her clearly, I had a pretty good idea that the pilot was a person like me, and I wondered what she would do when the flattie arrived. It was a mile away and winging fast under the sun, its big eyes round and red and alert, its claws tucked under its belly and its body laid out in space like a huge, dirty plate. Its webbed and mighty carcass measured forty feet across.


The Martian had courage but I thought she was also stupid. Maybe she intended to hang from the end of the rope ladder dangling under her machine, grab hold of me and haul me up inside. Actually she was on the ladder taking photographs of me. My curiosity was eased by the arrival of the flattie which, with its customary whistle, flew high above the pob, descended like an open umbrella and spread itself over the vehicle. There was a sound of crunching metal, a human cry, and the Martian plummeted to the moss where I had been lying only moments before. I wasn’t there anymore because I had known what her weight would do to the insubstantial surface of the world’s top layer.


Two hours later I lay on another patch of moss, devouring an apple and enjoying the sun, when I heard scratching sounds several yards away. I sat up in surprise and watched as a hand appeared out of the ground. Crawling forward, I squatted and began parting the moss. The hand seemed to be frantic as it probed space. I touched it with a finger. It tried to grab me and I finally allowed it to close upon my wrist. The Martian didn’t want to die, but more than that, she didn’t want to do it alone.


With my free hand I continued to part the tough moss and at last there was room enough for her arm to come through. I would have continued to ease her up gradually but the ground began to shake. Evidently she had chosen to climb a hollow reed from the bottomlands and now it was getting ready to buckle. It might take other hidden plant life with it, and I wanted to be gone from there before the foundation under me suddenly vanished. Standing, I gave the arm a strong yank and the Martian scrambled up through tangled vines and curly moss. Immediately I let go of him, turned and walked away toward the forest. Obviously he wasn’t a woman at all. His climb up the reed had ripped off his clothes and I saw he was made like the blue boys the enemy manufactured in the sod mounds a quarter-mile below.


He followed me for a while but was too exhausted to keep up and fell short of the trees. I helped him to a sleeping branch, an arm of a tree that grew in a hollowed-out fashion, laid him in the cavity, squeezed some juice from a sap melon into his mouth and waited for him to regain his strength. While he rested, I looked him over. I had vague memories of how my father had looked, and the Martian bore a strong resemblance to him.


He talked but I couldn’t understand a word because he said everything aloud, with his voice, and I had forgotten my native language. Sometime during the morning he began carving pictures on the tree limb with his fingernail. It didn’t take me long to understand that he wanted me to lead him to the rolling white meadows. The only reason I agreed to do it was because the enemy had grown another blue boy who had to be destroyed and the meadows were just beyond the place where he grew.


My world teemed with life, most of it deadly to people. The Martian must have reasoned that since I managed to survive, it must be because I knew the world. In that he was correct. Many Earthly secrets were mine, taught to me by a genius. If the enemy hadn’t already known about human males, I would have hidden this one in the thistle mazes and never let him come out again. Indigo had a way of capitalizing on each and every new phenomena, and so it was to my benefit when I kept new experiences away from her. However, she already knew of the existence of men, so if she saw this Martian it wouldn’t be particularly significant. Of course I had to be careful that merely seeing him was all she managed to accomplish. It wouldn’t do for her to capture and consume him because then she would know everything about him, including his thoughts and memories.


Except in a few places, the half-mile-high growth on the world’s surface was clean-cut and not clearly discernible as anything other than an actual surface. There was no sea level apparent anywhere. Underneath the rolling white meadows lay an ocean that hadn’t been out in the open for millennia. It was covered with plant growths a thousand feet high. Often I walked on the white meadows and watched the ground sway all around me, felt the vibrations beneath my feet, sensed the movement of a great mass far below me. I sometimes teased the fat vembers that played there. They ate their way up from the ocean, creating large tunnels through which water vapor erupted. Their slippery white bodies blended into the landscape. Their claws were powerful enough for them to accomplish the long climb through the tunnels from water to open air. They spent their time basking in the sun until dusk at which time they raced for the tunnel openings and dived back into the sea.


The Martian and I walked across the moss plain and while I kept watch for flatties he gathered leaves and made himself an apron. He offered to make me one but I wasn’t interested. Occasionally he held my by the arms, looked into my eyes and spoke earnestly, but I had no idea what he said.


Two miles from where he had fallen from his pob, we came to a great crack in the moss. I stepped onto a branch of a giant tree growing out of it and motioned for my companion to keep his gaze straight ahead and not look down. He didn’t take my advice but glanced between the tree branches and discovered blue sky, clouds and empty space. Shoving him back onto the plain, I sat down and waited until he regained his ambition, and then I again stepped onto the tree branch and motioned for him to follow.


Usually I traveled in trees by simply dropping from one limb to another. The Martian climbed down inch by trembling inch, and it took him hours. After we reached the sod mounds he took me by the arms, gazed into my eyes and said something. I shrugged and shook my head. He was weary and perspiring and probably felt more than a little despairing. I felt sorry for him. I couldn’t look after him twenty-four hours a day, which meant he wouldn’t survive unless he found assistance from the tall gray machine parked on the rolling white meadows.


He patted my arm, smiled and began walking toward a large mound of what had once been thriving ivy but was now brown, porous dirt. Leaving him temporarily, I started hunting among the mounds to my left. In a few minutes I found the blue boy, fully grown and almost ripe. The vine attached to his belly was fat and ready to drop off. He was blue all over, about my height, and he looked real as he stood staring straight at me. The expression on his pretty face never changed. He even had blue teeth. I could see them through the slight gape of his mouth.


It took me a short while to find a hot bed in the rock mountain behind the mounds and then I scooped some glowing coals onto a thick leaf. The blue boy ripened completely while I was gone, the vine released him and he walked from his place of concealment. I arrived to find the Martian trying to talk to him.


Gathering some kindling from the ground beneath the tree, I spread it at the boy’s feet, held him fast by the arm and made a fire with the coals. The Martian objected and tried to stop me. Shoving him out of the way, I lit the wood and stood by as the blue boy roasted and finally burst open like a pod.


The Martian was gone when I looked around. Wondering if he thought I had murdered a living person, I went after him to bring him back and make him look at the corpse. The blue boy was only a plant fabricated by Indigo. He wasn’t a real human being. The curling husks on the ground, which were all that was left of him, wouldn’t have deceived anyone.


I didn’t think the Martian would be foolish enough to run out onto the meadows without first conducting a safety check. He must have been so outraged at me that he forgot to be cautious. Instead of tiptoeing onto the white ground, he ran and made noises that alerted the vembers. Maybe he didn’t know enough about them. Their hearing was so keen that they could swim in the underground ocean, where it must have been extremely noisy, and still locate the openings of the tunnels leading topside. If a person wanted to walk unmolested among the vembers, she had to do it softly.


Stranded astronauts used the signal station to alert master ships which then dispatched pobs to rescue them. Beside radio equipment, the station also had a weapon mounted on it and after swiftly tiptoeing across the damp white ground, I stopped in surprise because the Martian was in position and aiming the long tube right at me.


His tone was bitter as he spoke. No doubt he was thinking he might as well go ahead and execute me since I wasn’t worth saving. What I wanted was for him to get down off the machine and start tiptoeing. Frantically I motioned for him to come to me, but he only glared at me and started yelling at the top of his lungs.


The noise immediately brought a vember to the foot of the machine. By that time, I was already busily tiptoeing backward. There was nothing I could do to save him now. The station was about twenty feet high, but that didn’t stop the vember, a female with a tremendous physique. Eight feet long and weighing five hundred pounds, her bones were long and flexible. Her four legs were short but her snout was long and full of teeth. She leaped all the way to the top of the rectangular structure where the Martian sat, sank her teeth into his back, dragged him from his seat and hurled him to the ground. Her mate grabbed the body, dragged it to a nearby tunnel opening and took it into the sea.


Dozens of vembers came from all directions. Sliding about on their bellies with their heads cocked, they listened for some sign that another prey was near. Their big dark eyes seemed to look straight through me, but I knew they were blind. Very carefully I moved among them, slowly and cautiously, almost forgetting to breathe. I felt badly about the Martian, but not badly enough to give away my position.


His signal must have gotten through because a pob burst into our part of the sky. The pilot came too low and the vembers heard the soft humming of the engine. They began to leap into the air, some of them rising thirty or forty feet. As they fell toward the ground, they inhaled until their bellies and chests were full and soft. They bounced when they landed, up and down, into the air and back they went, the shock harmlessly absorbed and dispersed.


The pilot lost control of her craft for a moment, probably terrified out of her wits, and I thought she was going to crash, but she straightened, rose well beyond reach of the leaping vembers and began cruising in circles. By then I was out of sight and hidden among the sod mounds.


Eventually the pilot would realize that whoever had signalled wasn’t going to appear. If she saw me she would probably try to take me with a net. I had no intention of leaving Earth. Her job might be to transfer humans to Mars so that Indigo couldn’t kill them, but mine was to see that no astronaut mistook one of the blue boys for a human and carried Indigo to the colony in the sky. There was another reason why I wouldn’t leave my world. I liked it.




Chapter II


Belios looked like a carrion eater, which she was, but she was also antiseptic in her habits and didn’t stink. Not the most vicious beast under the sun, she nevertheless couldn’t exactly be described as a milk sucker. The fastest thing in the sky, she made a flattie look as if it moved in slow motion. I kept a supply of scarab pieces handy whenever I called her to me.


Today I evaded her swishing tail by stepping behind the body of a fat tree. Her gray leathery appendage smashed into my protection and made it shudder. Fruit fell, hit Belios on the head, made her blink her fierce orange eyes. I laughed, and as her tail went away from me, I hopped onto her left claw and then scrambled onto her back before she could lift it and hurl me from the escarpment. Immediately she took wing, trying to unseat me, but I locked my legs around her neck, grabbed two handfuls of her hide and hung on. She flew upside down, screaming like a fiend, and left my stomach on the cliffs as she dropped through a thousand feet of emptiness.


She always answered my calls to her, yet she continually tried to do away with me. I had found her newly-hatched, orphaned and being stalked by a scorpion. I took her to the Scar with me, kept her there, fed her and endured her foul humor until she was strong enough to fly. I thought she must have regarded me with some affection but her nature made her more an enemy than a friend.


Today we were on the hunt for a blue boy. Indigo usually grew them far away from her heart but I had been informed by mind link with Emeroo that a boy was even then sprouting close to the main mass.


There was no use of my trying to make Belios turn over so I could see where we were going. She dropped straight down the escarpment, flattened out and zoomed across the rolling white meadows at such a low altitude that the vembers began to take note of us.


Somewhere along the way we picked up two pursuers, a flattie and a shiny silver pob. I saw both of them because while I was hanging upside down I constantly looked around to try and orient myself. They were coming from opposite directions, and the evil klufe I was riding had nothing but mischief in her small brain. She ceased swooping close to the meadows, ascended suddenly on a straight course and continued to climb. I squeezed the hunks of her flesh in my fists, shouted as loudly as I could, even kicked her neck with my heels. The only way a flattie could kill a klufe was to descend upon it and my uncivilized companion would in no way allow the enemy to get close to her. Her intent was to abruptly dive out of the picture, leaving the flattie and the pob to discover one another. Though the machine could outmaneuver the animal, I knew the flattie would react faster once it and the pilot spotted one another.


With me screeching my head off as I clung to her, Belios did as I predicted, suddenly put on speed and arched over and away. Too many things began to happen all at once, so I couldn’t keep track of them. What I knew for certain was that the air was full of blazing blue klufes and flatties.


I had wrongly assumed that Indigo was too far away to manufacture creatures and send them after me. Obviously she had changed her position. At any rate, I and my klufe plus the genuine flattie and the pob carrying a human were under attack. Belios pierced a fat blue belly with her beak and it burst and showered those below with sticky pulp. A blue flattie received most of the pulp on one side of its webbed body. The weight was too much for it. Its side tipped ever so slightly, air pressure changed, equilibrium was lost and the flattie fell shrieking to earth.


We souled entities hadn’t much more agility than the phonies made by Indigo. They were strong and fast and we were outnumbered. My klufe naturally wanted to carry the fight higher and higher so that no flattie could get above her. In the meantime I was kicking her neck purple as I tried to get her to veer off and go lower. She screeched at me in outrage, angrily piercing the bulbous abdomen of a blue flattie preparing to wrap her in a death hug.


The pilot of the pob knew how to evade flatties. The machine was speedy and could fly rings around the big flat creatures. Getting above one, the pilot sent the pob flashing against a section of blue webbing. As soon as the flattie lost its balance, it fell and crashed onto the meadows. The blue klufes had an advantage over the machine; there were too many for the pilot to keep track of them. One struck a metal side with its beak, dented it and knocked it off course. Another lashed the craft with its tail.


In the meantime, I finally got through to Belios and she gave off stabbing enemies and dropped in the sky, hesitating while I kicked her again. All the blue beasts dropped in pursuit of us. The genuine flattie, wounded and sore, promptly ascended above us, took a moment to survey the situation and then flapped away to safety. Instead of taking the same course, the pilot of the pob followed the war to a lower altitude.


Sometime during the next few minutes I lost sight of the machine. My klufe kept her gaze below us on the vembers while I guarded our rear, and whenever an enemy from that quarter came too close I squeezed with my knees, causing Belios to dip and shift to another position. At the same time, the vembers were doing their thing. Thirty and forty feet they leaped into the air, hauling down screaming blue things, dragging them to the tunnels and carrying them into the sea.


Indigo’s creations weren’t especially intelligent. Instead of dividing forces and having one portion call out the position of vembers while the other portion attacked me, they came without caution and were picked off one by one, hauled away and drowned. Toward the last, there were so many vembers leaping up at us that Belios and I barely escaped. As for the pob, it was nowhere to be seen and I could only assume it had gone the way of our enemies.


My klufe and I rested for a while before continuing our search. We flew high and low, and by and by we spotted two blue boys walking on the meadows. Vembers were all around them but they moved in safety because they did it so quietly. Signalling Belios to eject me, I hung from her neck, waited until she was low enough and then I let go and dropped. Immediately half a dozen vembers attacked, but I was already gone from my landing place.


I ran up behind a blue boy, shrieked and sped away on tiptoe. Three vembers took hold of him, parted him into sections and took him away. When I tried to do the same thing with the remaining boy, he put on great speed, racing across the meadows with me in pursuit. Even in the sod mounds I had a tough time catching up with him.


He was very pale blue and not at all like the boys to which I was accustomed. He smiled often and was intelligent, and he even tried to communicate with me by sign language. I was having none of it and busily hunted around for the things with which to burn him up. He didn’t approve of my plan, kept shaking his head and gesturing with his hands and moving away so that I couldn’t hold him fast and let the flames take him. Then he screamed at me in mind link so shrilly I almost fell over backward.


“You can’t murder me! It’s immoral!”


Astounded, I managed to keep my thoughts on an even keel. “Don’t try and fool me. I know you’re just a piece of Indigo.”


His pretty blue face puckered and I thought I saw a tear in the corner of one eye. “My name is Bakta. I don’t understand anything that’s happening. What’s going on? Why are you trying to hurt me?”


“Stop pretending you’re human.”


“Pretending?” he said. “I am human. Isn’t it obvious?”


“Then why don’t you talk with your mouth like humans do?”


His lips formed a round O and his eyes grew wide as if he knew he had been caught in a serious error; but he spoke coolly. “You’re not talking with your mouth.”


“Don’t waste your time trying to outthink me. Just tell me how you prefer to expire—roasted, toasted or fried?”


His mouth went thin. “I don’t think you’re going to hurt me at all. If you touch me again, I’ll bash you.”


“Oh, ho, ho!” I said, but the truth was, my conscience bothered me. I knew without a doubt that he was an artificial creation of Indigo’s, and I knew he had no heart and that he wasn’t a soul or anything. Still, he seemed so real. “You’re a sad bundle of flab and couldn’t bash anybody,” I said. “Quit crying. I’ve decided not to kill you. How would you like to join me for a ride on my klufe? It’s a guaranteed thrill.”


“I don’t know. I’m not exactly keen. It sounds unpleasant. Maybe—”


“You claim to be human. Riding klufes is humans’ favorite pastime.”


“Don’t you think I know that?” he said, a bit hurriedly.


Giving a piercing whistle, I paused while something high in the sky gave an answering shriek. Bakta looked up with a fearful expression. Again I whistled and the sun was blanked out as a mean and uncivilized specimen overhead spread her wings.


Instead of mounting Belios on the move as I usually did, I made her park on her four claws and sit still while I climbed aboard. “Hurry up,” I said to a very reluctant blue boy who finally seated himself behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. “Hang on, human,” I said quietly, and prepared to kick Belios. She was already rolling on her wings like down in a sudden draft, like cotton on an upwind, like an unregenerate fiend who intended to unseat her riders. She didn’t succeed but only complained when I aimed her toward the tunnel of the dreeps.


The tunnel entrance was a black hole in a wall of green beyond the sod mounds. Belios approached it, climbed high and suddenly folded her wings in a steep dive. As soon as she entered the hole, all light was extinguished. Her passage was swift and silent and would terminate when she arrived at a white pinpoint far ahead.


The home of the dreeps was made of vines almost as hard and unyielding as metal. Crisscrossing in tight webs to form the tunnel, the vines were impervious to rot, teeth or bludgeoning. We weren’t ten feet into the corridor before things began dropping on us. Soft little objects skidded down my face, belly, legs, landed in my hair, collected in my lap by the thousands. I felt their miniature feet on my skin, felt their tongues taste and reject me, knew it when they gathered on Belios, crawled under her wings, tasted and spat her out. Behind me, Bakta screamed once and then was quiet.


The klufe under me sailed down the hall of blackness while little plant vampires fell on us. It was cold and silent in the dark and not even the fast flight of Belios created a breeze. At last the pinpoint of white ahead of us became a yawning cave of light that engulfed us, and we flew over a stretch of moss plains.


Belios landed and I slid off her. Brushing small green things out of my hair, I said, “Look at him for me, will you?”


Giving me a look of love-hatred, the klufe proceeded to clean herself with her murderous looking beak.


“I can’t look at him,” I said, more to myself than to her. “I know he was only a plant, and I know the dreeps ate him, but I don’t want—”


Belios suddenly raised one wing. Something light and dry fell from her back with a crackling sound. I turned to see what was left of Bakta who had sworn he was human. The dreeps had feasted on him and all that remained was a thin, empty sack that slowly broke apart and drifted away on the wind.


“Let’s get out of here,” I said, with a swift kick for my klufe. She squawked and took to the air like a missile. Settling myself in the depression behind her head, I yelled, “You have no natural sentiments! What do you care that he was just a poketful of plant juice?”


Belios responded by making straight for the Scar. She was tired of my company and wanted to get rid of me. Depositing me above my house, she sped away.


My house was made of soft yellow thistle silk and nestled under a roof of red stone. The Scar was a finger of rock sticking two hundred feet out of a moss plain. Ten feet below the pinnacle was a niche inside of which I had built a shack. It was the only place I could find to live in safety from crawling and jumping things. The creatures of the air could do me no harm because the niche wasn’t big enough to accommodate their bodies.


That night it rained and the wind drove straight at my front door. I got out of bed and tugged on a vine hanging from the ceiling. Outside, thick layers of silk sheaves turned so that their strands were vertical. I heard the roar as rain poured off them and hit the stone below. Earlier, the sheaves had pointed west so that the rays of the setting sun would glance off and not hit my shack full force.


The wind raged and I felt the Scar sway. Swearing humbly, I went back to my tick, pulled up the blanket of thistle silk to my chin and lay there considering what would happen to me if the Scar fell. All the windows were tied shut but a flash of lightning came in and lit things. Thunder split my ears and again the Scar swayed. The thought came to me, as it had nearly every night for the past six years, that I could lie there and worry or I could turn over and go to sleep. I chose to do the latter; and dreamed of the enemy.


It was a strange dream. I was fleeing down a long, narrow corridor ahead of a blue tide that threatened to catch up with me at the next bend. Turning suddenly, I stretched out my arm, pointed at Indigo with a green finger and shouted, “Stop!” Incredibly, she stopped. I began telling her how rotten she was and all of a sudden she began to sob and wail. She even heaved herself against the wall. I was so surprised I forgot to be cautious, and while I stood there staring at her with my mouth open, one of her blue boys sneaked up behind me and scratched me with a poisoned thorn. Immediately the cold of nothingness began creeping through me.


“You’ve killed me,” I said.


The blue boy laughed. “What did you think I’d do? I’ve been after you all my life.”


My green finger came up and pointed at him. “Stand still.” He wriggled, squirmed and yelled his head off, but his bounds were set and he couldn’t move. Gently I touched him in the middle of his forehead with the tip of my green finger. His flesh exploded and began to burn. I turned to do the same thing to the main body of Indigo, but she was gone, flowing like a narrow blue sea away from me, moving so rapidly I couldn’t catch up.


The rest of the dream consisted of my trying to place my enemy in an obvious niche in reality. I failed. Indigo was an intelligent creature that had been alive on my planet for a very long time. Her ambition was to conquer. To her, quantity and quality were nearly the same. She intended to continue growing until everything was under her dominion.
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