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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.


      









Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie


Thy Soul’s immensity;


Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep,


Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind,


That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep,


Haunted for ever by the eternal Mind,—


from “Intimations of Immortality” 
by William Wordsworth







Prologue


He was brought among them and left for a while with his thoughts. He took the opportunity to make a recording of what had happened to him, an account of his journey which might one day be found by his own kind and used to enrich their understanding of this strange world.


He was in a valley of statues, a burial ground of the race, and he eased his way down the gentle slopes and felt the shapes of the creatures that had been carved in stone. His senses told him that he had been brought high, deep into the mountains, to a valley where vegetation was rich and animals solitary. His blind eyes looked out across the mountains and he felt the shapes of the wind, the towering bulk of the rock crags and sheer cliff faces.


They came back and clustered around him and he felt their sadness at his lack of sight, and by the time the cool of evening was bringing discomfort to his badly clad body, he was aware of what was going to happen to him.


In the darkness of the night there was the agony of waiting for the first true light of dawn …





PART ONE





Chapter One





Moving faster than the dawn, the shuttle from the orbiting cruiser Realta might have been seen, by the sharpest of those eyes that watched from the landing station, as a flash of light, preceding, by just a few seconds, the first brilliance of Sigma-G53 as it began to rise above the eastern horizon. With the new day came the wind; an unobtrusive breeze at first, it rose, as the sun climbed higher, into a biting gale that flung the countryside into a frenzy of unwelcomed activity. It shook the tiny landing station with its human and native occupants, until both man and alien looked to each other for moral comfort and a reassurance that they would not at any moment be flung across the hills—with concrete base, windproofed towers and docked ships following in a turmoil of destructive energy.


As yet unaffected by the wind, the shuttle from the Realta continued its approach, unaware that it was not for the moment being monitored. With its three passengers it had dropped from orbit over the open sea and had approached the south-eastern shore of the larger of the two continents along a flight path with which Robert Zeitman was well familiar. It was this route, coming in from the south-east and turning west across the land mass, that he had taken when he had first come to Ree’hdworld, an almost forgotten number of years in the past. Now he sat in the co-pilot’s seat and watched the familiar ocean, the distant shoreline of Duchas, the swirling clouds that were evidence of a wind they hardly felt in the well-protected shuttle. In a few minutes, Zeitman knew, they would pass across the city-installation of Terming itself; and then beyond, into the night, to where the reception party would be waiting for them. Perhaps Dan Erlam, with all his bluster and tactless humur, would be there himself, though Zeitman doubted it. It would be before dawn in Terming when they landed at the arrival port, which was much too early for the portly city father to have roused himself. Dawn, however, was not too early for Zeitman’s wife, Kristina, and since he had overspaced a request that she meet him on his arrival he was confident that she would be there to greet him.


As the shuttle passed over the land-sea divide Zeitman was reminded of why this approach to Terming was the standard tourist in-flight. Although Ree’hdworld was similar in many respects to other Earth-type planets, there was nothing remotely Earthlike about the towering rock megaliths that reared up from the ocean, forty or fifty miles from the main shore, each reaching thin and seemingly fragile bridges of rock to the main land mass of Duchas. Within the vast area of fragmented shoreline below there lay concealed a whole world of animal life and hidden beauty; miles and miles of winding channels and rock ledges that had only ever been cursorily surveyed by the humans who lived across the hills. The sea and the wind, working with inexorable persistence, had failed—as Zeitman understood it—to make any major impression on the natural arches and pinnacles for many thousands of years.


The pilot of the shuttle, an ageing spaceman with a lifetime’s fatigue etched into his face, seemed pleased that his three passengers were so awestruck.


“I’ve made this run a hundred times,” he said, glancing at Zeitman, “and I still get that feeling. You know … ?”


“I know,” said Zeitman. A timeless feeling, a feeling of past and future, intermingled and indistinguishable. The ocean had beaten against those towers of granite before man had been conceived; the battle would go on after a great many things had died. And because the megaliths were a part of an alien world, and had seen an alien past, they inspired a thoughtful silence in those who regarded them.


The shuttle sped on across the mainland, taking them through gorges and canyons that seemed alive with movement. The movement was merely the wind that accompanied the terminator on its clockwork journey around the globe, and they were already heading towards the darkness of night and the relative calm before the early morning gale.


The coastal highlands dropped away after a few minutes and the eastern plain of Duchas stretched before the shuttle as it nosed lower. The concept of a plain, to Zeitman, was of a flat and barren land. Thus the eastern plain was merely a figurative description since there was nothing flat and nothing barren about the rolling hills and the untidy combination of forest, bush and jungle that covered them. Here, where the Ree’hd had spent their evolutionary history, the great dawn wind was split, divided into lesser gales, each of which followed a branch of the spreading rivers as they wound in through steep banks and deep channels in the land. The mass of purple-green vegetation that swept in belts across the plain moved and writhed with the dawn, seeming sentient in its own right, but hiding the only real sentience on Ree’hdworld from aerial view.


The pilot, used perhaps to answering a neverending stream of tourist questions, seemed to Zeitman to be quite surprised at the persisting silence of his passengers. Zeitman saw him mentally summing each of them up. A nameless blind man, white hair curling over his shoulders, body clad in weather-beaten blue and brown rags. He sat in the back of the shuttle and played with the tarnished metal rings that covered his fingers, and smiled persistently as if nothing was wrong with his world; and he stared out of the window as if he could see the land below.


A girl, Susanna Neves—archetypal low-grav female—brunette, slim, smartly dressed and unhappy about something. She seemed very self-possessed so was probably rich, or younger than she looked, or both. And this Robert Zeitman. He looked important but carried no hand brief, bore no air of administrative authority or scientific abstractedness. He was dressed in the fashion of a European-Earthman, a one-piece suit, with a jacket, shapeless and gaudy, worn casually over the top. So the man had been on Earth; but he seemed, nevertheless, familiar with the world below.


“First time on Ree’hdworld?” the pilot asked at length. Zeitman had been waiting for the question and he smiled, shifted his gaze from the side to the forward port where he could see an approaching range of hills, and darkness.


“Second,” he said. “I was here a long time ago.”


“Why’d you leave?” The man seemed oblivious to personal feelings. Zeitman glanced at him, and turned away.


“Private reasons.”


The pilot nodded slowly, as if everything had been made crystal-clear. After a moment: “But you’re back. For good?”


“I’m back. Hopefully for good, yes.”


“Are you all coming back from somewhere?”


The pilot’s relentless interest was becoming an irritation. He had obviously spotted that they were not tourists; equally obviously he had seen the great clusters of ships in orbit around Ree’hdworld and had sensed that something was wrong. He was adding things up and concluding that his three passengers were something to do with the chaos outside the atmosphere.


The girl, Susanna, said, “No. I’m new here. These two are the old-timers.”


The blind man laughed at that “So old-time that I can see changes even from this height.”


The pilot made a sound of amusement, not quite a laugh. “I’d hardly have thought so,” he said loudly, then—immediately sorry—he expressed apology. “Space drains a man’s manners,” he added by way of explanation.


“No need to apologize,” said the blind man brightly. Zeitman looked back at him, met the white-eyed stare, the penetrating gaze that defied Zeitman’s whole experience. It was unnerving to know—and to have had demonstrated—the blind man’s uncanny ability to see despite his absolute blindness. He had never explained it, and since Zeitman had been working on him for nearly all of the three-month flight from Regan-M22, the last step of his journey home, he had concluded that whatever secrets the blind man bore in his heart would remain there.


The strength of the wind outside the shuttle was beginning to make itself felt. The pilot controlled the buffeting well, but was now distracted by his temporary interest in his three passengers. In particular the tall, quiet man who sat beside him.


“This is quite a world,” he said, as the first elements of darkness encompassed them. “If you don’t mind low grav. I already put in a request to be land-based here. A nice place to spend your dying days.”


“Don’t you have a home base already?” asked Susanna. The pilot glanced at her in his rear observation mirror. “My home base was on Sabbath. Three decades ago it was the second colonized world to get hit by the Fear. I was off-world at the time, but I lost a lot of good friends. The whole planet is deserted now, except for a few foolhardies who won’t accept that Fear is an organic disease and think they can battle it with willpower. They fail, of course; if they don’t chop themselves to pieces they come running screaming back to saner stations.”


“Dominion has escaped so far,” said Susanna thoughtfully.


“Your home world? Yes, I thought it might have done. There’s no reason why Dominion should ever be hit since it’s a luxury world, and that—by definition—means Earthlike. There’s no reason why the humans on Ree’hdworld shouldn’t escape too. It’s only holes like Sabbath that are falling prey to whatever is spreading the Fear.” He fell silent, almost sad. Zeitman thought he detected a sense of loss—even after thirty years.


Susanna said, “I’m sorry that you lost your home. That must have been terrible.”


“Long time ago, now. Since then a hundred other worlds have gone the same way and I’ve been employed on more rescue missions than I can remember. Never does any good, mind you. Fear strikes, Fear kills. If you take a person with the Fear and whip them across the Galaxy to Earth they still die. All will to live goes—after the period of persecution, that is.”


The blind man had been listening quietly, intently. He seemed very puzzled, very distressed by what he was hearing. “This is a disease, you say?”


“Where have you been?” said the pilot with a smile. “You’ve never heard of the Fear? The greatest decimator of humankind since the Solar War?”


“I’ve heard of it,” said the blind man, not totally convincingly. “I hadn’t realized it occurred on Earth too … ”


“I didn’t say that. Mind you,” he turned towards Zeitman, “They say—you know, the Universal They—that Earth has been hit by the Fear. You, er … you know anything about that?”


My God, thought Zeitman. Can no secret ever be contained? He said, “I never take any notice of rumurs. Hard fact is my discipline.”


The pilot did not seem convinced.


“You ought to know, I suppose. Myself, I’m inclined to doubt rumurs too. But Earth is nearly as much of a hellhole as Sabbath was. And these days nothing would surprise me.”


The shuttle never reached total darkness. The land below became shadowy and achieved an atmosphere of mystery, but within a few moments the speeding vessel had risen over a low range of hills and the sprawling city of Terming was below them. It appeared, in the last of the night, as an area of grey and white, spread across the countryside of Duchas for as far as the eye could see in the dimness. In actual fact there was a very sharp and well defined border to the city, and the whole installation only covered a little over one hundred square miles.


The lights of the roadways and the centre were still alive. The centre, an area of ten square miles or so, blazed its greeting to the shuttle passing overhead, and the three passengers found they could discern individual buildings and vehicles quite clearly. As the city centre dropped behind they followed the twisting roadways that wound, snakes of glowing white light, towards the sudden darkness of the plains.


As abruptly as it had come upon them Terming was gone, and below were the dark shrouded ancestral grounds of the Ree’hd, the native race that lived across two thirds of the continent.


Zeitman relaxed back in his seat and anticipated the landing. He couldn’t see behind, but imagined that the upper rim of the sun would be rising above the Terming horizon, and by the time the shuttle had landed (later than Zeitman had expected) the dawn would be breaking across those lands too, and Susanna, on her first trip to Ree’hdworld, would know the full fury of the sam-hat-rhine, the wind that came from the earth.


The pilot, now fairly busy with landing procedure, nevertheless seemed determined to avoid thoughtful silence. “I don’t know why the landing base has to be so far from the colony,” he said, shaking his head. “Makes no sense.”


“Terming is not a colony,” said Zeitman patiently. He’d had this argument with Susanna, but in her case there was a good reason why he should make the effort to explain why the city was not a colony but an installation. He found no enthusiasm for pursuing the point with the pilot, beyond the correcting of his statement.


“Installation, then,” said the pilot, less amenably. “An installation of two hundred thousand men, women and children sounds suspiciously like a colony to me, though.”


Terming, however, was not open to settlement and that was the whole point. The rationale behind a colony was that it was a base from which man the conqueror would spread his influence, eventually encompassing the planetary globe. Ree’hdworld was a world inhabited by an intelligent species, and a colony was not permitted. The Federation had permitted, however, the establishment on the planet of a single centre of learning, cultural exchange and industry, a city-installation financed by InterSystems Biochemicals who had discovered a considerable amount of the local flora to be of interest. The Ree’hd had given permission for that early base to be erected. The whole growing, processing and exporting business was undertaken within the confines of that hundred square miles of diplomatically owned land on Ree’hdworld. The borders were never extended, except to establish a landing station outside the city, and had not been added to, in fact, for three hundred years.


And the entire industrial process resulted only in organic waste which the environment devoured. Power was the least of Terming’s problems. The dawn winds were harnessed every day.


Something detached itself from the surface of the world below, and rose rapidly to meet the shuttle. It was an invisible movement even to “blind” eyes, but both Zeitman and the pilot knew that the probe was on its way. A few seconds later the tiny camera eye peered through the front port with unblinking concentration, then moved out of sight and attached itself to the hull of the ship, there to count sources of body heat. If there were more bodies than expected in the warmth of the shuttle, no landing was permitted.


A moment later: “Hello shuttle, hello shuttle.”


“Shuttle Realta Nix Five. Ready to land,” the pilot signalled back.


“Go ahead Realta Nix Five.”


The signal was clear and free of static, and Zeitman searched the gloom for the lights of the landing base.


“Braces,” snapped the pilot. Zeitman pressed the switch on his couch and the whole couch changed shape to encompass him securely. The shuttle banked a little and the first sound of engine power crept into the otherwise still cabin. As the vehicle slowed into the hover mode Zeitman saw the landing base. It was a wide area of featureless concrete, with a small huddle of buildings and towers at one end. The towers reached very high into the Ree’hdworld atmosphere and near the top of one Zeitman could see a lighted window and three or four non-human faces staring out at the arriving vessel.


They sank towards a cradle that opened its arms like a giant anemone, enfolding them and securing them with much creaking and noisy clamping of supports. When the uncomfortable landing had been accomplished Zeitman found himself staring towards the highlands in the west where the trailing edge of Dollar Moon, the larger of Ree’hdworld’s two satellites, could just be seen between the highest pinnacles of the mountains. To the east, over the hilly lands they had just traversed, the first edge of the sun was clearly defined, huge, red, sharp in the clear dawn air.


Everything fell silent except the world outside, and the sound of wind on the hull was a strange sound after so many months in vacuum.


Perhaps because they had arrived on Ree’hdworld so early in the installation’s day, the airlift to Terming was not waiting for them. Neither was Kristina. Hiding his disappointment, Zeitman loudly expressed his irritation that they would have to wait in this desolate landing station for an hour or so while Dan Erlam roused himself, fifty miles distant, and remembered his duties. But it gave both Zeitman and the blind man a chance to get the feel of the world they had both known before.


And it introduced Susanna to the sort of climate she could expect for the next few years.


They deposited their luggage with a tired female official who made them a stimulant drink and equipped them with the standard Ree’hdworld cataphrak, a body-hugging suit that would keep them warm or cool whatever the conditions they found themselves in. The blind man declined to dress in what he regarded as a restrictive article, but Zeitman was glad of the second skin, and he convinced Susanna to wear one too.


The wind blew strong and bitter for many minutes, but at length Zeitman detected its wane and he went outside into the morning air. Susanna followed him. They walked away through the grouped buildings, across the hard ground until they came to the natural soil of the planet. From there, buffeted by wind, Zeitman pointed out the sights: the Hellgate mountains to the north, that great expanse of valleys and pinnacles where the dubious remains of the Pianhmar had been found; the forests that skirted the mountains and stretched for thousands of miles across the southern extremity of Duchas and sent dense fingers of jungle across the plains and down to the seas themselves. In the jungles lived the Rundii, the sub-intelligent second race of Ree’hdworld which had been responsible for a great deal of death among the early human population at the installation. Now humans and Rundhii treated each other with respect and there was very little trouble. The Rundii herds stayed among the trees, and the humans stuck to the plains if they ever left the city.


It was as they walked towards the small tributary of a greater river, flowing some miles to the south, that Susanna saw her first real alien. It was a solitary Ree’hd wending its way painfully and slowly along the river bank towards its community.


Four years away had not lessened Zeitman’s familiarity with the Ree’hd culture. He spotted the native immediately as a Wanderer.


Susanna had dropped into a crouch, a hundred yards distant, hidden behind a small rise of ground. She watched the creature with fascination bordering on horror. She had seen pictures, of course, but there was—and Zeitman realized and had experienced the fact—a certain shock in making the live acquaintance of a Ree’hd for the first time. It was a combination of the bizarre physical features of the creatures, and the fact that they were the only other intelligence in map-space, which was effectively the known Universe. To meet with a real alien was always a moment of great awe.


The Ree’hd, watching its lateral environment with infra-red-sensitive eyes, had spotted the two humans without any trouble. It turned its huge head and the colour-and-shape-sensitive forward eyes moved slightly as it accommodated for binocular vision. The eyes were small, but the mobile flesh they sat within covered half the creature’s face. The great bulges on its temples became highly active, light flashing from the faceted surfaces of those night eyes.


It stopped and stared at Zeitman who raised an arm in greeting. The Ree’hd immediately approached, limping very badly. As it grew nearer Zeitman picked out the sexual characteristics: a particular pattern of scaly skin over the creature’s belly. This was a carrier of young, a female.


Her left leg was grossly lacerated, and purple-red blood formed an amorphous pattern of clots and streaks from her crotch (which was featureless, no doubt to Susanna’s surprise) to her heavily muscled and widely splayed feet. As she approached so Susanna got an idea of the normal movement of a Ree’hd, an easy side-to-side swaying motion, the tree-obvious appreciation, her gaze lingering on the Hellgate mountains for some moments.


“They look forbidding.”


“The mountains? They are. They cover thousands of square miles and I don’t suppose any human has ever penetrated more than the first two or three ranges. The wind, as you go deeper and higher, becomes too much for even our skimmers—and they’re sturdy craft under most any situation.”


“But that’s where that other race was supposed to have lived. Perhaps they were wind freaks.”


Zeitman laughed. “Everyone on Ree’hdworld is a wind freak. The wind is our greatest resource. It’s so predictable.”


As if to prove him wrong a sudden strong gust blew across them, propelling them at a run towards the warmth of the station. Susanna laughed loudly and reached out for Zeitman’s hand as her hair obscured her vision and her feet began to find difficulty lodging. They collided with the door of the passenger lounge and—as if satisfied that blasphemy had been revenged—the wind dropped.


They waited for the airlift in silence. Susanna made her first effort to learn something about Ree’hdworld by studying the maps and guides that were hung, mostly for decoration though occasionally for information purposes, upon the otherwise bare walls of the lounge. Zeitman watched her, but his mind was on Kristina. How would she have changed, he wondered? She had been trim when he had known her before, but looking at the slenderness of the Dominion girl, the impression he had was that Kristina was fleshy. He lingered on memories of Kristina’s physical form, and by doing so he managed to unremember the bitter arguments and stinging sarcasm that she had used as a weapon against him in the final months of the breakdown. More than anything, perhaps, it had been her hostility that had driven him from the world he had come to love.


So much for unremembering the bad times.


“What’s the other continent like?”


It took several moments for Zeitman to realize that Susanna was talking to him. She smiled as he looked apologetic. “Did I interrupt some tender memories?”


He shook his head. “No. Not really. Wooburren? A desolate place. Deserted as far as intelligent life is concerned. I spent some time there with … people.”


“Wooburren … that doesn’t sound like a native word.”


“It isn’t. Nor is Duchas. The names go back to the early explorers, that’s all I know. If you’re interested, the Ree’hd call this continent Sam’Hreeroill’ju’uk … which, translated conceptually, means ‘the land with the life from the wind.’ The Ree’hd also have a thorough awareness of Wooburren even though it’s a legend to them and they think it’s an island. They call the place—let me get this right—Kranncaith’Samhaill, ‘the island that floats in time and carries the spirit of the Earth Wind.’ As you’ll find out, the natives believe in a metaphysical part of life that lives outside the community until there is a physical form for it to take on.”


“You mean, souls from God.”


Zeitman shook his head. “The Ree’hd have no concept of God, only of wind power.”


Digesting that information, Susanna turned back to her scrutiny of the contour map of the world. Distracted from his reminiscences, Zeitman tried to engage the nameless blind man in conversation, but he seemed fairly melancholy. He was sitting, tense and ill at ease, and his fingers twirled the rings on his left hand, sliding them up to the nail and back again. He stared into the middle of the waiting room and two thin trickles of moisture ran from each inner corner of his eyes—it was nothing but the dryness of the room, but it gave to the ragged individual an atmosphere of great distress.


Aware of Zeitman’s silent scrutiny, the man smiled, his face creasing again into a thousand tiny folds. His skin was very tanned and when he laughed or frowned the already intricate folds of flesh formed into patterns of ridges as complex as fingerprints. He stopped his nervous game with his fingers and reached inside his brown leather jerkin to scratch the bare flesh beneath.


Zeitman opened the conversation. “Strange coming back, isn’t it?”


The blind man nodded slowly. “Unnerving. Really unnerving. Everything is so different. The atmosphere, I mean. It’s different.”


Zeitman could see, now, that it was not melancholia that was afflicting the blind man, but agitation; a distress that he was trying to cover but which was too strong for him. He went on as Zeitman, by his silence and his interest, invited a fuller understanding. “I don’t mean it smells different. And apart from this base, from here the world looks the same—and I mean that, as you know. But I have warning signals going on my head like crazy!” He slapped a hand to his thatch of white hair, shook his head. “I don’t understand it. The emotional atmosphere is different. There’s tension, real tension. Perhaps you can feel it too. Great tension, Zeitman … as if … as if an emotional storm is about to break loose. I can’t identify the source, but it’s strong. Very strong.”


Zeitman couldn’t feel what the blind man was obviously feeling. After a moment he changed the subject. “When did you say you were here before?”


“Oh … years ago. A long time ago … ”


Before Zeitman could pursue the point a small skimmer designed for six men plus equipment fluttered on to the base outside the lounge and the pilot came in to fetch his passengers. He apologized for the delay but gave no reason, which meant that Erlam had been tardy in issuing instructions for the pick-up. Zeitman said nothing.


They battled through the brisk wind and secured themselves into the tiny vessel. When they were safely strapped down the skimmer took to the air like a leaf, almost somersaulting as it turned back to race, low, across the country towards the city.


Activity a few miles to the north prompted the blind man to ask the pilot to detour that way and, without commenting on the strangeness of the request, the man cut the skimmer across the wind and flew his passengers to what Zeitman had already noticed was a Ree’hd community. The community was in the process of dispersing after the mass crooning with which they, and other Ree’hd communities, greeted the dawn and the hostile wind from the earth. From their vantage point, high above the community and the river about which they had gathered, the entrances to the Ree’hd burrows were shadowy areas, difficult to discern as access points to the complex of underground chambers and corridors that would be spread beneath the ground for many hundreds of yards.


More interesting to Zeitman was the skimmer that stood some way from the river, being visibly assaulted by the wind. It did not have any characteristic marking that he recognized, and he saw no evidence of any humans among the crowded Ree’hd, but from this height the relatively small human frame would have been difficult to distinguish …


Susanna screamed.


She was sitting behind Zeitman and next to the blind man and in the claustrophobic cabin her hysteria was shocking to experience. The pilot lost control of the skimmer for a moment and it slewed violently at the mercy of the wind, dipping and diving to within twenty feet of the ground before it straightened up and achieved a safe height again.


Looking round, Zeitman saw that the blind man was no longer in his seat, was not, in fact, in sight—and in the instant of acceptance of the fact came a crystallization of fear and feeling, a total acceptance on Zeitman’s part of the sensation he had felt whenever talking to the blind man, that that strange individual belonged to no Universe with which Zeitman was familiar.


“For God’s sake, what happened?” snapped the pilot irritably. He stretched around and looked at Susanna, and in the next instant he had seen the blind man’s empty seat, and he was visibly confused. “What happened?”


“He vanished,” said Susanna dully.




Chapter Two





It had rained during the short night, and Urak, with an uncharacteristic lack of foresight, had failed to secure the mud barrier at the mouth of the burrow. The substrate around the entrance had formed into a glistening paste and had run into the outer corridor system where Kristina, as she awoke from her usual heavy sleep, could see it drying in the fresh dawn breeze that ventilated the burrow network. Fortunately the rain had not been heavy, otherwise she might have found herself swimming in mud as many a thoughtless (or lazy) Ree’hd had done in the past.


Urak was not in the burrow. Kristina sat up and stretched, and in that simple movement was a luxury that she would never have considered when living her life as the human she still was. The chamber was in darkness, but by moving her head towards the burrow’s entrance she could feel the filtered draught that kept the chamber fresh, and she could also see the shaft of light from the daylit world outside. Now that she looked more carefully the full extent of the damage was evident—the corridor outside was virtually unpassable.


She called for Urak, at the same time lighting the small power-lamp that the Ree’hd One permitted her to have. When she listened for an answering call all she could hear was the scream of the wind, distant and muffled. For a moment she panicked. Had she overlaid and missed the dawn singing? She grew calm after a few seconds when she realized that Urak, for all his consideration of her humanity, would not have permitted her to sleep on through the most momentous event of the day.


Muscles were aching in strange places, but mostly around her hips. Although her body was no longer complaining at this habit of rising with the sun, it was definitely complaining about the manner in which she had slept, squatting and upright, modelling herself on her Ree’hd “lover,” who was the most upright Ree’hd she knew. She began to exercise, calling for Urak again with human impatience.


In the middle of some vigorous toe-touching she heard several Ree’hd pass through the corridor outside, obviously irritated with the muddy slush they waded through. She paused in her toning-up movements and watched the shapes pass by the narrow burrow entrance; they were mostly immature Ree’hd, their spade-like forearms held rigidly before them. They would be set to the task of scooping the mud away before they began work shovelling out the extension to the burrow complex that was necessitated by the small increase in population this year.


The last Ree’hd to pass the entrance came in, and for a moment Kristina felt unease. The native was mud-spattered and wet, and Kristina did not recognize Urak for several seconds, during which her nakedness became acutely embarrassing. This was an irrational feeling, perhaps, since there was only the basic humanoid characteristic that was similar between human and Ree’hd; but with Kristina’s growing affection for the ageing Ree’hd, Urak, had come the same self-consciousness of exposure that accompanies two humans at the start of an intimate relationship. It was a sensation she enjoyed, even if she did not fully understand it.


“Aren’t you cold?” asked Urak, speaking his language slowly and carefully so that Kristina—not yet fully fluent with the dialect—would have no problem understanding. He began to groom himself, scraping the mud from his body with intricate strokes of his callous-covered forearm; his sensitive fingers attended, seemingly without conscious control, to cleaning more intimate and sensitive places.


“No. Surprisingly.” She began to dress. The small chamber, with its thick vegetation flooring, was fairly well insulated against cold, but was not a warm place. Kristina had grown used to the cool, but to face the biting dawn winds was a different matter. A cataphrak was the only protection against them.


“No pins and needles this morning?” asked Urak with his artificial smile. He used the English words (which had been retained in interLing), pronouncing them perfectly. Kristina shook her head and looked pleased. “I’m getting to grips with my inferior circulation,” she said.


“Impossible,” said Urak. The Ree’hd found the concept of agony at returning circulation very amusing. His own race never relaxed, in one sense, since the circulation of blood at the body surfaces and extremes of a Ree’hd was highly efficient (surplus heat being lost by transformation into electrical energy that discharged through the earth). With any substantial lowering of a Ree’hd’s body metabolism, or any compression of surfaces, the outer limit of the body became an isolated zone of activity whose behaviour was under conscious control.


“Is the sun up yet?”


“Just,” said Urak. “There is a fairly heavy cloud covering moving along the horizon that will stop you seeing it, however.” Again the artificial smile, this time coupled with a boastful rolling of the lateral eyes, eyes which included complex devices for detecting polarized light as well as infra-red.


“Don’t brag about your superior biology to me,” said Kristina, “or I’ll brag about some of mine to you.” She could hear the wind clearly now; a mournful humming that was, in fact, a full-blooded gale—polarized wind, blowing towards the distant mountains, sweeping as it did so across the thousand miles of forest that cut the plains of the Ree’hd from the mountains of another age. “I don’t want to miss the singing, Urak … ”


“Don’t worry,” said the Ree’hd. “It won’t start yet. There are too many repairs to burrow entrances. A few minutes … ”


They looked at each other, human and alien, exchanging a gaze that each interpreted in his or her own way, but which both interpreted correctly: from Kristina, a look of absolute love; from the Ree’hd, warmth and affection, the alien version of emotions that ought to have led to the cementing of a relationship for life.


The barrier between them was too obvious to have even needed discussion. They touched, hand to sticky hand, finger on corrugated face, flexible digit on cool, hair-covered flesh, sending unbearably sensuous messages to the human brain, irritating the sensitive sucker discs of the alien as the invisible hair on Kristina’s cheeks and chin played havoc with the nerve endings in Urak’s fingers.


“Kristina,” said the Ree’hd, speaking interLing with what Kristina found to be a beautifully sexy accent, “from what I learned whilst with you and Robert—”


Oh Urak! Why remind me!


“Kristina? You’ve gone cold …” A moment’s query. “Ah … I’ve mentioned the unmentionable.”


“You have indeed.”


“Is this a typical human reaction on being reminded of a fragment of the past? Hostility. Anger. Must I never mention Robert Zeitman again, even though he was a good friend to us both?”


“Never again.” He’s coming, she thought. He’s arriving today, back on Ree’hdworld, back on my home, and he thinks he’ll be with me again … what a rotten, horrible turn of the celestial screw. Aloud she said, “I’ve forgotten him, and I don’t wish to be reminded.”


Urak made peace by touching her hands with his. “I’m sorry …” in Rhee’hd this time. The native could change language like he changed his chest tattoo. “All I was going to say was that when I was with you … earlier,  years back, when you were studying me for whatever reasons you studied me, I learned the difference between our races regarding sex.”
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