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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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PRELIMINARY PROCEEDINGS: INPUT SESSION ONE


—You understand what you must do. You have undertaken and completed your training for this task. You know that what you are about to do is of the utmost necessity for the further continuance of the well-being, and perhaps the existence, of our descendants. Are you in agreement with that concept?


—I am, Recorder.


—Good. What goes into the Record must be of the highest quality. No truth can be absolute, but the truth of the Record must be as close to absolute as it is possible for us to make it. Do you understand and believe that?


—I understand and believe it, Recorder.


—Then you know that every detail, down to the slightest, should go into the Record. Every impression, no matter how fleeting; every nuance of thought and emotion; every memory that can be made available must be brought forth.


For all that the work will be purely mental, and not physical, you will find it the hardest labor you have ever undertaken in your life. Do you willingly undertake this labor?


—I do willingly undertake it, Recorder.


—Are you ready, then, to begin this Recording?


—I am ready, Recorder.


—Then make your mind one with mine, as I have made mine one with the All-Mind …
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WE BEGIN!
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Heat, pain, and blinding light, burning through my skin and my eyelids. And the taste of bitter salt in my mouth.


The sensations filled me, rooted me in consciousness while that part of my mind which could think floated away and returned. Among the jumble of wandering thoughts, one came clearly:


The fireball killed me. This is what Hell feels like.


But it had no real meaning and it ebbed away into a blankness which seemed eternal.


At last I became aware of directional sensation. The incredible heat surrounded me, but under my fingers as I moved them weakly, pressing against my left cheek, scattered in my eyes and mouth, there was a grittiness that was somehow familiar. Rationality was returning. It was sand.


I was lying on the ground somewhere, on gritty, salty sand.


I lifted my head and tried to spit out the sand, but my mouth was too dry and all I could do was push the sand out with my tongue. With one hand I brushed grit from my eyes and opened them.


I groaned, and lurched up into a sitting position. I sat there with my hands covering my eyes and wept away the savage sting of salt.


When I could open my eyes again, I did so very cautiously, shading them with my hands. At first I thought that I had been blinded in a reverse way, that instead of blackness I was destined always to see only a brilliant white glare. Slowly the light grew tolerable, and the whiteness resolved itself into understandable divisions.


Above me a thin cloud layer diffused the sun’s light, but had no discernible dimming effect on it. Light and heat beat down on a fierce white desert, which amplified and reflected them. I had never believed that anything could be that hot.


As I turned my head to look around, the pain in my body focused sharply. A lump on my head, above and behind my right ear, was throbbing mightily. And my neck was so stiff that I was forced to wonder how long I had been lying here, slowly frying on the floor of this desert.


What I saw around me was a broad vista of nothing. Or almost nothing. In the flat, nearly featureless desert, two things stood out.


One was nearby. A few yards to my right lay a man, perfectly still, with his face turned away from me. The bright yellow and green of his clothes was oddly comforting, a single spot of color in the gray-white desert.


The other was distant. Toward every horizon but one, the desert flowed unevenly. Here and there were short bushes, spreading almost flat just above the ground. In the sand, crawling around me, were small, pale ants. Yet all this life was a part of the vast, deadly desert, blending smoothly into the endless panorama of nothingness.


Except in one direction.


The land rose slowly to touch the white cloud layer of the sky, and in the far distance a strip of blue, parallel to the horizon, marked their meeting. I had no way of knowing what that line of blue meant, but it was far more attractive than the grayness which surrounded me. It was the only way out of the desert, and I knew I had to move in that direction.


That desperate need carried me clumsily to my feet, and I was instantly grateful that I had managed to stand. My clothes had been crumpled and pressed against my body, but the movement jarred them loose, and, as they fell away from my skin, the heat became almost bearable.


A weight dragged on my right shoulder. I looked at my clothes, touched my chest, and discovered a folded strip of sturdy tan fabric supporting that weight. A baldric—and a sword?


The sword was too heavy for my trembling hands to hold it up for examination, but behind it was hanging a small pouch. At the thought that it might contain food, I was suddenly very hungry. But when I opened it, I found only five large golden coins.


Perhaps the other man had some food …


The other man!


I staggered over to him and fell to my knees. I hadn’t the faintest notion who he was, but if he were still alive …


He wasn’t. The stiffness of the corpse as I rolled him over told me he had been dead for long. And the blood-caked shreds of his tunic made it obvious that he had not died of thirst. He was an ugly sight.


The dry heat had desiccated what could never have been a handsome face. The supraorbital ridges were prominent beneath a high brow. The nose had a pushed-in look, like that of a gorilla, so that the nostrils showed. The chin was massive and squarish.


The dead mouth was open. Cracked and shrunken lips had shriveled back from large, even teeth; the canines were unusually long. Ants were crawling in and out of the open mouth.


I looked away quickly.


But I searched the body thoroughly, hoping to find a bottle of water or some food. All I could come up with was a sword I took to be like the one I was wearing, and another pouch. This one was filled with smaller coins of different sizes, and, without thinking, I poured them out of his pouch and into mine. Some of the coins spilled over my shaking hand. I didn’t pick them out of the sand; it was just too much trouble to try.


I stood up then, and looked around again. There was still nothing that promised change except the tantalizing blue ridge at the edge of the visible world. I started to walk toward it, but something drew me back to the dead man. His sword.


Clumsily I pulled the baldric off the body and tried to lift it over my head—but I hadn’t the strength to lift the sword. So I set off toward the horizon, holding the baldric and dragging the heavy sword behind me. I didn’t know why, but I knew I didn’t want to leave the sword out in the desert.


For an endless time I stumbled across the desert floor. My feet slipped in the sand; I tripped over low bushes I was too tired to avoid; sometimes my legs just let me fall. Tiny, sharp-edged rocks, concealed by the sand, cut my hands and face. Each time I fell, the salty sand ground into my raw wounds, until my skin was on fire.


I kept moving. The only real thing in the world was the faint line of blue, always ahead of me but never any nearer. I knew I had to keep walking to reach it, so walk I did. One foot in front of the other, struggling back to my feet when I fell, I forced my way across the desert.


I realized dimly that I must be moving north. The sharp glare in the sky which must be the sun above the cloud layer was behind me and moving toward my left. But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.


I stopped once with a feeling of surprise. Why couldn’t I move? I traced the problem to my left arm—something was pulling at it. I looked down and saw that I still held the loop of the baldric in my hand. Somehow the sword had become too heavy to move. Why was I dragging it, anyway?


I had no answer. I let go the baldric and almost fell. I started walking again, with a feeling of satisfaction that I had solved an immense problem.


I was suddenly convinced that I was being followed. I whirled around, the violence of the turn making me stagger, and looked for the follower. Nothing. As far as I could see, the desert was empty except for me. But the sensation persisted: I was not alone.


Now my steady, straight-ahead plodding became a zigzag course. I walked a few yards, then jumped around to try to catch whoever or whatever was trailing me. There was never anything: no movement, no sound. So I turned back and walked on—not quite in the same direction I had been going.


So, for a time, I forgot about the blue line. My attention was behind me, and almost as if it were a game, I walked and turned, walked and turned.


My strength failed. My legs suddenly quit, and I slammed heavily into the salt-thick ground. I simply lay there. I knew I could not stand up again.


Could I move at all? Yes. I could crawl.


The shock of this last fall had knocked some sense back into me. Forget the whatever-it-is that’s following; blue means salvation. I sighted the line of blue and aimed for it again, began to drag myself through the sand.


I heard a rumbling noise behind me. I was too weak to turn around, so I rolled over on my back and dug my elbows into the sand to lift my head. I wasn’t afraid; rather, I was glad to find the answer to the mystery.


A few yards away from me stood the biggest damned cat I had ever seen.


No wonder I hadn’t been able to spot him. He was covered with a grayish pale tan fur that blended almost perfectly with the drab surroundings. The low coughing sound came from his throat as he paced restlessly back and forth.


He began to walk a spiral, moving slowly around me and coming gradually closer.


I was sure that the cat’s shoulders would have brushed my chin if I were standing. He—I had never thought of him as “it” after I saw him, and as he prowled around me, his maleness was obvious—was built like a tiger, with a powerful chest and a long, agile body. When he growled I could see well-developed canines in his mouth. The image of a saber-tooth came to me, but these teeth were nothing like the exaggerated knives of that animal.


I watched the cat watching me. He came in closer, sniffing. I became aware of his odor: vaguely muskish, not unpleasant, and somehow familiar.


My neck was getting tired, following the cat’s circling. Suddenly he stopped and looked directly at me.


I couldn’t defend myself against a kitten, I thought at him. You might as well come eat me. It’s better than dying of thirst.


The cat didn’t move.


Come ahead, I urged. You’re welcome.


As though he had heard my thoughts, the cat let out a roar that literally shook the ground, and bounded eagerly toward me.


I knew that I had invited him. I was even willing to let him eat me, in a tentative sort of way. But the sight of that great cat closing in for the kill drained away my remaining strength. I collapsed back into the sand and my mind slipped away from me.
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Water!


It was dripping on my lips, and I licked at it weakly. More drops fell. I licked again.


“Not too much at first,” said a voice. “When a man has been too long without water, it is a strong shock to his system to give him too much.”


The voice was that of a man, but he spoke with an odd, faintly guttural accent that I couldn’t place. I was fully awake now. But I didn’t open my eyes. I was perfectly content to lie there licking the water as it dripped on my lips.


“More, Respected Father?” The voice of either a woman or a young boy. The accent was the same.


Drip. Lick. Drip. Lick. Nothing in my life had ever tasted quite that good. It seemed that the water even smelled good. Drip. Lick.


I was flat on my back, resting on something noticeably cooler than the desert floor. The air around me and the delicious water were cool and fresh. Suddenly the dripping seemed too slow. I wanted a drink of water. I opened my mouth.


“See.” The man’s voice. “He responds. A little more now, Lamothet. Not too much.”


When my mouth felt moist enough to talk, I said: “Has Keeshah water?”


“The sha’um will take it only from you, Rider.”


I knew what I had said, and I understood what had been said to me. But it had no meaning. I blinked and sat up. What the hell were we talking about? My mind seemed fuzzy, as if it were slightly out of focus.


The room I was in was cool because it was protected from the desert heat by thick walls made of huge translucent blocks. Sunlight penetrated the walls and suffused the room with a soft light, which was a welcome change from the painful glare I had first seen.


More of the large, regular blocks stood free around the room as furniture. On some of these, and hanging on the walls, were finely woven cloths, richly embroidered. One served as a pad for the man-sized block on which I had awakened.


There were three other people in the room with me. A young boy—Lamothet, I presumed—was holding a small, delicate cup, adorned with tiny geometric designs. There was a strong-looking man who could only be “Respected Father”, and another man not quite as young as Lamothet. The older man wore authority with the same ease that he wore his long, clean, white tunic.


My voice sounded as strange as theirs when I spoke.


“Where am I?” I asked. “How did I get here?”


“You are in the Refreshment House of Yafnaar, and are most welcome, Rider,” said the elder. He put gentle hands on my shoulders and pressed me back. “As for how you got here, why, you came on the back of your sha’um, of course.” He unstoppered a small-mouthed jar that matched the cup’s design, took the cup from the boy, and filled it. He lifted my shoulders and helped me drink.


“You must rest a while longer.”


I lay back and looked closely at the man’s face, and realized with a start that he could be related to the corpse I had left out in the desert. He was by no means as ugly, but he had the same high forehead, jutting brows, and pug nose, all a little less pronounced. Even the canines. They weren’t the pointed fangs of a movie vampire, but wide, strong teeth, more like short tusks than fangs. The other two had that same look—a family resemblance?


I decided not to mention the corpse. If these were his family, they might think I had killed him. And it troubled me in an unknown way that I had left his sword out on the desert.


I closed my eyes to a wave of weakness, and again an unfamiliar word came naturally to my lips. “Keeshah?”


“You may tend your sha’um when you are more rested. He is strong—stronger than you. Relax.”


My sha’um. Funny word. Shah-oom. With a glottal stop.


I remembered.


The big cat looming over me, not attacking but nuzzling in an urgent way. Trying to get his huge head under my unmoving bulk. I understood at last, and put my arms around his neck. He surged upward, lifting me to my knees, then lay down on the sand in front of me. I fell across his back, managed to turn my body to straddle him, and again locked my arms around his neck. Then he carried me across the desert in long, loping strides. The last thing I could remember before waking here was the regular, comforting motion of the strong body beneath me.


Yes, Keeshah was stronger than I could ever hope to be. He was a sha’um.


Sha’um. Great cat. Or, literally: cat great. This language put the adjective after the noun, as the Romance languages did.


What? I started from my half-doze. What the hell is going on in my head? It suddenly became very important for me to find out who I was.


I tried to sit up and ask my new friends, but I couldn’t. That last cup of water must have been drugged. I gave in and relaxed again. I think I’m better, I told myself with crazy logic. At least I know now that I don’t know who I am.


I dozed off, still puzzling over a language I understood perfectly, and at the same time knew damned well I had never heard before.


I dreamed a dream.


“The Mediterranean is beautiful on a moonlit night, is it not?” said a voice at my elbow. A woman’s voice, huskier than contralto, a voice that suited the evening. Her Italian sounded Milanese.


I turned to look at her, sure before I saw her of what I would see. I had just been thinking of her, remembering the happy laugh I had heard across the dining room, wishing that during this cruise I might meet her on deck and share just such a lovely night with her. If I have learned anything in my long life, it is that wishes occasionally come true.


She was tall, five feet seven or so—she would have said 170 centimeters—with the blonde hair and the svelte figure of the Lombard. Her gracefully and delectably low-cut gown had the unmistakable, expensive look of Alderuccio of Rome.


“It is made even more beautiful by your presence, Contessa,” I said. A man of sixty can afford to be gallant, especially if it’s the truth.


Her lovely laugh rang out. “I am not the Contessa, signore.”


“You must be, my dear. At dinner this evening, the gentleman next to me—Colonello Gucci—distinctly said to me, ‘Dottore, you see that most beautiful woman sitting a few places down from the end, at the Captain’s table? That is the Contessa di Falco.’ Since you were the most beautiful woman at that table—indeed, on the ship—I concluded he meant you.”


“No.” She shook her head and made the silver-set dangles at her ears wink in the moonlight. “That is my sister, who was sitting next to me. I am Antonia Alderuccio.”


I gestured at the dress. “You are Alderuccio of Rome?”


“Wrong again, signore. That is my uncle.” She moved closer to the railing, and the breeze brought the light scent of her perfume past me. “I am sorry, signore, that no one pointed out to me such a distinguished man as yourself. You are Dottore …?”


“Ricardo Carillo, at your service, signorina.”


She turned to face me. The surprise on her face was a fine compliment. “You are Spanish? You speak Italian perfectly!”


“Thank you, but I am Spanish only by ancestry. I am an American.”


“Naturalized, then?”


“No, native born, My ancestors were living in California before the English ever heard of the place.”


“How wonderful! I have seen the cinema films of the early Californians.” She drew up the skirt of her gown, assumed the en garde, and attacked me with an invisible rapier in her right hand. “Zorro! So! Zzzt-zzzt-zzzt!”


She stopped. I looked at her in astonishment, then laughed as I had not laughed in years. She dropped her pose and laughed with me.


I was grateful to her. She was young enough to be my granddaughter, yet with her exuberance, she had not so much flaunted her own youth as reminded me of mine. We were closer now; friends.


When we could speak again, she said: “But that still does not explain how you speak Italian so well.”


“The truth is dull, I’m afraid. I have the honor to be a Professor of Romance Languages, University of California at Santa Barbara.”


“But I think of professores always as intense and stoop-shouldered, wearing glasses and not quite looking at one.” She looked at me critically. “You look more like a military man.”


Her zaniness was infectious. I snapped to attention and saluted crisply.


“Master Sergeant Ricardo Carillo, United States Marine Corps, Retired; at your service, signorina.” I relaxed and added, “Actually, I only made corporal in the regulars; the six stripes came from reserve time.”


“I know the reputation of the Marines of the United States—they are the finest fighting force in the world. How brave you must be!” Was she laughing at me? A little, perhaps, but not entirely. I had indeed impressed her; knowing that I could impressed me.


“Not brave, signorina. Cautious. The Corps has a saying: ‘There are old Marines, and there are bold Marines, but there are no old, bold Marines.’ It’s funnier in English, I’m afraid.”


“But it makes sense in any language,” she said seriously. “Why are you sailing the Mediterranean on a cruise ship, Ricardo?” The sound of my first name was very special in her voice. It was a gentle intimacy between us.


“I’m taking a sabbatical leave, Antonia. I’ve been to Europe before—often, in fact. But always on business. Linguistics research, conferences, and other such mundane activities which didn’t allow me to appreciate the countries I saw. This time it’s just for fun: a pleasure trip.”


I told her only what she needed to know of the truth. Could I tell her that my health was bad, that diabetes and kidney infection and just plain old age had caught up with me? I don’t think the knowledge would have driven Antonia away, but I was afraid that it would drive her closer, which, under these circumstances, would have been even more repellent to me. Besides, the deck of a cruise ship, surrounded by the shimmering, restive Mediterranean, was no place to speak of death.


“Oh, look, Ricardo. Look!” She had been watching the sky with that thoughtful look that is so appealing in young women, but now she pointed upward, completely alert. “That star! It is getting brighter and brighter.”


I did look. There was a pinpoint of light in the sky, unmoving, which was indeed growing brighter second by second.


“Is that what the astronomers call a nova?” she asked. There was excitement in her voice.


I watched the light closely; it changed color. It was orange, then yellow, finally white. And still it grew brighter.


“I’m afraid that’s not in my line, Antonia.” I told her. “But I’d say it has to be at least a supernova.”


I tried to keep the fear from my voice. But now it was a small ball of fire, visibly growing, which did not seem to move. I thought I knew what it was.


A meteor, I thought. It’s coming straight at us.


A falling star, a bolide, a great hunk of rock or iron—it wasn’t my field, as I’d told Antonia, but I knew enough to be frightened. It was a huge mass of space debris, coming in from the sky at a velocity measurable only in miles per second. To say “thirty-six thousand miles an hour” doesn’t mean anything unless you think about it, and we had no time to think.


But I had time to feel. I had come to terms, more or less, with my own death long ago. I had half expected to die before I got home; only the manner of it was an incredible surprise. But I felt a totally irrational guilt, as though this disaster were my fault, and because of me, everyone on the ship would die, too.


And Antonia. I was angry on her behalf. So young … Too young …


I didn’t tell her what I knew. I didn’t even try to give an alarm, because I knew there was no time. We simply stood together and watched it grow in eerie silence—it was moving far faster than the speed of sound. From the time she had first seen it until it struck could not have been more than ten or twelve seconds.


Brighter and brighter … larger … closer …


It became a great ball of unbearable light …


I woke up screaming.
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I opened my eyes. The soft light around me, diffused through the frosty walls, told me that day had come again. I sat up slowly, surprised to find that I was feeling quite well.


The young man was seated on a nearby white block, padded, as mine was, with colorful tapestry. He stood up with the silent grace cultivated by those who tend the sick, and smiled at me tentatively.


“You had a bad night last night,” he said. “Are you better this morning?”


“Much better,” I assured him. “I’m sorry if I worried you. I had a—a dream.” As I said it, I knew it hadn’t been precisely a dream.


“You screamed,” he said. There was a look of consternation on his face, as though he wanted to ask me why, but hesitated. He compromised. “Were you sent a portent of disaster?”


“No. A … memory of a past one.” I smiled at him; I didn’t want more questions right now. “Don’t disturb yourself, please. It was nothing.”


The worry fell away from his face. “Good. I am Keddan of the Fa’aldu. I think you will have more water, then we will bring you a porridge. These things must not be done too swiftly, or you will be sick at your stomach and waste much water.”


I watched him as he unstoppered the decorated pitcher and poured water into two of the fragile cups. He moved with studied care and spilled not a single drop. He was wearing the same kind of long white tunic as the “Respected Father” had worn, and I wondered briefly if the white robes were a uniform of some kind. I put the thought aside as Keddan brought the two cups over to me.


He offered both of them, unmistakably inviting me to choose one for myself. I understood the gesture; he was assuring me that this drink was not drugged. And it wasn’t until he dismissed it in this way that I realized the suspicion had been in my mind. Gratefully, I took one of the cups and drank thirstily—though I was careful not to spill any.


The water was cool and had a pleasant flavor which I didn’t recognize at first. I realized as I finished the cup that it was brackish. There was salt in the water—enough, at least, to taste it.


The well must contain a trace of salt, I decided; that would hardly be surprising out here in the desert.


“I will go now to prepare your breakfast,” Keddan said, when he had placed pitcher and cups in a narrow recess cut from one of the blocks that formed an inside wall. “Is there any other service you desire?”


“No, thank you, Keddan. May I sit here and rest a little?”


“That would be good, Rider. When you are ready to water your sha’um, you have but to ask.” He pushed aside a tapestry which concealed a doorway and was gone.


I was glad to be alone. I had a lot to think about. And I was infinitely glad to be able to think again. The day before had been a jumble of confusion and exhaustion; an incoherent desperation had driven me across the desert. Yesterday I had only wanted to survive.


Today I wanted answers. What the hell has happened to me? Where am I? Oh, I know, I told myself impatiently, in the Refreshment House of Yafnaar, among the Fa’aldu. And where does that get me?


Today, at least, I had a rational mind. I had defined the problem and could approach it logically. The first step: assemble all the facts I had—the facts, that is, as I understood them.


FACT ONE: My name was Ricardo Emilio Carillo, lately of California. All right, face the toughest one first. Do you mean “lately” or simply “late”? Yesterday I had considered with utter detachment the possibility that I had died and arrived in Hell. Certainly I had believed, when the fireball was coming toward me, that I was about to die.


I had never thought much about the character of Hell—or, for that matter, of Heaven. But I had always assumed, I realized as I thought about it now, that I would feel very different. Whatever the place was like—either one—I should not feel as … well, as alive.


And right now, with my head still dully throbbing, the hardness of the block beneath me intangible even through the thin padding, the pleasant salty taste of the water lingering in my mouth, I felt very much alive.


I made up my mind, then, to set aside the question of my death in another life. In this life, in this world, I was alive; and the world around me was absolutely real.


It occurred to me that my decision followed classic lines of thought: the nature of reality à la Bishop George Berkeley, and the Cartesian cogito ergo sum. Whatever it was based on, having made the decision made me feel much better. And it led me to examine the next fact.


FACT TWO: This place did not exist on the Earth as I knew it. It had similarities to Death Valley in California, the great salt flats of Utah, and the desert areas around the Dead Sea. But I had been to all three places; I knew for a certainty that this desert was different. Nor could it be the Sahara or the Gobi, which I hadn’t seen; I knew they had nothing like the salty quality of this place.


Could I be on an entirely different planet? Only, I decided, if it weren’t in Earth’s planetary system. Even I knew that there were no planets except Earth in the Solar System with breathable atmosphere.


I didn’t have enough information to settle this question at the moment. I set it aside.


FACT THREE: I had studied languages all my life, specializing in the Romance languages, but along the way acquiring a nodding friendship with most of the languages of my world. I had never even heard of this language. Where, when, and how did I acquire such an automatic command of Gandaresh?


There! It happened again! A word I need pops out of nowhere—a word I know, and yet I don’t.


Gandaresh: people-talk.


The word was there in my mind as though it had always been there. With it was another one: Gandalara. People-place. I had one of the answers I had been searching for. Where was I? Why, in Gandalara, of course.


But where, damn it, is Gandalara?


No answer.


So I had a memory I hadn’t had before, but it was limited to things of this world, the Gandalaran world. It would be no help in solving the puzzle of my presence here. But, I thought with relief, it’s going to be a hell of a lot of help in getting along here!


FACT FOUR: I had a very painful bump on the right side of my head, just above and behind the ear. What was that contributing to my state of mind?


It didn’t matter, I decided. I had done all the logical thinking I could or wanted to do. I’d relax a while and simply accept things as they came.


I got up from the padded stone and stretched experimentally. I could feel an annoying sting here and there on my hide—and winced at the memory of my trek across the desert. Looking back, it was almost as though I had bounced across it: up on my feet, flat on my face, up on my feet, slam to the ground …


All in all, it was remarkable that I felt so good. Abrasions all over my body, of course, and the palms of my hands felt very tender. I was a little stiff, but the stretching helped that. It could have been worse. Very much worse. By comparison to the condition I might have been in, I felt terrific.


I walked a few steps around the room, intending to look at everything, but I was first drawn to the wall of the house. Its translucent stone intrigued me; it was like no building material I had ever seen before. It had a random crystalline quality: it was generally more translucent than alabaster, but in some places it was as transparent as glass, in others as opaque as fine white marble. The closest familiar comparison I could make was to rock crystal—quartz.


The engineering problem seemed enormous. It took precision and skill and lots of power to mine and shape that hard mineral, and the impression these people had given me had no suggestion of that kind of power. How on Earth—try to think like a native: how in Gandalara?—could they mine and handle blocks about the size and shape of a case of beer?


Faen. Beer. Thank you, memory. It was nice to know that fermentation was practiced here. Oh, a beer—how I wanted an ice cold beer!


I withdrew from that line of thought as fast I could. I had to concentrate on learning about this world, not waste time in longing for the one I had lost.


Still fascinated by the stone, I ran my dry palms over the wall. It was smoother than I had suspected. In fact, it seemed too smooth to be a natural mineral. Could it be some kind of cast glass? No; the crystalline structure was quite apparent. As I stared thoughtfully into the block which was at my eye level, I began to see something familiar in it. Distorted as they were, the crystals seemed cubic and they reminded me of something …


It came to me. To confirm it, I wet one forefinger with my tongue, rubbed it on the wall, and tasted it.


Son of a bitch! I thought. The place is made of rock salt.


Now here was knowledge I could use. It meant, of course, that rock salt was readily available to the Fa’aldu, but besides that: One, it hadn’t rained here since this house was built; and Two, rain must have been unknown here for a long time before they built it. Surely nobody would go to the trouble to build a house like this if he expected it to be washed away at any moment. Building materials have to suit the environment. Adobe works fine, for instance, in the arid Southwest United States, but try building a ’dobe hacienda on the coast of Maine.


I moved over to the draped doorway through which Keddan had gone. The heavy curtain seemed to have been woven of several different thicknesses of yarn. Some were merely thin threads, as smooth as tanned leather, but others were three times as thick, some of them fuzzy and bristly, like fat twine.


They were all different tones of the same medium blue, except for a wide strand so much lighter than the rest that it stood out from the blue background. It formed no pattern that I could see this close to it, so I stepped back a pace—


—and caught my breath.


The overall effect of the thing was a sheet of water—cascading from ceiling to floor.


An indoor waterfall in the middle of the desert! It was incredibly beautiful—even cooling.


I wondered, suddenly, if one of the people I had met had crafted that amazing tapestry.


As I looked around the room for more wonders, I caught sight of a polished bronze plaque set shoulder-high in the outer wall. I was seeing it from a shallow angle which should have made visible anything etched on its surface, and I could see nothing there. Curious, I walked over to stand directly in front of it.


For a moment, I thought I was looking through transparent metal—a window of some kind. Through it I saw, looking in, another member of that same family of heavy-browed, pug-nosed people. Embarrassed by the confrontation, I opened my mouth to speak—I don’t know what, a greeting, an apology—but I never said anything.


The man “outside” moved when I moved.


I was looking at my own reflection in a Gandalaran mirror—except that the face I saw in it was not my face. At least, it was not the face of Ricardo Carillo.


I stared into the eyes of a face I had never seen before, and they began to look terribly frightened. I looked away and examined the rest of the face instead. I was wearing it, after all; I should get to know it.


The supraorbital ridges were quite pronounced, making a semicircle of bone that hooded the eyes. The eyebrows were faint and sparse, composed of fine dark-blond hairs that followed the bony ridges across the top of the nose, around, and down to the corners of the eyes.


Above the supraorbital ridges, the brow was high, and short dark-blond hair swept down from the scalp in a sharp widow’s peak. I reached up with my left hand and touched it. It was short all over, like a crew cut, but it lay nearly flat against the skull. It was fine and soft, almost like fur.


I followed the line between the eyes down to the nose, and as I watched it, it wrinkled with distaste. Pug. Not as flat as that of the corpse in the desert, but most definitely a pug nose, and I have never been fond of them. They offend me for some reason—maybe because I don’t care to be looking up people’s nostrils.


I looked down to the mouth. Firm and large, perhaps a little too thin-lipped, but a very pleasant mouth—a mouth I could live with.


I smiled at the mirror image, just a little. Only the great canines showed. I smiled wider.


Look at those beautiful teeth!


Strong and white, even those tusks were gorgeous. I made faces into the mirror, trying to see all the way inside my mouth. Not a single cavity that I could see. I grabbed my upper teeth with the fingers of both hands and shook them until my head wobbled. They didn’t budge. They were rock-solid in this new mouth of mine.


No more dentures and their problems: Would my teeth click at the faculty meeting? Let’s see—no, I’d better not have a cob of corn. Trying surreptitiously to get a seed out from under my lower plate. No more of that now.


My own teeth again. Hot damn!


I liked the chin, too. It was wide and strong and well-formed. So far, it was the most familiar part of the face; I fancied it was much like the Carillo chin.


The ears were a bit on the small side; they lay almost flat against the side of my head. Not bad ears at all.


The skin was dark, like a heavy tan on an Amerindian. Much darker than the skin of Ricardo Carillo. That was all right, too—I hadn’t had a decent tan in years.


Now I could look into the eyes of my new face, and I was pleased to find that, aside from their frame, they were very much like the eyes I had always known. Darker brown, perhaps, and clearer around the iris.


I stepped back to take a look at the face as a whole. Not bad, actually, once one got used to it.


I accepted the incredible truth: what I saw in the mirror was my face.


I was behind it, looking out. I controlled it. It blinked or smiled when I told it to. It belonged to me—and yet it didn’t. I reminded myself that the English “face” and the French façade are cognates. Yes, I told myself, it is my face.


Now: Who am 1?


A few minutes before, I could have answered without hesitation: Ricardo Emilio Carillo. But that was before I saw myself. Coupled with the odd, unearned memory that popped up now and then, my new appearance changed everything.


As I groped for understanding, it occurred to me that sometimes amnesia acted this way. A concussion destroyed a man’s memories, and he had to start life over again. Years later a second blow on the head restored his memories of the early life and wiped away the years immediately past.
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