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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.







ONE


The figure in yellow.


Beneath those feet: blackness.


In all directions: darkling void permeated with primal matter, nascent whirling atoms, free particles, proto-dust primed to coalesce through the action of incipient gravitation, ready for friction to generate radiation, hovering on the brink of heat, on the edge of night.


The figure in yellow: frozen in a timeless instant.


There is neither movement nor energy, sensation nor thought. The figure in yellow, hominoid, featureless, its face and body a continuous satiny surface. Its form, androgynous: small breasts, nipples erect, penis and scrotum visible through a thin membrane.


A free electron is attracted by the gargantuan gravity of a single proton. They approach each other. An energy flux flares into brief existence.


The figure in yellow turns slightly in the direction of the energy flux. Its posture is unaltered: there is no evidence of volition: a tropism.


The free electron and proton collide. There is a momentary broadcast of energy as the electrical charges of the particles cancel. A neutron survives the event. The figure in yellow quivers imperceptibly.


The figure in black.


The face of the figure in yellow turns. This is a change in the posture of the being. It directs what might be a glance at the figure in black. This being is wholly asexual, its flat chest devoid of paps, its crotch a plain curve, a simple concavity, glistening like satin.


The figure in black raises an arm, points one finger at the figure in yellow.


The figure in yellow turns to gaze toward its own hand. This is unformed, spatulate, ovoid. The figure stares. Undifferentiated protoplasm is shaped, articulated into digits. It clenches a fist, opens, spreads its fingers, looks again toward the figure in black. It duplicates the gesture of the figure in black, purposelessly pointing with a new forefinger.


The figure in black glares. A mouth opens in the satiny ebon face. A red-black clot of thunder emerges from lips like coal, rolls slowly forward, passes the pointed finger. A cruelly hooked talon curves from the tip of that finger.


The ball of thunder sails through the distances that separate the figure in black from that in yellow. The red and black thunder, moiling and pierced with discharges of electricity, crashes alongside the head of the figure in yellow. For a moment the cloud grows until it envelopes the head, then penetrates the yellow exterior.


It is the first sound heard.


The figure in yellow clutches its head in anguish. Its second hand, mitten-like, forms itself into fingers and thumb, bones and nails. It clutches its head. Its mouth falls open.


The first speech is a cry of pain.


It turns to flee. Bones and muscles work in its legs. It runs away.


The show has begun.


Beneath its feet distantly spaced particles are distributed through the blackness. It runs at first clumsily, irregularly. Its arms flail in imbalance. Its chest pains it, its head pounds, its ears ring.


Within its chest it feels a terrible pressure. Beneath the satiny yellow skin, undifferentiated protoplasm is becoming structured. It opens its mouth, gasps for breath to fill the new, empty, pain-drenched lungs. It draws breath.


It stumbles and sprawls among the nothingness, tumbling and skidding. The empty blackness offers no purchase to widespread feet, clutching fingers.


It fetches up against a clod of newly condensing matter. More massive than the tumbler, yet the lump of matter skitters slowly away, accruing additional particles as it glides through the void. The figure in yellow rebounds, collapses, is stationary, momentarily stunned.


It sits up, shakes its head, blinks its eyes, gazes back in the direction from which it has fled. All is blackness, blackness pointed with specks of unspecifiable color. One point glimmers faintly and moves, relative to the rest, at a barely perceptible rate.


The figure in yellow turns. Far now in the direction of its ended skid there is a radiant glare. Matter is accumulating, the clot that stopped the being’s movement is itself flying, gathering additional particles, colliding with stray bits of substance, growing in dimension and accrued energy, beginning to glow, its rolling motion visible as a whirling and echoing of spiroid tracks made of dust and gas.


From behind the tumbler comes a roar. The figure in yellow turns to face once again the point of its own first appearance. Moving toward it is a speck of ebon glare against the background of darkness.


The figure in black.


The figure in yellow stands steadily, illumined from without and from within: the living androgyne. Her breasts heave with each straining breath. His genitals ache from the effort of flight.


The figure in black approaches, glistening darkly against the darkness, eyes glowing like embers, breath glowing like incandescent gas, crotch a smooth concavity.


It extends its two arms toward the androgyne. It strides forward. It nods. It almost smiles.


The figure in yellow watches its approach, eyes flickering cat-yellow, hands at its sides. Her waist is gracefully slim, her hips curve gently outward, his pelvis supports his small phallus lightly.


The figure in black advances. It is close now.


It smiles.


The inside of its mouth glows as do coals, its tongue flicks once, red, gleaming, bifurcated. It hisses a breath at the other. Its breath is crimson, radiant with heat.


The figure in yellow quivers. It takes a step forward, toward the other, but then halts. They are still some distance apart.


The figure in black inclines its head in suggestion, in invitation.


The figure in yellow takes another half-step forward.


The figure in-black hisses another breath toward the androgyne. The breath seethes with orange-red sparks.


The hand of the figure in yellow is extended. So close are they that the hand feels the red breath. The figure in yellow draws back its hand, presses it in pain against a satiny cheek. Tears brim in the tumbler’s eyes.


The tumbler turns, draws away once again. The figure begins to run, more surely with this attempt, beginning with a great bound.


From behind, a taloned satiny-black claw sweeps downward. It catches the figure in yellow, catches the flesh of its back. The claws penetrate the skin, although not deeply. The figure in yellow pulls away. The claws rip downward, leaving ugly parallel scars.


There are two screams: from the figure in yellow, of fear and pain; from that in black, of rage frustrated.


The figure in yellow runs gracefully this time, firm legs better developed, technic improved by practice. Long strides cover great distances rapidly. There is no looking back.


The figure in black pursues. It lacks the developing grace of its prey: in its movements there is no beauty save that of dedicated function. Its legs move with machine-like regularity. Its exhalations are fiery. Its skin gleams a polished blue-black.


Beneath the feet of the two, blackness pounds back, jolting each runner with every stride. From afar they are two specks, one of creamy yellow, one of burnished blue-black. Their eyes gleam: cat-yellow, ember-red. One figure moves with sexual grace, one with mechanical precision. Their pace is identical.


In the frigidity of the void their exhalations linger in the air behind them as each stride carries the runner past its own most recent spoor: yellow cloudlets, red cloudlets.


The back of the yellow runner aches. It is the claw tracks of the black’s assault that cause the pain. A soreness begins to spread from the scratches just as it would had a local toxin coated the gleaming talons that dug those furrows.


The shoulder and arm of the yellow runner ache. The neck aches. The legs are as yet unaffected, yet the runner is becoming fatigued. The figure glances over its whole shoulder, sees its glittering black pursuer keeping pace. The price of this information is the loss of some small distance, perhaps half a pace, in their separation.


The figure in yellow begins to search for a place of refuge, an avenue of escape from that black pursuer.


The pursuer continues implacably onward. As its prey turns and searches for a home-free, the pursuer continues forward, its only sign of fatigue the ragged cadence of its breath. Each is an outburst of boiling cinders. The black mouth opens an ember-red. Black eyes glare crimson.


Before the yellow being open endless vistas of darkness. The primitive particles have gathered now into concentrations: specks, clots, lumps, blobs of matter. Overhead the figure sees a giant wheel of fire. Increasing its pace, the runner begins to rise toward the spinning concentration of substance.


The figure runs uphill, glancing beneath and behind itself at the pursuer in black. It paces steadily, its breath coming in red bursts, its skin shining blue-black, its naked chest gleaming smoothly, its waist and hips straight, its crotch genderless.


Before the yellow runner revolves the whirling fiery disk. Behind there paces the pursuer in black.


The androgyne leaps through the blackness, arms outstretched like delicate membranous wings. It is propelled upward by the force of its muscular legs, arched back paining.


The runner reaches the glowing, whirling disk and halts. The androgyne seizes its edges, and holding it shield-like before itself turns to confront its pursuer. The glowing disk covers the androgyne’s breasts and membrane-covered genitalia.


The follower in black has covered the androgyne’s trail, its piston-like pace devouring distance, matching the strides of its prey one for one, gaining a fraction at each deviation from the pace of the yellow’s flight.


The black comes to a halt. It is directly beneath its prey. It stretches upward with one taloned paw but cannot reach the feet of the yellow creature. It rises to its toes and swings its arms but it cannot gain the height of the yellow.


It throws back its head and bellows, monstrous roars emerging visibly from its mouth and hurtling upward to fly past the figure in yellow, curving away to invisibility in the distance of the void, their sound echoing faintly until they are so distant they can be neither heard nor seen any longer.


The figure in yellow peers downward.


The figure in black crouches, gathering the strength of its machine-like smooth body, its powerful legs. It springs with all its strength, its body uncoiling as it does so, its arms extended above its head, its legs trailing beneath it, toes extended, talons of fore and hind limbs curving wickedly in search of any purchase.


The figure in yellow recoils.


The figure in black reaches the level of the other, catches with its foretalons, scratching and scrabbling until it crawls to a position before the yellow.


The black looks searchingly into the face of the other, its red-glowing eyes locked with those of cat-yellow.


Slowly it rises to all fours, twitching a long, massive tail that disappears after a single sinuous swipe. It takes a short pace forward on all fours, glaring upward into the face of the other. It emits a sound somewhere between a growl and a purr. The vibrations drift upward, reaching the ears of the yellow. This hears and responds with a facial movement. The sound drifts past the yellow head and away, tumbling lazily along a path that carries it slowly downward and is gone.


The black figure rises to its hind feet, its forepaws lengthen into hands, its hooked talons shorten into gleaming metallic nails. Its face is a satiny blue-black, its eyes glow red. It opens its mouth and the interior glows a hot crimson.


The black places one foot forward toward the yellow. The yellow draws back.


The black takes another step forward. The yellow raises the whirling disk a small distance, holding it as if it were a shield.


The black tilts its head slightly, as if in appeal. It extends its two hands forward, satiny blue-black palms upward, nails curving at fingertips. It makes a small sound.


The yellow again retreats, but only a very small distance. Cat eyes travel from the face of the black figure to its flat chest, its straight torso, its entreating hands.


The yellow lowers its shield slowly. Its back aches with a throbbing dullness. It peers intently into the face of the black.


This one steps forward. It is not quite the same height as the yellow, appearing from moment to moment the slightest bit shorter or taller than the other. The yellow eyes drop to the feet of the black. The feet are long-toed, taloned. The cat-yellow eyes travel slowly up the piston legs, rest momentarily at the genderless place of their joining, then continue upward to lock with the red eyes of the other.


The black figure opens its arms, its forelimbs ending in perfect hands, the nails curved and sharp-ended. It moves slowly forward. The yellow stands stationary, hands at its sides.


The black reaches forward. It places one hand on the breast of the yellow, fingertips pressing into the soft flesh, palm against the small rigid nipple. The other hand it places on the yellow translucent membrane covering the male genitalia of the androgyne.


As if charged with a seething energy beyond the power of its endurance, the androgyne recoils from the touch of the figure in black, but that neuter being strides forward, maintaining its grasp. The left hand of the black entity, clutching the small breast of the androgyne, is as frigid as the blackest and most distant void. The right hand, clutching the genitalia of the androgyne, is searingly hot.


The yellow writhes, her nipple sending a powerful shock through her breast. His roasting phallus responds to the heated grasp of the figure in black, growing tumescent even in the agony of the other’s grip.


The yellow mouth opens, yellow shouts emerge and fall heavily, bounding and rolling across the plane from which the two figures have arisen. The yellow androgyne writhes away from the neuter black. The talons of the neuter pierce the membrane enclosing the genitalia of the androgyne. Thumb and nail of longest finger tear toward each other. The membrane is split. The organs of the androgyne are exposed; the claws of the neuter hold only dripping shreds of torn membrane.


Again the yellow writhes. Her breast slips away from the frigid grip of the neuter. She whirls and runs a short distance, hurls herself into space, drifts gently downward.


As she drifts she holds her injured parts. Her torn flesh pains her at back and shoulder. From the burst membrane of his crotch a small blob of mucous egg-yellow fluid rolls along one thigh. He floats slowly, as if buoyed near to equilibrium. He rolls slowly, drifting downward, eyes turned back toward the height from which he had leaped.


Above, as on a promontory, the black figure stands, skin glistening bluely, eyes and mouth open, a ruddy triad of dim light. The yellow sees the swirling disk lying beside the black. The black bends, heavily raises the spiral in both its hands.


Limbs straining with effort, the neuter raises the disk above itself. It whirls the disk faster and faster above its head. Bright specks fly from the edges of the disk, elongated arms stretch longer yet. The black squats, rises, whirls, heaves the disk after the yellow.


The yellow begins to flee, drops her feet to the level plane, pounds away from the height. The whirling disk approaches closer and closer, emitting a piercing scream as it dances through space toward the yellow androgyne. Even as she runs she realizes that she cannot distance the whirling disk and instead swerves to one side.


She hears the disk whiz past her as she dodges.


She halts and turns to gaze after the disk. It skims rapidly, its axis parallel to the plane of the androgyne’s flight from the neuter. She stands gasping for breath.


Back on the promontory, the neuter black watches angrily. It climbs slowly down, painful clawhold following clawhold until it arrives within a short distance of the lower plane, then drops softly to all fours. On padded paws it stands, neck arched downward, keen nostrils sniffing for the spoor of the androgyne. Its black tail lashes in fury.


Raising its head again, nostrils quivering, red eyes burning through the blackness that separates it from the yellow, the black entity starts forward, breaking quickly into a space-consuming trot. From time to time it drops its snout to the darkness beneath its feet, confirming the continued presence of spoor. From time to time it raises its head to peer crimson into the darkness ahead of it.


Its tail is long, heavy, restless. It has no genitals.


The androgyne, peering back into the darkness, sees the angry red glow of the beast’s eyes. When the beast drops its head the glow disappears. When it raises its head the glare is renewed, terrible.


The figure in yellow prepares to resume its flight. For a moment he hunkers down, elbows on knees, forehead resting on crossed forearms, breathing raggedly. A spasm grips his intestines and suddenly he adds involuntarily to the spoor.


He rises, takes a few hesitant steps forward, stumbles, rights himself, and attempts to trot. He staggers badly, halts, gathers his failing strength. He stares behind him into the darkness. Twin dots of fiery hue peer after him. A larger, third glow appears beneath them. A cloud of milling hot sparks emerges.


The cloud roars forward, growing as it advances. By the time it reaches the figure in yellow it is larger than he is. It passes over and around him as liquid flows over a sharp rock. As it reaches his ears he hears it as a roar of hatred and impending triumph from the beast that follows.


The androgyne limps away from his pursuer. He stumbles over a clot of material, grasps it in his arms. It is heavy, dense, massive. The androgyne gathers handfuls of undifferentiated stuff from all around her. She begins to pound them onto the clot.


She does not permit it to grow larger, but packs it more densely, making it smaller in volume even as it grows in mass.


Its substance grows so great that increasing amounts of matter are drawn to it. The androgyne herself struggles to keep from being drawn to her own creation, plastered flat across its surface. She pulls in great armloads of flowing, rushing matter, pounding it with all her strength into the sides of the massive clot.


Streaks of matter now rush toward it from all directions. The androgyne can no longer resist the immense force. She looks about herself once more. She sees the figure in black, upright, hominoid, sexless, rushing as it too is drawn toward the huge mass.


The androgyne relaxes as she slips down into the deep heart of the mass. There is a sense of rushing, of pounding, of bursting, of transfiguration; there is an experience of the total lack of sensory stimulation.


Yellow cat eyes blink.


She stands, whole, on a dank cement flooring. Behind her, a massive metallic door, ajar. Ahead of her, a sight at which she blinks yellow cat eyes.




TWO


The cold beneath her feet is different from that of the plain across which she had run. A solid coldness, textured, surfaced, dank; gray mottled darkly by splotches of moisture: it is ordinary. Barefooted, she strides forward. The damp floor extends only a short distance, then she stands upon a different surface.


A moist atmosphere presses hotly upon her skin. She stands amidst streaming greenery. She is wholly female now: hair flows across her shoulders, her breasts yield softly to the caress of a warm breeze; her waist is narrow, hips broad, curled female escutcheon arrows from soft belly to tender pubes.


Turning her head from side to side, she moves forward slowly, blades of scrub grass massaging her insteps with each pace.


The breeze that lifts her hair momentarily carries with it sounds: the hum of varied insects, the swish of heavy fronds, a distant sound of flowing water.


She looks up. The sky is like blue crystal. The sun is huge and yellow-white. Slitted irises in yellow eyes narrow to bar its glare. On her skin the rays of the sun are a tangible presence, pleasant and welcome.


Other sounds reach her They are deep, vague, like monstrous crashings and boomings carried from a great distance. Nothing nearby in any direction, she turns to gaze back toward the doorway and naked flooring. She cannot find them.


Behind her a green plain stretches far: misted hills rise to meet the horizon. Ahead and to one side more hills climb jaggedly into the untainted blue, giving way to tall stands of vegetation and to the glimmer of rippling water.


She tastes the air, its flavors pressing on her tongue: brown-warm, green-moist, alive. She swallows. Her saliva carries the flavors of the air.


Nectar.


Her exhalations are at first characterless.


She paces toward green forest. Her feet toughen quickly. Calluses are unharmed by saw-edged blades of tough grasses. Her hands are empty. Her hair trails behind her. The sun beats upon her shoulders. Her back is smooth, soon beginning to tan to an even brownness.


There is only the suggestion of parallel lines running from shoulder to waist, a redness that may soon disappear beneath the brown that ripples with each swing of arm, each stride of leg.


She increases her gait to an easy trot.


She breathes easily, deeply, mouth open to savor the rich air, an undefined chant rising from her chest. A light flow of perspiration springs to her face, her chest, and her back. Droplets run down her legs, shaken and falling to the green plants with each strike of foot upon earth.


She feels the light jolt of each stride running from foot to hip, the play of muscles in her legs as each is raised, shoved ahead, allowed to drop back to earth. Her weight is thrown forward through long, easy strides, resting momentarily upon this foot, upon that foot. Her arms swing easily as she runs. Her breathing is strong.


Small shrubs begin to dot the grass-covered plain. Low, thick-boled, sturdy. As long as they are sparsely positioned she plots her course among them easily. The sun has slid from its zenith: it is afternoon. The warmth of the day has increased, her perspiration has grown heavier, the air within her lungs is also heavier, moist, tinctured with the suggestion of life.


A point glitters darkly near the earth, glinting featurelessly. It hovers for a moment, then darts through the air, seemingly disappearing into the dark green fronds of a low-standing, thick-bodied plant.


Transfixed, she halts.


Between two squat primitive trees a web glitters and bobs in the moist breeze. Its strands are thick, heavy, drooping nearly to the ground with their own weight. Its pattern is simple, radial strands interwoven with concentric polyhedrons.


In its center squats a fat spider, black and dull, covered with rough hair. It is as large in body as would be a cross section of a woman’s leg taken halfway between knee and thigh.


The flash, the woman sees now, was that of a large flying insect, membranous-winged, captured now in the spider’s web. Other insects flit through the heavy air. Some hover near the large spider. The spider does not move. The only movement in the web is that of the newly trapped flyer striving frantically to work its way free. Its struggles slowly grow feeble.


The woman resumes her movement across the plain. She too moves more slowly now. She is not obsessed with any fear of becoming entrapped, but cautiously she observes the spaces between the thick, short trees before passing between any two.


The trees begin to grow more closely spaced and in greater variety. Some are as tall as the woman, some taller. She perceives that she is entering the forest toward which she had been striding. As taller and more numerous trees are encountered, the areas of shade that they cast become larger and are less often broken by patches of direct sunlight.


The woman steps into a clearing. The ground is still warm here but it is cooler than had been that on the plain. The woman raises her face to the sky, cat-yellow eyes irising narrowly. Jewel-green tints of light arrow earthward where sunlight is caught in the accidental momentary focus of dark leaves.


The sun is falling. Already it is low in the sky.


From a tree limb a pair of eyes observe the woman. She shifts her gaze away from the yellow-white sun. For the moment a complementary afterimage obscures her vision. Through this darkly glowing orb she perceives two tiny specks observing her. As she watches, the triangle is completed by the opening of a maw beneath the eyes.


A sound emerges from the maw, a startling shriek, For a moment the myriad noises of the forest, low and unobtrusive, are halted. A shocked stillness fills the glade, echoes from the woods surrounding it.


The woman makes her response to the shriek, a hardly formed vocalization, unarticulated. Briefly the glowing eyes snap shut. Only the open mouth remains. Then again one speck gives way to two. The humming of an insect emerges from within the woods. The sounds of life resume.


The woman shudders in sudden cold shadow. With her hands she rubs her chilled shoulders and upper arms. She draws a breath deeply, feels its lessened warmth, exhales again.


Turning in the direction of the water she had earlier seen, she moves off among tall trees. As she passes from the glade there is a soft sound behind her, a plop as of some soft-bodied creature dropping carefully from a frond limb to the ground. She looks back but sees nothing.


She walks beneath creaking trees. Their branches arch high, their leaves block the declining sunlight from the forest. The ground is covered with a layer of fallen vegetation, moist and cooling, soft beneath the feet of the woman.


There are soft sounds also. Scutterings from shadowy spaces near the trunks of trees. Gentle scrapings and slitherings from the branches. Everywhere, humming and buzzing, ever soft, ever quiet, ever present.


The wind must still be active, for the branches above waver and sigh. At the level of the earth, all is still.


The woman feels hunger. She looks at the plant life around her in search of something edible. She sees nothing of promise.


She moves on.


Her body begins to send signs of fatigue. Muscles loosened by sun warmth and exercise begin slowly to tighten and ache with the slower movement of walking in the cool shadow.


Deeper in the woods the woman hears the burble and splash of running water. She changes the direction of her march toward the sound.


She continues beneath the tall trees. Few smaller plants grow between their trunks. Where a rare break in the forest roof permits the entrance of sunlight there are grasses and bushes. Some of the bushes bear berries.


The woman stops before one such. She cocks her head toward the sky: the sun is nearly gone, the canopy’s early evening colors changing from a crisp blue to a dark violet laced with flashings of gold, orange, purple.


She pulls a single berry from the bush. It is the size of the last joint of her smallest finger. Its surface is a dark red, formed with globular nodules. She holds it gingerly between forefinger and thumb, rolling it from side to side, placing pressure lightly upon it. A droplet of juice is forced from the berry and spreads upon her fingers.


She stares at the juice curiously, then raises her hand to taste it. She parts her teeth. Her tongue licks the berry’s juice from her fingers, leaving a thin track of saliva on the skin of her hand. The juice of the berry is tart and warm. She pops the berry into her mouth and chews it slowly, the juice and pulp sampled by tongue, teeth, cheeks, the roof of her mouth. The tartness makes her grimace but she decides that the sensation is not wholly unpleasant.


She plucks a large bunch of berries from the bush, holding them in both her hands. She places a few in her mouth, chews and swallows them pleasurably, eats more, sits on the cool vegetation with her legs crossed, her hair thrown back, eating happily until all the berries are consumed.


Red juice paints her tongue and lips, dribbles from her chin and runs between her breasts, accumulates momentarily in her navel, then runs again to disappear into the shrubbery between her thighs.


When she has finished eating the red fruit she licks juice from her hands, wipes them on her body, rises, and moves again in the direction of water.


As she does so, a dark shape scuttles from beneath the berry bush and disappears between two thick-boled trees.


The woman feels the chilling evening air on her body as she walks upon soft, cool vegetation. The sound of water is closer. She attempts to see through the trees and the evening gloom. Cat eyes widen with effort.


Unexpectedly there is a break in the woods. Before the woman stretches a narrow beach; beyond it, water.


She stands beneath a tall tree. Before her, pale sand gleams weakly in the last light of dusk. Wavelets foam softly against the shore, reflecting light impinging from the horizon. The water’s surface flashes irregularly with the ripples and small splashes of its flow.


Beyond the waves is another narrow strand, and beyond this lies land of a nature unlike that of the forest.


The woman steps from between dark, drooping trees. There is a scuttling noise from behind her. She crosses the sand, feeling in it a remnant of the day’s warmth, its coarse grains adhering to her naked feet.


At the edge of the water she squats momentarily, searching the woods behind her for pursuit, then falls to her belly and drinks, lapping the water with her berry-stained tongue. It is icily chilling yet fresh and pleasant on her face and in her mouth.


Thirst slaked, she rises. Where red juice had streaked her body, now there is a rough coating of sand. She brushes at it, then stops and walks forward to the water.


Marine arachnids and water beetles scuttling about on the surface scramble to avoid the woman, save one arthropod, fat-bodied, black, red eyes aglow. It squats perilously, its weight distributed in an octagonal pattern upon the surface of the bearing liquid.


It watches the woman, neither advancing nor withdrawing from her presence. The woman fixes the creature with a yellow glare. Its mouth opens and shuts. The woman walks beyond it, the water growing deeper as she proceeds. She turns and moves in the direction of the flow of the water.


By the time she is beyond sight of the fat arachnid the water has reached her thighs. She gasps: a sudden, deep inhalation; and plunges into the water. It envelops her flesh coldly. She whirls in its embrace, rises to the surface with her face to the sky, hair floating about her on the water. She scrubs sand and red juice from her skin, the juice carried away from her body by cold flowing water, the sand sinking slowly in large granules to the bed of the river.
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