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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.







 


The Song of Earth


 


“Step out of your shroud, 


Alan-Blue-Cloud, 


And sing us a Song of Earth.” 


—Childrens’ ditty of the Terminal Millennia. 


 


When everything else had run down, we will still have the legends of Old Earth. 


There is a giant computer which straddles the world. It has its roots deep in the Fifty-second Millennium; that so-distant past when Man discovered electricity. It walked through history hand-in-hand with Man; it saw the building of the first Domes, it survived the reversal of the Earth’s magnetic field, it watched the Age of Resurgence, it fought Man’s wars for him and even, in the Domes, lived his life for him. It became so powerful that it was able to observe practically everything that happened on Earth and, from this, project what was going to happen in the future—or the If along, as it is more correctly called. Now, in these Dying Years, the computer is still there, still observing, thinking and predicting, in countless solar-powered centers all over Earth. 


It is called the Rainbow. 


I am called Alan-Blue-Cloud. In a way I am the Rainbow’s interpreter. I am one of the few remaining beings who is able to operate a terminal, and I use this ability to draw true stories out of the computer; stories of True Humans and Specialists, of aliens and Bale Wolves and the sad neotenites known cruelly as Blubbers. 


But true stories do not give the whole picture. During the later years of Earth people became dissatisfied with bare facts, which are always 


a little dull when compared with fictions and legends. So, when it seemed that Mankind was doomed forever to listen to the Truth, because that was all he could get out of his terminals and cassettes, an old art-form was rediscovered. 


And Romance returned to Earth. 


It started with a few bards and minstrels—I will shortly tell you about one named Enriques de Jai’a. They ignored the Rainbow and they used their eyes and ears, listened to rumors and legends and dying old men. And they used their imagination, and their essential humanness. With these ingredients they created a whole new history of Mankind; a tapestry of events which was passed on by word of mouth—and so could never become dull, inflexible, or accurate. 


It is called the Song of Earth. 


 


 


 




 


HERE BEGINS THAT PART OF THE SONG OF EARTH KNOWN TO MEN AS “THE GIRL BORN TO GREATNESS”


 


Where a young felina 


meets a wise woman, 


hears of her future 


and meets a young True Human whose name 


will be linked with hers in the Ifalong. 


 


 


 




 


The World of Karina


 


“The fastest sailcar is the first to the rotted rail” 


—Old sailway proverb. 


 


Instantly, Karina knew her leg was broken. 


Her body swung downwards and she grabbed the log with her right arm, checking her fall. As she hung there, the pain began. The dark night brightened with her pain, so that for a moment she could see nothing except a blinding redness, flaring like a furnace from a core of agony just below her knee. 


She made no sound. Felinas don’t cry. 


So they were tears of pain in her eyes, not weakness. She blinked and her vision cleared, and she wriggled carefully, working her way onto the log until she lay along it, her foot trapped in the supporting crutch, her legs outstretched. She saw the moon reflected from the long, smooth timber rail of the sailway and, far in the distance on top of a hill, the bright glow of a signal tower. As she watched, the signal blinked with moonlight. 


That meant there was a sailcar coming. 


For a moment she visualized the great car, white sails spread to catch the night breeze, trundling down the track while she lay helpless. She tried to tug her foot free, but the movement sent a screaming current of pain through her body and, for a moment, she blacked out. 


She came to with a sense of great loneliness. Her alpaca tunic was wrapped around her waist, the ground was three meters below, and the wind blew coldly over her as she lay exposed to the night’s silence. 


She was lonely for her sisters but they were some distance down the track, far out of earshot, preparing a harmless ambush for the Pegman. A joke which would cost Karina her life. Lying there in pain, she did something which only she could. 


She concentrated all her thoughts on her leg and she said, “Please don’t hurt so much. Pain, please go away. Little Friends, wherever you are, please make my leg not hurt so much. . . .” 


And her Little Friends helped her, whispering through the cells of her body, gathering about the wounded nerve endings and the torn flesh and bone, and soothing. Not mending, because this was beyond their power, but soothing so that the pain faded and Karina could think straight again. . . . 


The sailway track consisted of three parallel rows of trimmed logs forming a simple monorail system linking the coastal towns. The middle rail was the thickest and supported the weight of the cars. The other two rails were placed higher, one on either side, and the lateral guidewheels of the sailcars pressed against these. The whole structure marched along the coastal plains on X-shaped gantries; the running rail resting in the crutch of the X and the guiderails pegged to the upper arms. 


Karina’s foot was jammed between the running rail and the crutch. She pulled at it and twisted it until warning twinges told her that even the Little Friends could not perform miracles. She lay back in despair. Even if she had been able to free her foot, she could still die. She was a felina, and felino bones do not heal readily. 


So Karina the cat-girl lay on the sailway track and waited to die. She was eighteen years old and, by human standards, very beautiful. She had the long supple limbs, the oval face and the slanting amber eyes of her people. Only her hair was different, a startling rarity among felinos; red-gold, it fell about her shoulders like fire. Karina, concentrating on her Little Friends to dull the pain, waited. 


Then she felt measured footsteps pacing along the rail towards her. 


 


“Karina? You are Karina, daughter of El Tigre?” 


Karina sat up, staring at the tall figure which seemed to float towards her dressed all in black so that for one fanciful moment she thought it was Death come to get her. It was a woman’s voice, soft yet with a strangely lifeless quality as though the speaker had seen all the sadness of the Universe, and had been unable to help. 


“Yes, I’m Karina.” 


As the woman stepped forward, the moonlight fell upon her face—and Karina flinched with horror. The pallid flesh was seared and puckered with the Mark of Agni, the Fire-God. 


“Give me your hand.” 


But Karina jerked away, her stomach churning at the awful, unnatural evil of that face. The woman was Cursed. Agni only touched those who sinned, and he made sure they stayed touched. So ran the Kikihuahua Examples. . . . “No. . . . Get away from me,” she said. The woman was a True Human. She could tell. There was an imperiousness about her manner. 


“You’re trapped on a sailway track and you’ll die unless you can get free—and you won’t let me help you.” The woman’s tone was wondering. “Do I frighten you that much?” 


“I’m not afraid of anything!” 


“Is it my face? It’s only a burn, you know. You see much stranger things in the jungle.” 


“Go away!” 


“So it’s because I’m a True Human.” 


“All right—so it is! I’m a Specialist and you’re a True Human. There’s nothing we can do for each other. Nothing we can say.” 


“That’s your father speaking.” 


“True Humans killed my mother!” 


Now the woman said an odd thing. “It is beyond our powers to change the facts of the present, and even the possibilities of the Ifalong can seldom be affected. But Karina—on certain happentracks of the Ifalong you will be famous, and the minstrels will sing of you.” 


The suggestion was ridiculous. “You mean, like the Pegman and his songs?” said Karina sarcastically. 


“Don’t laugh about the Pegman’s songs. They’re important too, and in the distant future they’ll be a part of the Song of Earth. All of human history will be told in songs like the Pegman’s.” 


“How do you know this? Can you see into the future?” 


“No, of course not. No normal human can. But the Dedo—my mistress—can foretell the Ifalong. It’s no coincidence I’m here. Your accident was foreseen.” 


A thread of fear ran down Karina’s spine. “You mean you could have prevented it?” 


“No doubt I could, and on certain happentracks I did.” Cold eyes looked down at the cat-girl. “Just as on certain happentracks you will live, and on others you will die.” 


“H . . . happentracks? Like sailway tracks?” 


“Different possibilities all existing at the same time.” 


“Oh.” The rumbling was closer. Karina had a vision of her crushed body lying in the wake of a speeding sailcar. Her arm would be swinging limply. “I . . . I can hear a sailcar coming. Can’t you do something?” 


“That depends on you, Karina.” 


“For God’s sake, what do you want?” 


“Your word.” 


One leg would be lying on the ground below, severed. “You have it!” cried Karina. 


“Karina, we live in a difficult year. It is a year of unpredictable, whirling happentracks. The Dedo foresees this as the year when her great Purpose could come to nothing. You alone can ensure that the Purpose will be fulfilled.” 


“How? Just tell me, and I’ll do it!” 


“You must do several things. At intervals before the end of the year you’ll be faced with difficult decisions. It is essential to the Purpose that you take the right step every time.” 


“How will I know?” 


“I’ll be there to guide you. It won’t be easy for you, though.” 


“I’ll do it!” shouted Karina frantically. 


“Give me your solemn word, Karina.” 


Karina composed herself and uttered the most sacred words a Specialist can utter; more sacred even than the Kikihuahua Examples. 


“I, Karina, swear by the bones of Mordecai N. Whirst that I will obey the commands of this True Human. . . . Until the end of the year,” she added quickly. “Now, get me out of this!” 


And suddenly, just for a moment, the woman was transformed and the humanity shone through. “You poor child—I’m so sorry.” She placed a hand gently on Karina’s leg. “Just keep still, will you.” And she reached inside her robe and took out a smooth, dark stone. It was shot with red flecks and totally ordinary in appearance; and she held Karina’s leg straight, so that the bones were set. 


Karina concentrated on the Little Friends, and felt nothing. 


The woman drew the stone down Karina’s leg like a cold caress, and said, “You can move it, now.” 


“That’s it?” Karina flexed her leg and was astonished to find the break appeared to be mended. Cautiously she withdrew the Little Friends and they retreated into the recesses of her body, their work done. There was no pain. It was as though the wound had never been. Now, with her new strength and the handmaiden’s help, she was able to twist her foot free of the crutch. The skin was broken and it bled slightly. “Can you use the stone again?” she asked. 


“No. Your foot must bleed for a while to remind you not to do a stupid thing like this again. You’re precious to the world, Karina.” 


Karina asked, “What’s the Purpose you talked about?” 


“You can’t know the details. If you did, you could destroy it. You are that important, Karina. But as for the overall Purpose, it is directed towards ending the imprisonment of the greatest person the Earth has ever known: Starquin, the Almighty Five-in-One.” 


“Oh, just another religion.” Karina was disappointed. 


They swung to the ground. Karina took a deep breath and looked around. Everything looked fresh and new. For a moment something the woman had said touched her mind, and she wondered if she had stepped into a brand-new happentrack, leaving her old self dying on the sailway. . . . 


“I feel so good,” she said happily. 


“How do you like your world, Karina?” 


“I like it fine. I like the sun and the ocean, and the cars’ sails against the trees, and the mountains. . . . And the felino camp, and,” her face glowed suddenly with anticipation, “the Tortuga Festival, and all the fun.” 


“Have you ever thought there was anything else? Haven’t you ever wondered what might be outside all that?” 


“Well, the fishermen tell of queer folk who live on rafts of weed out in the sea. . . . And the mountain people talk about monsters in the jungle. . . .” 


“No, I mean really outside. Outside this little space and time. Imagine this, Karina. Imagine a million worlds spinning in space, some with people just like us, some with people who don’t know what evil means, some with people so evil that folk are scared even to give 


their planet a name—and all of those people human. And imagine 


other creatures too, not human, with different customs. . . .” 


“Like the kikihuahuas, you mean?” 


“Yes, and more besides.” 


“It’s all in the Examples.” Karina was suddenly impatient. A whole world was waiting for her. Maybe a narrow world by this queer woman’s standards, but a world full of fun and excitement all the same. 


“All right, I won’t keep you. Just remember, Karina. Every so often, I want you to look up at the stars and to think of the Greataway, which is all the dimensions of Time and Space—which Mankind used to travel through, thirty thousand years ago before he lost the will and the ability. The Greataway will be rediscovered, and you may play your part. Always remember Starquin, and your promise.” 


And the warmth faded from the woman’s voice, and her expression faded too; her face became hard and the Mark of Agni showed again in mottled, livid scars. 


“What’s your name?” asked Karina. “You didn’t tell me.” 


The handmaiden didn’t reply. 


“Who is the Dedo?” 


“She is the flesh of Starquin—a part of his body in human form.” 


“Wait! You haven’t—” 


But the Dedo’s handmaiden was gone, gliding away into the night. For a moment Karina stood there, shaken by the transformation; it was as though she’d been talking to two different women. Her mood of exaltation faded and she shivered, and suddenly the night was cold and the stars hard and threatening, bright terrible little eyes. The Greataway. . . . 


So Karina summoned the Little Friends without quite realizing it; and this time they entered her mind and soothed her. She began to walk north towards the distant black mound of Camelback, the wooded hill where the ambush was to take place. Above her, the sailway track was silent. The approaching car had stopped. 


 


THE MAN WHO WANTED TO CHANGE THE PAST. 


 


The Pegman—Enriques de Jaia’a, called Enri—was indulging in a curious private ritual. Balanced precariously on the guiderail some six meters from the ground, he was flapping his single arm like a bird and uttering screeches. There was no logical reason for him to do this. The idea had occurred to him a few moments ago, so he had stopped the sailcar, climbed onto the rail, and surrendered himself to irrationality. 


“Har! Har! Har!” he shouted, and the cry was borne by the winds across the coastal plain and into the foothills and the forest where the howler monkeys, hearing a faint strange sound, paused and looked up. 


But the world didn’t change. 


Enri climbed down, kicked his toe against the side of the sailcar fourteen times, took off the brake, picked up the ropes and pulled in the boom. The Estrella del Oeste began to move, jerkily. Enri grimaced, squeezing up his eyes and sucking his teeth, and began to think of the Tigre grupo—the name which people gave the headstrong sisterhood consisting of Karina, Runa, Teressa and, what was the name of the quiet one? Saba. 


Charming, vicious, lovely young inhuman girls who, he suspected, would ambush him tonight. Pity they didn’t have a mother to keep them in check, or a brother to lend a little finesse to their outlandish behavior. 


But life would be dull without them. . . . 


“I am the captain of the sailcar Estrella del Oeste!” Enri shouted suddenly to a group of rheas feeding harmlessly below the track. “I sail for distant cantons with a cargo of ripe tortuga which I will sell for enough money to buy the moon. Or at least, the Sister of the Moon,” he conceded, his mind wandering to a strange, gigantic dome-thing he’d once seen down the coast; a thing almost as big as a mountain, its top lost in the clouds. “One day I will be rich!” he shouted. “I’ll buy my own sailcar! I’ll have a fleet of sailcars!” 


But the Estrella del Oeste didn’t even belong to him. It was an ancient Canton car, its days of fast passenger work long over, a broken-down hulk with patched sails and frayed ropes eking out its last years as a track maintenance vehicle. In its time it had held twenty passengers in its cylindrical hull, but now the seats were gone, and the drapes and the luxuries, leaving only a bare cavern some ten meters long filled with the tools of Enri’s trade: wooden pegs, mallets, rope, bone needles and thread, a shovel, a flint spokeshave, and several barrels of stinking tumpfat for greasing the rails and bearings. Enri’s living quarters were there too; a tiny cabin with a bed, a table and a few possessions. 


Enri rode on deck, behind the car’s single mast, gripping the main-sheet—the rope which controlled the angle of the sail to the wind—like any crewman on one of the prestigious Company craft, controlling the sailcar’s speed by the tension of the rope and by occasional judicious application of the brake. The wind was light tonight, and he didn’t have to use the brake much. 


The Estrella del Oeste lumbered on while the Pegman dreamed of changing the course of history, and a small part of his mind—the professional part—gauged the state of the track by the feel of the deck’s motion through the seat of his pants. Soon the car slowed. He had reached the long climb past Camelback. 


The wind chose that moment to slacken. 


“Huff! Huff!” He shouted the traditional crewman’s cry and blew pointlessly into the limp sail. The wind dropped altogether. 


The car was rolling to a halt. 


He stood, a tall, thin figure in the moonlight, and shook the boom, inviting the wind. His mood of elation had evaporated. Now he saw himself as a broken-down True Human in a broken-down car. “God damn everything to hell!” he yelled. It would be morning before he reached Rangua at this rate. 


The car stopped. He swung one-handed to the running rail and jammed a chock under the rear wheel to prevent the car rolling back down the grade and losing him what little ground he’d gained. Walking back to a crutch, he swung his mallet to check the security of the fastenings. 


The mallet struck the crutch with a solid thunk. In the distance, the moon reflected pale silver on the sea. 


“Sabotage!” he suddenly shouted, driving his fist at the sky. “I’m a saboteur and I’m going to remove a couple of pegs from this crutch, so that it will collapse when the dawn car from Torres hits it. Ten important people will die in the splintered wreckage. The southbound track will be damaged too, and the next car from Rangua will pile into the mess. More people will die!” 


Obsessed by his vision of destruction he sat down, his imagination racing. The Canton Lord would be on the Torres car. Enri would be waiting near and would pull the Lord free, the instant before Agni struck the wreck into flames. The Lord would give him land and Specialists, whom he would set to building cars. Monkey-Specialists, with deft fingers and tiny minds. 


And then. . . . And then he would search the whole world for Corriente, his love. And he would find her, and she would cling to him, and they would live happily ever— 


The wind was blowing. 


He walked slowly back to the Estrella del Oeste. There was no hurry, and he was lingering over the dream. 


The rail trembled. A dry bearing squeaked like a rat. 


Corriente, so warm, so loving. . . . 


The Estrella del Oeste was moving! 


It was impossible—yet the dark bulk of the old car was receding from him, wheels rumbling on the running rail, rigging straining to the fresh breeze. He began to run, awkwardly, one-armed and unbalanced on the narrow rail slippery with tumpfat. 


“Yaah!” he shouted, like a felino trying to halt a shruglegger. 


A burst of clear, feminine laughter answered him. Now he shouted at himself, calling himself a fool. The Tigre grupo had outwitted him again. He could see them now—four girls, leaning on the after-rail, waving. They had sheeted the sail in tight and now, for all he knew, were going to take the Estrella all the way to Rangua South Stage. “Stop!” he yelled. 


“Not for a man who dreams of sabotage!” came the cry. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself—and you a pegman, too!” 


Damned felinas! He ran on, muttering. Teressa was at the bottom of this. She’d put them up to it, the little bitch. Saba was too timid and Runa would see the consequences, and Karina . . . Karina was too nice. But Teressa could sway them all. She would grow up to be a bandida, that girl. 


Somebody must have touched the brake—Karina probably—because he heard a scraping sound and the sailcar slowed. He reached the door and swung himself inside, blundered through the tools and stink and climbed the short ladder to the deck. 


“Hello, Pegman!” 


The four girls lay about the deck in attitudes of innocence, and Teressa was even mending a frayed rope. Helplessly he regarded them: cat-girls, descendants of some ancient genetic experiment, come back to haunt Man in the person of him, Enriques de Jai’a, pegman for the Rangua Canton. “I am human!” he suddenly shouted. “I am Mankind!” 


“Of course you are, Enri,” said Karina. “So are we.” There was a slight reproach in her tone. 


He’d meant no harm; he’d hardly been aware of his own outburst. “You’re goddamned jaguar girls,” he muttered. 


“But you love us,” said Teressa, not even looking up from her work. 


“Aah, what the hell!” To his intense embarrassment he found tears in his eyes and he turned away, facing north. The wind was strengthening with every moment and he must pull himself together. There was some difficult sailing between here and Rangua; the sailway turned inland for a short distance and cars had been known to jib in the sudden shift of wind. Last year, the Reine de la Plata had had her mast carried away and a crewman killed. Felinos and shrugleggers had towed the disgraced craft into Rangua, laughing derisively. 


No, the Camelback Funnel, as it was called, was a difficult stretch for a man with one arm. 


“And you couldn’t do without us,” said Runa seriously. “Not in this wind.” She handled the sheets, slackening them off while Saba eased the halliard and Karina, climbing to the lookout post, jerked the sail downwards. Teressa threaded a line through the cringles and in no time the sail was neatly reefed—a manoeuver he was totally unable to carry out himself. The car rode more steadily as the pressure on the lee guiderail eased. 


“They shouldn’t expect you to do it all yourself,” said Karina. 


“It’s this or no job at all.” 


“Then don’t work. Plenty of people in South Stage don’t work. Other people look after them.” 


“Listen!” he was suddenly bellowing, placing his hands at the side of his head like mules’ ears. “You’re talking about a felino camp! You people are different! You go around in grupos! True humans aren’t like that. We’re more. . . . solitary. The weak ones die. It’s good for the species.” 


Karina said quietly, “Tonight a True Human helped me.” 


“Huh?” 


“I broke my leg. I was lying trapped on the rail. She came and mended my leg, and set me free.” 


“If you broke your leg you wouldn’t be able to stand on it now.” 


“She healed it right away, with a stone.” 


“Ah, what the hell.” He wasn’t going to argue. 


But her sisters had already descended on Karina and the four girls had become a struggling, fighting mass on the deck; half-play, half-serious. “Broken leg, eh?” Teressa was shouting, twisting viciously at Karina’s ankle. Meanwhile Runa was dragging Karina’s alpaca tunic over her head and Saba, safe now Karina was effectively trussed and blinded, was pounding away at her body with her fists. The Estrella del Oeste rolled on through the night. Enriques de Jai’a turned away, checking the set of the sail. Felinas had no sense of decency, and Karina wore no pants, and how much was a man supposed to take? 


“Har! Har! Haaaar!” he roared into the wind, acutely embarrassed by his own emotions. 


The struggling mass rolled across the deck and brought up with a crash against the after rail. He stole a glance and saw that Karina, freed from the tunic and naked, was fighting back. She’d thrown an arm around Teressa’s neck from behind and was throttling her, meanwhile getting a devastating kick into Runa’s stomach. Saba, smaller than her sisters and weaker, left the battle and joined him on the foredeck. She was panting and her colour was not good. Enri put an arm around her. 


“Too rough for you, sweetheart?” 


“I just get tired so quickly, that’s all. I wish I was like Teressa, I really do.” 


It had been a multiple birth, a normal occurence among felinos. More unusually, the babies had all been girls. Although male felino children generally leave the grupos at puberty, either to squire an unrelated grupo or to join the bachelors at the other end of the camp, their presence in the childhood grupo provides a steadying influence in the formative years. The death of the mother had not helped and, with the formidable El Tigre too involved with his revolutionary plotting to guide the four wild daughters of one of his five wives, the girls had gone their own way. 


Now Runa was vomiting over the side, Teressa was leaning against the mast, mauve-faced and gagging, and Karina was getting dressed. 


“Teressa doesn’t look very happy,” said the Pegman. 


Saba looked round, smiled and said, “I’d change places with her even now. She’s strong.” 


Karina joined them. The wind had freshened and her hair streamed like flames. “Aren’t you glad we’re here, Pegman? What would you do without us? That last gust would have taken the mast right out of this old tub, if we hadn’t reefed for you.” She made no mention of the fight. It was an everyday occurrence in the grupo, a part of growing up. 


But Enri asked, curious, “Why do you always win, Karina?” 


“Because nothing hurts her,” said Saba. 


“No, I’m just better than them, that’s all,” said Karina. She had never told anyone about the Little Friends. That was her secret, and instinctively she knew she’d better keep it. Felinos with real peculiarities—as distinct from Saba who was simply not strong—had a habit of being found dead. 


The sailcar reached the downgrade and roared through Camelback Funnel with the speed of a galloping horse, and the girls shouted and laughed with excitement as the craft bucked from side to side and the guiderails screamed a warning. Teressa stood guard over the brake lever, daring Enri to approach, knowing that this strange True Human friend of theirs would never get involved in a physical struggle with them. 


“Karina—just go and put that brake on, will you?” Enri pleaded, hanging onto a stanchion with his one hand. 


But Karina was yelling with the fun of it, standing on the prow of the Estrella del Oeste like a beautiful figurehead, braced against the handrails. “No way!” she shouted back against the bedlam screeching of tortured wood. Enri sniffed, smelling hot bearings. 


Then he thought: what the hell. Just for a few moments he’d forgotten his need to rearrange the world’s history. 


Too soon they reached Rangua South Stage, the shanty-town of vampiro tents at the foot of the hill on which stood Rangua Town. Teressa surrendered the brake, laughing at him with slanting eyes as he hauled on the handle and managed to bring the runaway car to a halt. The girls climbed down, calling to the felinos and showing their legs. The felinos, mostly bachelors but with a few fathers among them, muttered disapprovingly at the association between the girls and a True Human. 


“He’ll kiss you while he stabs you in the back, Teressa!” one of them shouted, repeating the traditional saying about True Humans, although in expurgated form out of deference to her age. 


Then they hitched up the shrugleggers for the two-kilometer climb to the town. The running rail descended to ground level for this purpose; the gradient was too steep for any sailcar to climb unassisted in 


anything but gale-force winds. Ten shrugleggers sufficed for the job, and with oaths and yells from the felinos the Estrella del Oeste was soon moving again. 


Enri slackened off the halliard and furled the sail. Now that the girls were gone and the exhilarating ride over, he felt let down. A surly felino sat on deck, another led the shrugleggers. The wheels creaked, the car felt heavy and dead. The felino on deck had his back to him, sitting on the prow where the lovely Karina had stood, his legs dangling and his head bowed, half asleep, his neck vulnerable to an ax blow. . . . 


Now that would change history. 


That would be just the kind of open clash between True Human and felino which was needed to spark off the present tinder-box of relations. 


There was an ax hanging from the shrouds for use in an emergency. Enri took it down and hefted it in his hand. It was heavy but well-balanced, and the blade was the keenest flaked stone. Enri often did illogical, crazy things. . . . 


But the felino would bleed, and maybe hurt. 


Enri put the ax back and stared at the eastern sky which was brightening with dawn. 


“Haaaar!” he cried. “Har! Har! Har!” And he slapped his hand against the mast, again and again. 


The felino looked round; a quick askance look. 


Then Enri heard a noise below, a clatter and thump against the squeaking and rumbling of Estrella. Somebody was down there. An intruder, in his private domain. Somebody fooling with his things, robbing him, most likely—maybe even a bandido. 


He took up the ax again and, yelling, descended the ladder into the cabin. 


“I’m going to kill you!” he shouted, staring around the dark interior. “I can see you.” But he couldn’t. He was shouting to cover his own nervousness. A felini, however—with those catlike eyes—could see him. 


“You wouldn’t kill me, would you, Pegman?” said a soft voice. 


He dropped the ax. “Where are you, Karina?” 


“Sitting on your bed.” 


“Why?” He forced his mind away from the mental image of warm limbs, a slim body dressed in alpaca, and said, “I don’t need to kill you. Your father will do it for me, when he finds out where you’ve been. Now—what do you want?” 


The car moved out of the trees and a pale glimmer of early daylight came through the porthole. Karina was a dark silhouette. She said, “Tonight I met a queer woman. She said she was the handmaiden of a bruja called the Dedo. You’re a wise man, Enri. You know more about the world than I do—and you’re a True Human too. You know the legends, and you sing songs of the past. Why would that woman have said I would become famous? And she did heal my leg; she really did.” 


The Dedo. . . . 


The word struck a chord in Enri’s memory. 


. . . . There was a dense jungle and the harsh screaming of birds, and he’d left the other trackmen and gone exploring. . . . 


And a monster had charged him, bursting out of a thicket. 


Huge it was, and terrible, carrying an aura of unspeakable evil. Not jaguar, nor bear nor cai-man, yet possessing the most fearful characteristics of all three, and bigger than any of them, bigger even than the mythical thylacosmilus, about which he’d sometimes sung songs. But he never sang songs of this monster, in the years which followed. 


So he ran until he collapsed sobbing with fear and exhaustion beside a stream, and while he lay there a girl came to him—a girl beautiful beyond measure, more beautiful even than Corriente, his love; but cold. 


In a voice without expression she had said, “Don’t be alarmed. Bantus will not harm you now. You are outside the valley, you see. . . .” And they had talked for a while, of Time and happentracks. 


I am the Dedo, the beautiful girl had said. You will never forget me. 


“What else did she say? Can you remember the exact words?” 


Surprised at the tenseness in his voice, Karina said, “I didn’t understand a lot of it. She used strange words. The Greataway—that was her word for the sky, I think. Ifalong. . . . Other words. That’s it—she said, ‘In certain tracks of the Ifalong you will be famous.’ Me, famous? What do you make of that, Enri?” 


“If the Dedo’s handmaiden said you will be famous,” said Enri carefully, “then I think you will. I met the Dedo myself once, and I believe her.” He tried to smile. “People will write songs about you. Maybe I should write one, to be first.” 


“But what are tracks of the Ifalong?” 


“The Dedo says that Time consists of happentracks, all branching out from the present. So that at any moment your future might go one 


way or the other, depending on what you do. The Ifalong is the total of all these happentracks in the future, when there are a billion different ways things might have happened. One thing the Dedo can do, is to see all these happentracks in the Ifalong, and work out the course people ought to take.” 


Karina caught a glimpse of immensity. “Ought to take, why? What’s the purpose? Why not just live?” 


“I think she thinks there’s more to life than that. But she didn’t tell me what.” 


Karina was thinking deeply. “I wonder. . . . Do you think it might be possible to change things, by jumping onto another happentrack which had branched off some time before? Suddenly find yourself in a different world, where. . . .” Her voice trailed away. She was going to say: where my mother is still alive. . . . “No,” she said. “You’d have to do something so strange that it was completely out of place in your happentrack, something which simply didn’t fit in with the way things are, something—” 


“Yes, you would,” said the man who thought coolly of murder, and was given to meaningless bursts of shouting, and who perched on rails flapping like a bird. 


 


ON URUBU’S DECK. 


 


The southbound dawn sailcar was captained by the infamous Herrero so Karina hung about the station for a while, drawing curious glances from True Humans who wondered why she hadn’t returned to South Stage with the other felinos. 


She knew her father would be waiting for her and she couldn’t face his rage, not yet. It was daylight now, and in the distance the sun was coming up over the rim of the sea. Rangua sat on a shoulder of the coastal mountains. Inland, the jungle crawled up the slopes and there were great cleared meadows where slow-moving tumps could be seen: huge mounds of flesh eating their way across the landscape in the care of the tumpiers. 


The town was small, bright and neat, and the signs of wealth were everywhere. The stores were full of exotic goods and bright woven fabrics from the great southern plains, and the people, mostly True Humans, were well-fed and clean, busily getting the town ready for the day. West, in the distant foothills, stood the white Palace of the Canton Lord, with his private sailway winding through the tumpfields. 


“Hey there, cat girl!” The greeting came from a grimy individual leaning against a wall; even in Rangua Town there were derelicts. Karina grinned at him with some malice, toyed with the idea of teasing, then realized that the slatting noise of the car’s sails had ceased. The crew had hauled them tight and the car was about to depart. She ran along the dusty street pursued by the ribald shouts of the bum, reached the track-side and, timing her moment, seized the guide-arm of the sailcar Urubu as it rumbled past. In one fluid movement she hauled herself up onto the arm, laughed into the amazed face of an elderly passenger who stared out of a nearby porthole, and swung herself to the deck above. 


The Urubu was a two-master and the crew of four were busy. The wind was light and it needed all their skill to keep the car moving; they hauled on the sheets to the instructions barking out of a voicepipe on the foredeck. 
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So they paced down a nearby street; El Tigre with his head thrust forward, his grupo glancing at him and each other nervously; Torch, Iolande and Tamaril with light step and an air of pride and excitement. The barricade in this street consisted of a row of ox- and mule-carts, with pieces of furniture pushed into the gaps: chairs, cupboards, a baby’s crib with the blanket still in it, tables, beds, anything which had come readily to hand. There was something pathetic about the futility of this barricade. It might have stopped a runaway tapir, but felinas . . .? 



El Tigre sprang lightly to the top, standing on an oxcart. 



A score of twisted bodies lay on the ground beyond. 



They lay as they had died, hunched around terrible lacerations, in puddles of blood now turned to jelly and glistening in the new sun, surrounded by trampled entrails. They were both sexes and all ages. They hadn’t stood a chance. 



Iolande jumped to the ground. “See, El Tigre?” She held up a metal knife, “You see the kind of two-faced bastards we’re dealing with?” 



The others joined her, stepping carefully through the carnage. 



El Tigre said nothing. 



Karina gulped, and walked away. She looked at the sky, clean and bright and blue, the clouds of yesterday gone. What’s the matter with me? she wondered. 



“Let’s take a look in there,” said El Tigre suddenly, pointing to a house where the door leaned open. . . . 



They found the bodies in the bedroom; an elderly man and his wife. It seemed the old couple had locked themselves in and pushed a heavy dresser against the door; it lay on its side nearby. The man lay beside it with his throat slashed open; the door lay across his legs, torn away from its lintels. The woman had tried to get out of the window; the shutter was ajar. She lay in a huddle with her neck twisted back and her eyes open, staring at El Tigre as though in surprised recognition. 



He said, “Why?” 



“Well, hell, what do you expect?” Iolande answered briskly. “Have you ever tried to control a dozen grupos with the smell of blood in their nostrils? Have you ever tried to control one? All right, so a felina got a little out of hand in here. It’s a small price to pay.” 



They left the house and walked on, but now El Tigre insisted they examine the whole town, house by house. He wanted to see the results of the battle personally, before anything was removed. 



He saw enough to sicken him of revolution forever. 



The barricades were bad enough, with their heaps of corpses and pools of blood; but at least the people there had died fighting. It was in the houses where the pathos lay; where the elderly and the children had barred the doors only to have them broken down by the powerful felinas; and where, in all too many cases, the felinas—already crazed with blood lust—had gone berserk. 



El Tigre was relentless, and saw it all. 



Some time in the afternoon Iolande said, “All right, all right!” and she began to cry. She collapsed on a doorstep, her head in her hands. 



Tamaril, who had been silent for a long time, said, “Perhaps we shouldn’t reproach ourselves for the way we’re made. After all, the great Mordecai Whirst was a True Human.” 



El Tigre said slowly, “No—the blame lies with us. We didn’t understand one another well enough, felinos and felinas. We didn’t understand what war meant, because we’ve never known one. The bachelors wouldn’t have done all this, if I’d sent them in instead. But then, the bachelors may not have won the war. Our men are clever and strong, but they are lazy and easy-going. I am such a man, although I drive myself to lead because somebody must. Our women hunt in packs and they’re cruel and violent when aroused—and I knew that—yet I sent them into Rangua. I must take the blame. I didn’t realize what I was doing, because we’ve never fought a real war before, and we didn’t know our own strength. But I should have known. I should have seen what I was committing the Canton to, once the revolution became more than just my talk. 



“Iolande—stop snivelling and get up. Last night you did what you were born to do—only daylight has changed the picture. Now we must face our prisoners. This should be our moment of triumph. This is my moment of vengeance for what they did to Serena.” His bitter smile did nothing to hide his sorrow. “But instead I only feel guilt.” 



 



Karina said quietly to Teressa, “You and Runa stay with father. I’ll go after Tonio alone.” 



El Tigre, overhearing, said, “More killing?” 



“This is a special case.” Confused and desperately unhappy, she hurried away. Time was getting on. She’d be lucky if she reached Palhoa by nightfall. 



She went to the house where Captain Guantelete and his wife and crew were being held, obtained their release and assured the uncertain grupo guard that she could handle them. 



Later, as the great square sails were spread and the car crept into the foothills on the last of the wind, she sat on deck and watched Rangua recede. The True Humans had left their temporary jails now, and were assembled before the signal tower, where her father was addressing them from half-way up the ladder. She hoped her sisters would look after him; right now, he needed their support and affection. 



She felt she needed support too; and she was relieved when an ungainly figure came bounding out of the bush and swung itself aboard. It was the Pegman, who had left town in time to avoid the night’s killing. 



He sat beside her. “So Rangua belongs to the felinos now.” 



A bluff hid the town from view and the setting sun illuminated the wetness of the delta region. For a moment she wondered how Manoso had fared. His silence had alarmed El Tigre, who had a vision of Manoso’s entire force being wiped out by the ferocious cai-men. Thinking unhappy thoughts, Karina was carried towards Palhoa and her historic meeting with the Dedo. 



 



Years afterwards, they were still telling the story in Palhoa of how the cat-girl had awakened and stood, head high and nostrils flaring as she sniffed the morning air. Her beauty was unearthly, they said, but no man would have gone near her that day—except for the Pegman, a one-armed True Human freak from somewhere down the coast. The cat-girl awakened from where she’d been lying and the vicuna people edged away, tossing their heads. After sniffing she uttered a wordless sound—some said she roared—and she plunged into the jungle, followed by the freak. . . . 



The Pegman had prevailed upon Karina to spend the night in Palhoa. “I’m beat,” he said. “And you must be tired, too. The jungle around Palhoa is dangerous. I know. I’ve been there. We’re going to need our wits about us.” So they’d slept on the deck of the car. 



In the morning they were climbing, following the overgrown sail-way. The scent was cold, but the Pegman assured Karina this was the route Tonio would have taken. 



“He may be headed for Buique or even further. He’ll be expecting to be followed, for a while at least. He’s almost two days ahead of us, but he doesn’t know that. Maybe he’ll get careless. . . . There are other things besides jaguars here, so they say. . . .” 



Karina had been casting around. “Somebody’s been this way—look!” 



“Do you really want to go through with this, Karina?” asked the Pegman later, as they sat gnawing at a fungus. 



“Is that why you’ve come? To try to talk me out of it?” Her voice was high. She was much affected by the happenings in Rangua. 



“I wouldn’t do that.” He sat regarding her somberly. He was behaving with unusual normality, and hadn’t uttered a single insane yell since entering the jungle. He, like others, had a sense of converging events, of an inevitability in recent happenings which even his mad clowning could not disturb. “You have to make up your own mind, Karina.” 



“I’ve made it up. I made it up when I found Saba dead.” 



“So you will kill Tonio. Will you kill his wife and son, too?” 



“Of course.” 



“What did they ever do to you?” 



“If you want to stay with me,” Karina cried suddenly, “You’d better keep your damned mouth shut, Pegman!” Her eyes were bright with tears. 



 



PICKING UP THE SCENT. 



 



After a while Tonio found he was talking about himself, telling this girl the story of the disaster. When he’d finished, she said, 



“If it’s any consolation to you, Tonio, consider that on many happentracks the guiderail didn’t give way, and the people of Torres lived. Consider also, that on a few happentracks you rose to become a Company man, even in a couple of instances rising to the position of second-in-command to Silva. Consider again,” she added quietly, “that none of this matters, because the Fifty Thousand Years’ Incarceration has run more than half its course, and within twenty millennia the Triad will free Starquin to roam the Greataway once more.” 



He glimpsed a vastness. “In the Ifalong,” he said. 



“We work towards that day.” 



“And what about me?” His chest was tight. “What happens to me?” 



“Many things.” 



“Yes, but what’s the norm? What might I expect?” 



It was late afternoon already; where had the day gone? The rain had stopped and a fresh breeze stirred the trees outside the cottage. The birds were screeching in anticipation of night and the jaguars stretched and unsheathed their claws, limbering up for the evening hunt. And another creature stirred too; a huge beast, the only one of his kind. 



Leitha said, “You will take your place in the scheme of things.” 



“What do you mean?” 



“Tonio, you’ve been at odds with your surroundings for some time now. You must have known it yourself—you’ve been fighting things instead of going with the flow. Soon, things will be different.” 



As he left, he said, “You didn’t mind me shooting the fish, then?” 



“Mind? No, I don’t mind. Today you shot the fish. It is a fact, and it was going to be a fact before it happened. It makes no difference to the overall scheme—in fact, it’s part of the scheme.” 



He walked away, musing on the disturbing fatalism of those words. He was almost back at the signal cabin before he realized he’d left the fish behind. Astrud greeted him, and immediately accused him. 



“You’ve been with that girl!” 



“I talked to her, yes.” He was abstracted, still back at the strange cottage in spirit, still seeing the girl’s cold face. 



“It’s not like you’re thinking, Astrud. She’s an odd person, but I think she could help us a lot.” He leaned out of the window, looking east. It was possible to see where the old sailway had run; the jungle was thinner, the roof of the trees just a little lower. From a certain position he could just see the ocean, probably fifteen kilometers away. “If they ever came after us,” he said, “I think she would hide us and look after us.” 



“Why? Because she likes you?” 



“Because it might fit in with the nature of the Ifalong,” he said, and she stared at him. 



Later Raoul tackled him. “We have to move on, father.” 



“I think this will suit us fine, Raoul.” 



“You didn’t see the way she looked! She’s after us, I know that—and she’ll be bringing a few grupos with her!” 



“Are you still talking about that felina?” 



“Yes I am, and I think she’s a lot more important than that bruja you’re always with. It seems to me she’s got you twisted around her finger! ‘You will take your place in the scheme of things,’ mimicked Raoul furiously. “What about us, father? What about mother and me?” 



By the Sword of Agni, he thought, the young bastard’s been following me. Tonio glanced around, saw Astrud was out of earshot, and said, “The jungle is a dangerous place, Raoul. Particularly that valley where the girl lives. You could get yourself killed, going in there.” He said this quietly, and there was no doubt as to his meaning. A different world, he thought. Survival of the individual is what counts. 



Raoul had backed off as though Tonio had struck him, and now he was staring incredulously at him. “Are you threatening me, father?” 



“Just pointing out the dangers.” 



“Right,” said Raoul. “I understand. . . .” 



 



They hadn’t made such quick progress as Karina had hoped. After a few kilometers’ climbing they’d left the sailway on the Pegman’s advice, heading south. 



“Tonio will have made for Buique,” said Enri, but he lied. “This is the quickest way. The sailway took a roundabout route, because of the gradients.” 



His own fury at the death of Saba had subsided and he was regretting telling the El Tigre grupo where Tonio might be. There had been enough killing. He’d heard some of the screaming from Rangua during the previous night and he knew that, so far, Karina had had no part in it. He wanted it to stay that way. 



They spent the night a few kilometers below Buique, having bypassed the area where the Pegman supposed Tonio to be. Congratulating himself, he settled down to sleep. Tomorrow he would continue the wild-goose chase until Karina cooled her intentions. He slept heavily and it seemed only a moment later that it was dawn and Karina was shaking him awake, oblivious of the fact that her breasts jiggled in full view under the loose neck of her tunic. 



“Enri! Wake up! Look!” She shook his shoulder violently and he dragged his gaze away from her to look in the direction she indicated. 



A wisp of smoke rose above the trees, several kilometers below them. 



“We’ve come too far,” said Karina. 



“We can’t be sure it’s them.” 



“Of course it’s them! Who else but a True Human like Tonio would kindle the Wrath of Agni? And now—” her eyes narrowed to fierce slits as she squinted against the wet brightness of the rising sun “—we’ve got them! Now we close in. Come on, Enri!” 



Resignedly, the Pegman allowed himself to be led downhill, and soon they came across the upper reaches of the old sailway. 



“We should never have left the track,” said Karina, with a glance at Enri. 



“You’ve met Astrud?” asked the Pegman later. 



“No. I’ve seen her, though.” 



“She’s a nice woman. Simple, really. Very religious—she really believes the Examples. I was in her house once, and I saw texts all over the walls.” 



“I know. I . . . kind of spied on them a while back, and I saw into the house.” 



“And you want to kill her.” 



“Rayo had metal bearings! How two-faced can she be!” 



“She didn’t know. I’ll swear to that, Karina.” 



“Huh.” 



They scrambled down further, walking in the bed of a little stream which followed the sailway. Then Enri said, 



“You know. . . . One time, I thought you rather liked Raoul.” 



She didn’t turn round. “Oh?” 



“Well. . . . I hear you rode with him up to Rangua one day—and got into quite some trouble about it, so they say. And you followed him into the delta. . . .” 



“And I got caught, and he didn’t do a thing to help me! Mordecai, what a creep! He’s weak, weak!” 



“You’re right. He doesn’t have the guts to stand up to his father. It’s the way True Humans are raised, I suppose.” 



“Maybe,” said Karina. 



Later the track levelled out to a platform and there, barely visible among the dense trees, was a signal tower. 



“Look at this, Enri!” Karina stood in a glade. At her feet, the remains of a fire smouldered. “They’re here.” Her gaze snapped this way and that, finally dwelling thoughtfully on the signal cabin at the top of the tower. “Up there,” she said. 



But the cabin was empty. There were signs of recent habitation however; some food, skins, and blankets laid on the floor. 



“Right,” said Karina grimly as they climbed down to the foot of the ladder. “They’re not far off, and the trail’s still warm. We’ve got them, Enri. Follow me, and don’t think of making any loud noises.” 



Raising her head, she sniffed the air delicately. 



 



“Are you sure you don’t mind?” asked Tonio. “Four fish would probably be enough, but five would be better. They’re quite small. My wife, she must learn to eat. . . .” 



“The valley will be in balance again before long,” Leitha said. “When you arrived there was a certain imbalance, but that will right itself. Meanwhile you can keep the fish.” 



She looked at him in a way which he might have thought calculating—but dead eyes cannot calculate. His gaze strayed to the water. Today the fishing had been good—and there was another big fish there. He’d seen it. Not so big as Torpad, but big enough. 



Yet the blood lust had left him. When he’d successfully shot his first small fish and laid it on the grass there had been no elation; just a relief that his hunger would be appeased. 



Suddenly, the Dedo stood, glanced around, then walked off up the trail without a word. He watched her go. It was warm in the sun and he was drowsy. He’d lost all sense of time, but figured he ought to be getting back. The signal cabin had begun to feel like home; although Astrud’s mood had become unpredictable, and Raoul was showing signs of youthful rebelliousness. . . . 



In fact Astrud was close by at that moment, having tired of fixing up the cabin, and having begun to wonder, not for the first time, just what Tonio spent his days doing. 



She emerged from the trees in time to see the Dedo disappearing up the trail. Tonio sat by the stream as though in a trance. He’d taken off most of his clothes and he looked pale and flabby. Rage began to gnaw at her. She stormed down to the riverbank. 



“You’ve been with that girl!” 



“Yes.” 



“Well, it’s not right! I’ve been working back there while you spend your time idling about with some forest girl!” 



“I wasn’t idling. I caught some fish.” He indicated them. 



“I won’t have you playing around with that girl! Listen, Tonio, I haven’t stuck by you all this time for you to run off into the woods with some Specialist.” 



“Leitha isn’t a Specialist.” 



“And you know all about Specialists, don’t you? After all, you killed plenty of them!” 



“What’s happening here?” Raoul pushed his way out of the bush. “I could hear you a kilometer away.” 



“Your father’s running out on us, that’s what!” 



There was a strange expression on Tonio’s face, and he was blinking rapidly. “I thought I told you not to come this way,” he said. “It’s dangerous. You could cause an imbalance.” 



“A what?” 



“It’s claptrap,” said Astrud furiously. “Claptrap he teamed from that girl. Since he met her he’s been coming out with all kinds of queer things!” 



Tonio was blinking at the water. “Nothing to be done. . . .” 



“There’s one thing to be done. You come with us back to the cabin, right now!” 



“Two happentracks. I do, or I don’t.” A tic was twitching in Tonio’s cheek. Soon Astrud might start screaming. It was in the nearby Ifalong. 



“Come on, Tonio,” she said, suddenly more gentle. “You’re not yourself. It’s the reaction. The humidity. Come—” 



She broke off, staring. 



Tonio had picked up one of the fish. It had been dead for a couple of hours and it was stiff. He clutched it in his fist with the head uppermost. 



He regarded it thoughtfully. 



Astrud was still. Raoul was still. The forest was silent. 



Tonio put the head in his mouth and bit it off, with a crunch, just as though he was eating a stick of celery. 



Astrud screamed. 



Blood trickled down Tonio’s chin as he chewed, watching her vacantly. He took another bite, stripping flesh from the backbone. He chewed with his mouth open. His teeth shone crimson with blood while his tongue rolled a wad of flesh and bones. 



Raoul uttered a bellow of despair and ran, pushing his way blindly through the undergrowth. 



 



“Listen. . . . What’s that?” said Karina. 



Away to the left they could hear a crashing as a heavy body plunged through the forest. 



“A tapir,” said Enri. “There are lots of them around these parts. They get scared by a noise, and they just run off into the bush.” 



They heard a woman’s voice; a low, breathless sobbing. 



“Tapir, huh?” said Karina. “Come on. This way. She’s headed back to the signal cabin.” 



“Just Astrud?” The Pegman stayed where he was. “She’s not so important, is she? Tonio’s still up ahead. He’s the one you really want.” 



As Karina stood irresolute, staring this way and that into the dense foliage, she caught sight of movement. “Quiet. . . .” she whispered, and began to creep forward, one careful step at a time. 



There was the flick of a black cloak, half-seen. Karina crept on, her heart pounding, her fingers hooked into talons. It was Tonio—it had to be. It was too tall for Astrud. A twig snapped under her foot and she swore under her breath; but, a moment later, she saw the quarry again, crossing a clearing where water flowed. 



On the ground beside the river lay some dead fish, one of them half-eaten. “See this?” she said to the Pegman as he hurried up. “They’re eating meat, now. Hunting, kindling the Wrath of Agni—it shows the kind of things True Humans will do, when they think nobody’s watching.” 



“I’m a True Human,” Enri reminded her, not for the first time. 



Now Karina began to run, plunging through brush which slashed at her legs, climbing rocks, clawing her way up through the jungle and wondering at her quarry’s speed. She climbed on, the Pegman puffing behind her with no pretence at stealth, and emerged into, sudden sunshine. 



She was standing on a ridge of short grass and rocky outcroppings which marked the northern boundary of the valley. Fifty meters away the cloaked figure stood in the sun. 



And between Karina and this figure lay a ravine with sheer walls, a hundred meters deep. 



She stared. “How . . .?” It never occurred to her that there might have been two cloaked figures and the Dedo, calculating happen-tracks, slipped away unseen. 



The Pegman uttered a wordless exclamation. 



The figure was turning round, slowly, to look at them. The cloak fell away from the face, and the sunlight shone on pale skin, jet black hair. It wasn’t Tonio. 



It was the handmaiden. 



The sun lit the eroded fissures of her burned face and the wind caught her hair, lifting it. Karina’s eyes narrowed as the light seemed to intensify painfully—and suddenly the handmaiden was beautiful. Karina couldn’t see the Marks of Agni any more; only the eyes and the oval outlines of the face; the tall, slim figure and the lifting hair. 



And the Pegman was shouting a name, over and over. 



“Corriente! Corriente!” 



 



THE IMBALANCE RESOLVED. 



 



Astrud ran. She blundered through thickets, flung herself across streams, and burst out of the jungle onto the slopes of the ridge. Her mind was afire with horror and disgust. Every rock, every tree was Tonio, his face an animal’s face as he munched raw flesh, snorting with gratification. She stumbled up the slope and down the other side, falling several times, picking herself up and plunging on, scratched and bruised, the heat burning the strength out of her. 



She had to get back among real people. 



She would pick up a few things from the cabin, then follow the track down to Palhoa. She stumbled on, reached the cabin at last, threw herself at the ladder and began to climb. 



The ninth rung split. 



She fell, seeing Tonio’s face in the ground as it rushed up to hit her. Later she climbed again, dragging herself up with arms shaking from the effort, one leg almost useless. She crawled across the cabin floor, caught hold of the control arms and pulled herself to her feet. Holding onto her last glimmer of consciousness she worked the arms, catching the sun’s rays in the battery of hemitrexes, directing the beam downhill, noting the way the jungle shadows brightened and following the line until she was sure the people in Palhoa must see the distant blaze of light. . . . 



She fell to the floor, and prayed that someone was looking her way. Some kindly mountain-woman, long-necked with head held high, her eye caught by the sudden glare. . . . 



Much later she awakened. It was almost dark. 



Somebody, something, was in the cabin with her. 



“Tonio . . .?” 



“Rest easy for a moment. I’ve almost done.” 



It was a woman’s voice. 



“What . . . what are you doing here? Where’s Tonio?” 



“You can stand now. Your ankle was badly injured, but I’ve healed it.” Leitha slipped a smooth stone into her pocket and helped Astrud to her feet. “You signalled the village. You shouldn’t have done that. It introduces new factors and creates new happentracks. You’re not very rational, are you? I have to get you away from here. There is a need for you in the Ifalong.” 



They walked. The forest was waking up for the night. Astrud’s leg felt good and she found time to wonder at the healing powers of this strange girl; then her mind clouded over. This was the woman who had taken Tonio away from her. 



“Why did you do it?” she asked. 



“Don’t talk. It isn’t safe to be out, tonight. There’s an imbalance.” 



They descended the ridge into the secret valley and it was very dark among the trees, and the animals seemed to be all around them. Astrud started as a tapir, head down, burst from the undergrowth and pounded so close that it brushed her in passing. She waited, shivering, for its pursuer to appear. Leitha drew her on, and soon they were fording a stream. 



“What’s that?” There was a big shadow on the bed of the stream, and for a terrified instant Astrud thought it was a cai-man, about to snap at her. 



And Leitha said, “Torpad. . . . He’s just a big fish.” 



Later they reached the stone cottage. It was empty and weirdly illuminated, and again Astrud asked, “Where’s Tonio?” 



“He’s been helping me restore the balance.” 



“Balance?” Astrud was intimidated by this cold, self-possessed girl. It was quite obvious, now, that Tonio had not been involved with her in any romantic sense. This girl had never had a man, and never would—although she was quite beautiful in an icy way. Astrud had misjudged Tonio. In a moment she would find him, and apologize to him. . . . “Tonio’s coming with me. We’re leaving.” 



“Well, that’s possible, on certain remote happentracks. But very unlikely. The chances are, you will die.” 



The cold eyes watched her. 



“I’m getting out of here!” Astrud ran for the door, suddenly terrified in a mindless way, in the way of a hunted animal. 



“You’ll only hasten your own end,” the Dedo called after her. 



So Astrud ran into the night and stood there for a moment, heart pounding, looking this way and that. She didn’t know where Tonio was, but she knew she must find him quickly. They had to get out of this valley, away from the threats of this girl. She called his name, listened for a reply, but heard only the sound of night hunting. 



“Tonio!” she called again. 



There was a bright moon above and she could see well enough to discern a trail leading downhill. She thought it was the one she’d come by, but she couldn’t be sure. Had she been in the cottage for long? She broke into a run. She didn’t look back. 



Leitha was watching her from the doorway; watching and calculating, because that was her Duty. She weighed predator against prey, scavenger against carrion. She considered the grass, and the deer. Her mind dwelt briefly on the ants and the anteater, the tapir and the rainfall. She listened to the wind and the birds, and the sound of Astrud’s retreating footsteps. 



She contemplated the Ifalong. 



Astrud ran. 



A jaguar killed a pacarana. . . . 



Bantus lumbered through the forest. He ignored the deer which swerved in front of him, and he paid no heed to the tapir which he could hear browsing nearby. 



Tonight was fish night. 



The certainty was within his being, like a command which he couldn’t help but obey. He salivated, anticipating the flavor of fresh blood. There was a rightness about the night. He could sense a rhythm and a pattern, and his own place in it. 



Something in his mind was saying: Bantus—tonight is the night for Torpad. 



 



Karina had to physically restrain the Pegman from attempting to jump the ravine. There was a brief struggle until finally she pinned him to the ground, during which time the handmaiden disappeared. 



“She’s gone, she’s gone. Oh, Corriente!” 



“Is that the Corriente you’ve been talking about all these years?” 



“That’s her.” 



“But she’s cursed by Agni, Enri,” said Karina gently. 



“Does that matter? I only have one arm, now.” 



How can I kill that woman now? Karina wondered. “I think we’ll find her easily enough tomorrow.” 



The Pegman gave a faint smile. “After all these years. . . .” he murmured. “And now, Karina, if you’ll kindly get your pretty body off my old one, we can decide what to do next.” 



“Oh. . . . Of course.” She stood, watching him warily. “Maybe we should go back to the signal cabin. Tonio may be there by now.” But the urgency was gone. It was late afternoon and warm here on the ridge. She sat beside the Pegman. “Who is this Corriente, anyway? Where did you meet her?” 



“Long ago, before you were born, I met Corriente at the Tortuga Festival in Portina, to the south. I was playing a few tunes for the felinos, singing a song or two; while they were laughing at the idea of a True Human entertaining them. A few of them had been drinking and some things were said which were not really meant. I was thinking of moving on. Then Corriente came and sat beside me, and everyone was silent. 



“Because she was beautiful, you see—more beautiful than any woman there, even the felinas. She sang with me, and afterwards we enjoyed the Festival together, the feasting and the dancing and the fun. Later, in the moonlight, we made love. In the morning she cried, and I thought it was because . . . well, True Human women sometimes do cry when it’s over. So I asked her to be my wife; and she said she couldn’t, because she had to marry somebody else. 



Karina said, “True Humans make things complicated.” 



“Maybe, but there are sometimes compensations—although not in my case. It turned out that Corriente was the daughter of the Canton Lord, so I was wasting my time. She went away the next day. There was just one moment when I might have had her. I sat on a mule beside Portina station and watched her and the Lord get aboard the sailcar and I almost. . . . She walked past me so close and her eyes met mine, and I almost reached down and caught hold of her. . . . 



“And I almost rode off with her into the hills, and we almost built a little cabin up there, and raised crops and a family, and we almost lived happily ever after.” He smiled. “It was so close. All I needed to have done, was to reach out and catch hold of her. 



“I’ve been trying to undo that moment ever since. You’ve heard of happentracks? Well, I know on many happentracks I rode off with Corriente. I could almost feel them there, right next to my life. I’ve been trying to jump across to one of those happentracks ever since. 



“Maybe this time I’ve done it.” 



The sun had gone down behind the trees. Karina said, “So you became the Pegman. What happened to Corriente?” 



“She died—or so everyone thought. There was an accident to her car on the way to the wedding. They say a branch fell off a tree and jammed the sails. The car was struck by Agni and it left the track and fell into the river. They never found her body. It happened at Pele North Stage.” 



And he looked at her, nodding slightly, as if to say, Yes, yes. . . . 



She stared in growing amazement. “What was the name of the car?” 



“Cavaquinho.” 



“Oh. . . .” She was looking at him as though she saw him for the first time. “And so . . . Corriente must be. . . .” 



“Princess Swift Current. Same words, but an old tongue.” 



“You, Enri? You? That story—it’s almost a legend. One of the great sailway songs. You’re the humble minstrel from Jai’a!” 



“That’s me,” He grinned in embarrassment. 



“Mordecai!” Things began to fit together; old stories, odd remarks from Enri, carrera songs. . . . 



“And now. . . . Here she is, in this valley. Those times I’ve heard you talk about the handmaiden, I never thought. . . .” 



Uncertainly, Karina stood. Suddenly her vendetta was beginning to look small against the sweep of Time and events. All the same, it was getting dark, and the familiar restlessness stirred in her veins; the blood of carnivores from long ago. 



“Well. . . . Let’s go and get that bastard Tonio anyway,” she said. 



 



Astrud saw Tonio in the moonlight, face-down in the stream, and she thought he was dead. With a small scream of desolation she stepped into the water and knelt beside him. He lay very still, the water flowing past his hair and down his pale, naked body. His heels broke the surface, his arms lay along his sides. 



Then she saw his fingers were fluttering. 



She thought it was the flow of the water. She seized his left hand and held it to her. The fingers twitched swiftly. 



Then the body squirmed. 



She took hold of him. He was cold. He struggled, squirming sideways, feet kicking. She tried to drag him onto the bank but he was too heavy. He didn’t try to push her away, yet she sensed he was resisting her. 



“Tonio!” she cried, dragging at him, sobbing. She thought he was trying to drown himself. The guilt had been too much for him. All those felino people dead. And she hadn’t exactly helped. 



His mouth opened and she thought he was going to speak, but it closed again. Water dripped from his lips. 



His mouth opened again, and closed. 



He gaped, and gaped, just like a big fish. 



She couldn’t hold him up much longer. 



She felt the ground move under her, and the moonlight was blotted out. She looked up. 



She screamed. 



She backed away, staring, screaming her lungs out, not standing, just crawling slowly backwards while her gaze remained transfixed by the glowing eyes of the most terrible creature she’d ever seen. 



The Pegman and Karina watched from the undergrowth. 



“Oh, my God. . . .” Enri was mumbling. “Oh, my God. . . .” Quietly, as though the sound of his own voice was a comfort he couldn’t do without, even though it might reach the ears of the monster. 



Karina was silent while the Little Friends raged through her body, urging her to run. 



. . . . It was the way the creature had scooped Tonio out of the water with one paw, as though he was a medium-sized fish. And the next part had been quite simple, too. Tonio hadn’t screamed. He’d made no sound at all, just opening and shutting his mouth. He’d squirmed quietly until the creature had cuffed him and broken his neck. Then he was gone, eaten. There was very little blood. The monster wheeled around, and left. 



Astrud lay panting and trembling like a terrified deer. “So sorry, Tonio,” she whispered. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. . . .” 



Karina’s breath rattled in her throat, like a snarl. She’d dropped to a crouch and her eyes were wide and luminous. The Little Friends were quieter now, but the human part of her was scared sick. At last the dull footsteps of the monster died away and she crept forward and laid a hand on Astrud’s shoulder. The woman started, stared at her and whimpered. Her eyes were empty of all intelligence. 



 



The Pegman was talking. “There are worse things on Earth than True Humans, Karina.” 



She glanced at him, took a deep breath, and stood. 



“Help me with Astrud,” she said. “We’re going to find that damned Dedo!” 



 



DEATH OF THE DEDO. 



 



A bar of light showed under the cottage door and Karina hesitated. They had found the place quite easily, but now. . . . Only fungus and slimy things—and of course the Wrath of Agni—glowed at night. It was unnatural, that light. She shivered, swallowed heavily, and threw open the door. 



Two women were there. 



The handmaiden—Corriente—stood on the far side of the room, the ravines of her face like dancing shadows. The whole room glowed, not only because of the Wrath of Agni which was consuming a pile of sticks in a rock alcove. 



Sitting before this alcove, showing no fear, was the Dedo. She was a lot younger than Karina had expected, and much more beautiful. Her eyes glowed with the firelight and a little more of Karina’s resolve ebbed away. 



“So you’re the Dedo,” she said, and the Little Friends helped keep her voice steady. “You’re not so much. Your neck’s kind of skinny and I’ll bet your belly’s soft.” 



“Yes, I am in human form,” said Leitha. 



Karina strode across the room and stood above her, braving the heat and menace of the fire. “Is everything going according to your plan?” she asked. “Are we all dancing along your precious happentrack like puppets? Can you tell us who else is going to die along the way?” Her fingers were hooked and ready. 



“It’s becoming unimportant, now. The nearby Ifalong is decided. Certain humans have served their purpose, and there is still a slight imbalance in the valley. Those are considerations.” The Dedo treated the question on its merits. 



“By Agni!” Karina’s temper snapped. “I’m going to kill you!” 



“No,” said the Dedo. “Raoul will kill me.” 



The certainty in the beautiful woman’s tone stopped Karina as her fingers were reaching for the slender throat. “You know that? Then why don’t you save yourself?” 



“Because my life is of little importance when considered against the Purpose, the Duty, and the sweep of the Ifalong.” 



Unexpectedly, Astrud spoke. “You took Tonio away from me!” Her gaze darted around the cottage as though seeking her husband in some dark niche. “He’s here somewhere, I know it!” 



Karina shivered. The Pegman backed away. Astrud was completely mad; they could almost see the emptiness of her mind. 



“Where are you, Tonio?” cooed Astrud in tones of terrifying sweetness. Then her gaze returned to the Dedo. “You’ve hidden him. He’s your lover, isn’t he?” Now she blinked, and for an instant there was a glimmer of intelligence like a cunning dog. “And Raoul’s your child! You’re the girl he met in the forest, all those years ago! You’re a witch, a bruja!” Then, as though the effort had been too great, she turned away with a little whimper and began to stroke the fur of a strange animal which hung on the wall. . . . 



“Raoul is not my son,” said the Dedo. “He has a far greater significance.” 



The light in the cottage had no source. The fire glowed at one end and the Rock at the other; but there was something else, a suffused glow which seemed to be in the air. As though Agni himself is riding the next happentrack, thought the Pegman. 



“Where did the handmaiden come from?” he asked with studied casualness. 



“That matters nothing to the flow of events,” said the Dedo. “Her work is finished now, anyway.” 



“It matters to me.” 



The Dedo’s glance rested on him for a moment. “The handmaiden? She came to me many years ago, sick and badly burned, talking of a sailcar accident. She was of no significance and I might have healed her and sent her on her way, or simply eliminated her, but then my study of the Ifalong revealed she could be useful in guiding events. So I used her. I didn’t heal her, of course. Her burns were useful in keeping the superstitious coastal humans from approaching her.” 



Enri walked up to the handmaiden and took her hand. “Do you remember me, Corriente?” 



But the woman stood silent, her eyes vacant, her hand cold and unresponsive. 



“What have you been doing around here?” Karina asked the Dedo. “Have you driven her mad, too? Do you sacrifice everything to this stupid Purpose? Doesn’t it occur to you that ordinary humans have their own Purposes which are just as important to them? Let me tell you why Starquin’s Purpose seems more important to you than a human’s Purpose. It’s because Starquin is bigger and stronger, that’s why. 



That’s the only reason! That’s the trouble with every god humans ever dreamed up! They’re always made out to be important, but the real truth is they’re bigger and stronger, and they can stomp on you! They’re rotten big bullies!” 



“That is the essence of a certain Cosmic Truth,” said the Dedo. 



“Well,” shouted Karina, shaking her fists at the ceiling, “Piss on you, Starquin!” 



“If you’re hoping he will strike you with a thunderbolt, thereby proving his existence and a certain vulnerability, you are going to be disappointed,” said the Dedo. Reaching into a niche, she took out a curious instrument and pointed it at an earthenware pot. Thoughtfully, almost experimentally as though she was not used to doing this, she thumbed the button. 



The pot jumped and shattered, the fragments glowed, then ran together in a small puddle of intense heat. 



“It is time to reduce the possibility of error,” Leitha said. 



Then she pointed the weapon at Astrud. 



That scene, the frozen tableau of players, entered legend, was etched in the circuits of the Rainbow, and finally emerged in the Song of Earth as the famous couplet: 



 



“The one-armed man, the mother and the cat-girl watched with dread, 



As the devil-woman numbered them among the living dead.” 



 



Probably the three humans, at that moment, could not quite believe what was going to happen. All three had recently witnessed violent death; but that had been perpetrated by a mere animal. Now they were watching a creature in human guise, a creature who they suspected was living on a plane above them, a greatly superior being one step short of a god. 



And yet this goddess of beauty pressed the button on her little machine. 



Astrud glowed briefly, and fell. 



“She was mad,” said the Dedo. “It’s difficult to predict what mad people might do. However, normal humans react very much according to a pattern.” 



She watched the door. 



It burst open and Raoul entered, wild-eyed and breathless. 



“What’s going on here?” he shouted. “Where’s my father?” Then he saw the body on the floor. “Mother!” He knelt beside her, laid a hand on her cheek, snatched it away and looked up at them. “Who did this?” 



Karina said, “This woman did it with that thing she’s holding. She killed your father, too.” 



There was a stricken look on Raoul’s face which changed as they watched. He rose slowly to his feet, gaze fixed on the Dedo. 



“Well,” said the Dedo softly, “now I think you’ve served your purpose too, Karina.” And she pointed her weapon at the cat-girl. 



“No! Not Karina!” 



With a howl of rage, Raoul flung himself at the Dedo. 



As she had known he would. . . . 



She fell against the wall, brought up the weapon and pressed the button. Half a meter from Raoul’s head the wall glowed and dribbled lava. As he jerked away, she aimed at Karina again. This time Raoul threw a bottle which struck the Dedo on the shoulder, and Karina jumped aside as the floor began to glow. The Dedo recovered, but Raoul had sprung forward again, grasping her wrist. The weapon discharged a bolt of light into the ceiling, and timbers cracked and fell, smoking. Raoul, snarling like an animal, jerked at her arm and felt the bone snap as a ribbon of light slashed across the wall. 



The Dedo screamed. The weapon dropped to the floor. 



Raoul released his grip. The Dedo fell and began to scrabble for the gun. Even though she knew the outcome of this struggle, the instinct of self-preservation remained. Raoul stepped on the gun. As the Dedo tried to pry it from under his foot, he placed his toe squarely on the button. 



The Dedo bucked once and lay still, smoking. 



For a moment Raoul stood watching her, then his eyes met Karina’s and he looked away, embarrassed. 



“You did that for me?” said Karina wonderingly. “You could have been killed yourself, Raoul. You don’t understand just how powerful the Dedo was.” 



The Pegman uttered a shaky laugh. “So much for the Ifalong,” he said. 



Karina was still watching Raoul incredulously. “But I’m a felina, Raoul.” 



“So?” he muttered. “Maybe I just lost my temper. Wouldn’t you, if your mother had just been killed?” 



He regarded the scene in the cottage; the two bodies on the floor, the Pegman standing white-faced, Karina watching him with a look he couldn’t understand, and the handmaiden still standing in the corner, unmoved by events. 



He mumbled something, swung around and left. 



They’d run out of things to say about Time and happentracks and other strangenesses, and the dead women lay on the other side of the wall. The forest was very still, and stars were fading with the first light of a new day. 



“What are you going to do, Enri?” Karina asked. 



“Oh. . . . I thought I’d stay in Palhoa for a while. Corriente has to be looked after. . . . When she’s feeling better, I’ll take her down to Rangua.” 



Karina looked from him to the motionless handmaiden and her face was suddenly sad. “Princess Swift Current. . . .” she murmured, and she remembered how she’d first met this tall, silent woman, out on the sailway track beyond Rangua, when her leg was broken. It is important that you live, the handmaiden had said, and she’d healed her, and saved her life. . . . 



She’d done it with a smooth stone. 



Karina said, “Enri, I want to try something.” 



She drew aside the handmaiden’s robe and there, in an inside pocket, was the stone. 



Karina took it and, concentrating, thought: Little Friends, help me if you can. I don’t understand the use of this stone. 



Her fingertips tingled. 



Gently, she rubbed the stone over Corriente’s face. A light came into Corriente’s eyes. She twisted away and mumbled, “She told me never to do that to myself.” 



Karina said, “She’s dead, Corriente.” She continued to stroke the burned face. 



The Pegman sighed. 



The marks of Agni were disappearing, smoothed by the healing action. The puckered scars melted away, the twisted eyelids were mended, the eyes became almond-shaped and beautiful, the brows and the hairline grew back. 



The lips smiled. 



Princess Swift Current was back—older, but the Pegman recognized her still, and marvelled. The Little Friends withdrew, having unblocked certain pathways in her mind. 



“What. . . . What’s been happening?” she asked. 



“Do you remember me, Corriente?” the Pegman asked. Of course, she wouldn’t. It was so long ago. So many things had happened. 



She said, “Enri. I wanted you to take me away with you.” 



“I didn’t know. . . .” 



“You knew I loved you.” 



And now that he had her at last, Enri lost his nerve. She was too beautiful, and he was a one-armed Pegman. He wasn’t worthy. He shrugged, admitting his past foolishness, accepting that it was now too late. He turned away. 



Corriente took hold of him, swung him round and kissed him. . . . 



For a long time Karina fidgeted nearby, examining the stone wall with embarrassed intensity. True Humans were the strangest creatures—they behaved like people in legends. At last the couple stepped apart. Karina sighed with relief. She’d feared they were going to mate, there and then, and it wouldn’t have seemed, right for her to watch. Anyone else, but not the Pegman. Needing to change the subject, she said tentatively: 



“The Dedo died very . . . easily, didn’t you think, Enri? With all her powers. . . .” Her imagination had conjured up a picture of the Dedo sitting in the chair by the fire the way she’d first seen her, sitting there right now, on the other side of the wall, smiling to herself, having fooled them all. 



“She knew Raoul was going to kill her. It was in the Ifalong. So there was no point in fighting it. I kind of think it was all part of her Purpose that she died.” 



“Look!” said Corriente. Smoke was puffing from under her door. 



They backed off. The smoke thickened, then suddenly the cottage burst into flames. Fingers of fire reached through the roof into the trees and the slates popped and crackled. The roof collapsed and a great breath of smoke puffed out of the windows like the exhalation of a dying dragon. The door fell outwards, flaming, and within minutes the cottage was reduced to a smoking shell. So rapid had been the conflagration that the ferns and mosses growing in and around the walls were barely scorched. As the smoke died, the remains of the cottage seemed to blend back into the forest, giving the impression of an old rock face scarred by a couple of caves. 



In fact, thought Karina in a moment of superstition, maybe that’s what it is.” 



It had all happened so unnaturally fast, as though Starquin had needed to erase something from Time, and had done it by the most convenient means. 



Karina was about to discuss her new theory with Enri when she saw that he was again occupied with Corriente, and looked as though he’d rather not be disturbed. She stood quietly for a while, feeling sad; then at last said diffidently: 



“What shall I do now, Enri?” 



The Pegman disentangled himself. “Are you still here, Karina? What are you waiting for? Go and look after Raoul—this forest is thirsty for blood. I’ll see you in Rangua in a few days.” 



Karina flushed. “I don’t go nursemaiding True Human brats!” 



“But he saved the life of a felina brat,” said Enri. 



“Oh.” 



“Or did he save the life of a good felina girl who would be happy to return the favor? He’s lost and unhappy, Karina. Does it matter that he’s a True Human?” 



“He saved my life. . . .” Karina was reliving that fearful moment. “Do you think I’ve misjudged him, Enri?” 



“Go on. Get after him.” 



“Thank you, Enri. Thanks for everything.” She threw her arms around his neck, pressed her body against his and kissed him long and hard. 



Afterwards, the Pegman chuckled ruefully. “That was every bit as good as I expected. Will you forgive me, Corriente?” 



Corriente was watching Karina running into the jungle. “She’s a very remarkable young woman. . . .” 



“Is there something you’re not telling me?” 



“Raoul isn’t a True Human, Enri.” 



“What!” 



“He was brought here from a distant place. He’s the first natural hybrid of True Human and Specialist. According to the Dedo, on certain happentracks he’s capable of fathering children. This is the 



Dedo’s Purpose—to create a new line of people. Karina’s a descendant of Captain Spring, the tiger-woman who brought bor back to Earth. She’s not a full jaguar-girl at all—hadn’t you noticed? And Raoul—his children may be able to mate with True Humans or Specialists.” 



The Pegman caught a glimpse of the Ifalong. “That could solve a lot of problems.” 



“But it’s incidental to the Purpose. In one happentrack of the Ifalong—maybe this happentrack—Karina and Raoul will mate and have a son. This son will be the first of a new line of humans with bor, neither full Specialists nor True Humans but having the best characteristics of both, and capable of breeding with either.” 



“Karina and Raoul. . . . I always thought there was something special about her; but him. . . . I don’t know. Do you really think it’s going to happen, Corriente?” 



She said, “I hope so. Leitha died for it. That’s quite a sacrifice for someone who’s nearly immortal.” 



 



THE IMPORTANCE OF LOVE. 



 



There was no love in Leitha. Why should there be, when she was a Finger of Starquin? He is a lone creature, a being without sex, without even a form. 



Yet Leitha understood love, and what it meant to humans. And she used it in bringing Karina and Raoul together. She’d learned about it long ago; learned of its importance, and the part it had played in Mankind’s progress. She’d known the days of Greataway travel, when humans flitted among the stars faster than light, in insubstantial matrices they called Invisible Spaceships. 



Love played a very big part in Man’s Greataway travel, because the ether is delicate and will not readily accept hostile vibrations. The Three Madmen of Munich, who planted the Hate Bombs, only succeeded in entering the Greataway because of a one-in-a-million chance when a Dedo was unluckily absent from her Rock. 



But by the time our story takes place, romantic love has become rare. Most Specialists had no need for a permanent bond between male and female, and only the True Humans carried on the old traditions—a little strained in most cases, like Astrud and Tonio. And only a few remote happentracks can tell what really happened to Corriente and Enri, when he scooped her into the saddle that distant day in Portina. Did they, in fact, live happily ever after? 



There is one exception—a Specialist who was essential to the Purpose—an animal-person who, against all the odds, knew a romantic attachment. He is central to all the events of that momentous year, he is the reason why Serena, and later Raoul, were transported to Rangua, yet he is only briefly mentioned in the Song of Earth. 



He is El Tigre, the fierce and gentle man, the only suitable mate for the tiger-woman Serena. 



He is an underestimated lover. 



There are others in the Ifalong more famous. 



The fast and exciting lives of the Dream People in the Domes left little time for the lingering slowness of love. Just one Dream Person is celebrated for her knowledge of real love—Elizabeth of the Triad, also known as the Girl-with-no-Name, from Dome Azul, along way down the coast. In the same Dome a Cuidador named Zozula lived; in the Song of Earth he is known as the Oldster. 



These two Dome people, they knew love. They discovered it over twenty thousand years after the time of our story. 



Meanwhile the thread of Karina’s descendants continued, and they experienced love too, because bor knows it is essential to the ultimate survival of a sexual species. 



The Triad is celebrated in one of the most famous verses of the Song of Earth, beginning: 



 



“Come, hear about the Trinity of legendary fame. 



The Oldster and the Artist and the Girl-with-no-Name.” 



 



In the year 143,624 Cyclic the Triad came together, loved, rediscovered the Greataway and went out there and removed the Hate Bombs by the strength of their love alone. 



And Starquin was free. 



The Artist was one Manuel, a young Wild Human. 



He was a direct descendant of John, who was born during the year after Leitha died. 



Karina saw Raoul on a rock at the top of a ridge. He sat slumped, silhouetted against the sky in the warm morning sun. He was clearly visible to any predator, but didn’t appear to care. 



Karina climbed up to him. 



He heard her coming, jerked around and saw her, and tensed as though about to run. He watched her with as much nervous uncertainty as he would watch an oncoming jaguar. 



“It’s all right,” Karina called. 



He said nothing as she sat beside him. She’d washed herself in a stream and she was confident that she looked good. Her hair had dried and it drifted like a bronze cloud beside her head. 



“I’m not going to hurt you,” she said. 



“I’m not afraid of you!” he said with a flash of spirit. He forced himself to stare at her and suddenly found that he was not, in fact, afraid. 



“I’m sorry about your parents, Raoul.” 



“Don’t give me that! I heard you at Torres! You—” 



“I wasn’t myself at Torres. I didn’t realize how much the Dedo was in charge. She ruled us all, you know that? For a while there, everything we did was dictated by her. Including what your father did. . . . She influenced us in lots of little ways—and when that didn’t work, she compelled us.” 



“But now she’s dead,” said Raoul. 



Karina remembered how he’d reacted when he’d thought her life was in danger. She felt a warm glow spread through her body, almost alarming in its suddenness. “You killed her, Raoul,” she said softly. “You killed her for me.” 



“Well, I don’t know about that. . . .” 



“So now she’s dead,” said Karina with sudden forced gaiety, trying to suppress her growing emotions. “And now we can do anything we like!” She wriggled, finding her words had a double meaning—and gave in to herself, admitting to herself what it was she would like. She left the rock and the disturbing proximity of Raoul, and lay on the grass, looking at the sky. It shouldn’t be hurried. 



“Tell me about the Dedo,” said Raoul. “I thought she was just some girl my father found.” 



So Karina explained, from her first meeting with the handmaiden to the occasion in the cottage when his mother had died, just a few hours ago. When she’d finished, Raoul said: 



“If she was so powerful, don’t you think she might have left her plans behind her? Set up the Ifalong to suit herself, I mean?” 



“I don’t care,” said Karina, yawning. The sun was making her drowsy and for a moment she closed her eyes. Here, on this ridge with Raoul, she had a wonderful feeling of isolation and content. The rest of the world seemed a long way off. She stretched, catlike, feeling her breasts pressing against the tunic and hoping that Raoul was watching her. She cracked open an eye, and saw that he wasn’t. 



“I can’t see why she had to kill so many people,” said Raoul. “Do you suppose she set up the whole revolution?” 



“I don’t want to talk about the rotten old Dedo.” 



“Well. . . . What do you want to talk about?” He sensed an impatience in her tone and hoped she wasn’t going to leave. 



“Mordecai! Here we are all alone in the forest and you don’t know what to talk about?” 



“My parents have just died.” 



“Well, I’m very sorry. But they weren’t your real parents, were they?” 



“No. But I loved them, I guess.” 



“I know what you mean. My father. . . . He’s the nicest man I know. And I love my sisters, too. But that’s not the same thing as, well, you know. . . . A man and a woman. Is it, Raoul?” She’d propped herself up on one elbow, looking up into his face, hoping he could see down the front of her tunic. “Remember a while back, I rode with you in the sailcar, and you kicked Torch in the pants?” 



He grinned suddenly. “I didn’t like him too much.” 



“But you liked me.” 



Trapped, he admitted, “You’re very pretty.” He could see right down to her navel. 



“Why did you kick him? Why did you kill the Dedo? It was because of me, wasn’t it!” 



“Yes,” he said quietly, staring at the distant ocean. 



“Well, then!” 



“Karina, I. . . .” 



“Look at me when you speak to me, Raoul!” 



And foolishly, he did. He fell into the pools of her amber eyes and was caught by the nets of the Little Friends who waited there. He leaned forward, unable to help himself, and slipped his hand inside her tunic, stroking the nipple gently, then squeezing the breast. 



“Karina. . . . We’re different species,” he said helplessly. 



He was hers, now. She crawled close, put an arm around his neck and pulled him down beside her. She kissed him long and passionately, as though she’d been doing it all her life. 



“Karina, you’re not being fair,” he said, when he had the chance. 



“It’s not supposed to be fair. It’s supposed to be fun. Come on, Raoul. Show me what you’re made of. Show me it wasn’t a fluke, what you did in the cottage.” 



“But killing has nothing to do with this!” he protested in despair, his hand between her legs, his fingers drawing her clothing aside. 



“No,” she said in satisfaction. “It wasn’t a fluke.” 



“But this is because I want you.” 



“That’s good enough for me.” 



But not for me, he thought in desolation, as his body did just what she wanted it to. This only makes it worse. Now I’m trapped, and I’ll never, never be free. 



“Oh, Raoul. . . .” 



Because I love you, Karina. I love you with all of my heart, and you don’t even know what that means. 



Then, for a few blessed moments, all thought stopped. . . . 



Later, Karina rolled away and stood. “Oh, Raoul—that was so good. Every bit as good as they say it is.” 



“You mean . . . you never . . .?” 



“Yes, that was the first time for me,” she said happily. “I didn’t tell you, because I didn’t want you to think I was, well, amateurish, you know. But you liked it, didn’t you?” She was full of life, full of vitality and youth, as though she’d just enjoyed a refreshing swim on a hot day. 



Raoul sighed, lost, as he’d known he would be. 



 



RETURN TO RANGUA. 



 



Seven days later Karina and Raoul came out of the Jungle and told Captain Guantelete to take them back to Rangua. 



“I’m not sure about that.” Palhoa basked in an Indian Summer and the turmoil of Rangua seemed a long way off. “There’s been no news out of Rangua for days,” Guantelete said. “God knows what’s happening down there. 



“Take us,” said Karina. 



Guantelete grinned suddenly. “If that is your wish, Karina.” He had his curiosity. Every day he’d climbed a signal tower and observed the Canton capital for a while. He’d seen no sails moving. The little signalmen were gone from Palhoa; disappeared into the foothills. It was rumored that their Guild had called them off the job due to violation of their property in Rangua. The hemitrexes stared blindly downhill. Palhoa was cut off from the rest of the world. 



Some time later the sailcar rolled to a halt in Rangua station. 



Nobody paid any attention to Karina and Raoul as they alighted and walked down the main street. A few True Humans were about, and felinas loitered at the corners in grupos, chattering and idly stropping their fingernails on the trees. 



They found El Tigre sitting alone on a treestump beside the sailway track. “It’s good to see you again, Karina,” he said. “The Pegman was here a few days ago, with his woman. He told us the story. It was difficult to believe.” 



“I hope you didn’t harm him.” 



“Nobody’s been harmed for many days,” said El Tigre. His eyes were haunted. “Raoul, I’m grateful to you for saving my daughter’s life.” 



“I think I’d do anything for her, El Tigre,” said Raoul. 



Karina gave a smug grin, then surprised her father. “We mated, up there in the jungle. Lots of times. It was so good.” 



El Tigre watched them silently; his wayward daughter and her True Human lover, and he was sad. It was a pity that such a beautiful thing wouldn’t last. And it was all so pointless anyway, because they were different species. . . . 



He found himself thinking of Serena. 



“Who did win the Tortuga Race, anyway?” Karina’s question brought him back to the present. 



“Captain Herrero.” 



“Oh. What a pity.” 



“They flashed the news through just before the signalmen walked out. I’d rather not have known. It seems there’s nothing on Earth will stop a man like that from winning.” 



Raoul regarded the houses of Rangua: quiet, defeated, in mourning. “If it’s any consolation, I expect Captain Herrero thinks the same about you, El Tigre.” 



Then Teressa and Runa arrived, and the mock-fight finished with the girls a tangled heap on the ground while Raoul and El Tigre looked on tolerantly. 



As the felinas were dusting themselves off, Raoul asked, “What’s been happening around here, anyway? I expected to find you all living in the Palace.” And for a moment the memories returned; the house with its view over the coastal downs, and his father and mother. He could never go back to that house. . . . 



“We’ve been betrayed,” said El Tigre. “How can I deal with the Canton Lord when we can’t put our own forces in order?” 



“Manoso’s double-crossed us,” Teressa explained. “He took his army to the delta under orders to capture it, but instead he made a deal with the people there. The bastard. He’s got the cai-men and Maquinista and all the Specialists on his side, and he’s holding the delta, the tortuga pens, and all the cars in there. Now he’s bargaining with us for terms.” 



“He wants to operate the whole place himself,” said Runa. “He’s set himself up as a little Lord.” 



“We should go right in there and slaughter every last one of them!” said Teressa. 



El Tigre said, “There will be no more killing.” 



“You see?” said Teressa. 



“So what do we do?” asked Runa. “Just sit around here, like we’ve been doing this last few days? The felinas are getting restless, I can tell you that, father. People are beginning to ask what the Revolution was all about. The signalboxes are empty and the cars aren’t running, and the cargoes have all gone bad. What was it all for?” 



Karina was watching her father. “Was it bad, the fighting?” 



“It’ll take a miracle to bring felinos and True Humans together, after this.” 



Karina said, “There’s only one thing to do. We must capture the Palace and take over the guards. How can people respect you, father, if you rule them from a treestump?” 



“I don’t think we can raise a big enough army to take on the Lord,” said El Tigre. “Our people seem frightened of the guards.” 



“Why do you need an army?” asked Karina, “when you’ve got us?” 



 



They reached the Palace ground undetected and paused under cover of a dense thicket. 



“Where are the guards?” whispered Karina. 



“I think I saw somebody at the window,” said Raoul. He held his father’s crossbow, a bolt already loaded. 



“So what now?” asked El Tigre. “As soon as we leave the bush, they’ll see us.” He’d made it clear he had little heart for the fight. For him, the Revolution had died during that first night in Rangua Town. 



“Too bad,” said Karina. “Come on, Raoul.” 



And she stepped into the open, and walked boldly across the grass towards the Palace doors. Raoul walked beside her, the crossbow held loosely but ready. 



The guards met them inside the entrance. Karina pushed the door open and strode into the vast, dim hall—then quickly dropped into a fighting crouch. Raoul did likewise, swinging the crossbow in an arc. 



El Tigre, following up, murmured, “Mordecai. . . .” 



There were over thirty guards standing around the walls. They carried no weapons—they didn’t need them. Their strength and size was intimidating enough. They stood with their arms folded across their chests, watching the small band silently. 



“Come on, you bastards. . . .” said Karina softly. “Come on. . . .” 



Teressa began to creep towards the nearest guard, her lips drawn back. “I’m going to kill you,” she said. The guard made no move. 



“Wait, Teressa!” Raoul said suddenly. 



“Huh?” Surprised, she glanced over her shoulder. “No True Human brat tells me what—oh!” The guard had stepped forward, pinning her arms to her sides. He lifted her and she hung kicking, snarling with frustration. 



Raoul said, “Take us to the Lord.” 



“The Lord is gone.” 



“Gone? Where?” 



“We don’t know. He’s left the Palace and won’t be back.” 



The guard released Teressa and she dropped to her feet. “Scared, huh?” she said triumphantly. “The Lord got scared of us, and he ran out. We’ve won, father!” 



El Tigre remained silent and thoughtful. 



“Who’s in charge, then?” asked Raoul. 



“Nobody. We await your orders.” 



“Our orders?” Runa’s gaze ran along the row of guards in delighted surprise. “You mean you’re our guards now?” 



The guard permitted himself a faint smile. “We answer to Karina and Raoul. They’re the new Lords.” 



“Why them?” asked Teressa in aggrieved tones. “They’re not in charge here. El Tigre is. Besides, Raoul here is a True Human!” She spat out the words with the utmost distaste. 



“Ask yourself, cat-girl,” said the guard. “Will the Canton accept a single Lord from a single species? Can’t you see the wisdom in setting up this couple as joint Lords—a True Human and a Specialist?” 



El Tigre smiled for the first time in days. “That makes a hell of a lot of sense to me. What do you think, Karina?” 



She nodded, wordless, feeling Raoul squeeze her hand. 



El Tigre continued. “We have other problems besides True Humans. Manoso, for instance. Do you have any ideas about him, short of annihilation, of course? We’re through with war.” 



“Negotiate with him. Treat him the way he wants to be treated—as an independent ruler. After all—he’s already done what you were trying to do, El Tigre. He’s united True Humans and Specialists in a single purpose. If the purpose is to make money, is that bad? He seeks power through commerce, and you seek power through conquest. Is either way more right than the other?” 



El Tigre shook his head silently. 



“Go and organize Rangua, El Tigre. Share the work and the rewards equally between Specialists and True Humans. At the same time work towards restoring good relations between Rangua and the other Cantons—they’re going to be suspicious of the change, for a while. It’s not going to be easy, but you can do it. 



“Meanwhile Karina and Raoul will rule from the Palace. Ostensibly you’ll be working under their orders, but their main purpose will be to serve as figureheads—a united couple for the Canton to look up to. Proof that different human species can live together, and more.” 



Now El Tigre laughed. “Karina a figurehead? I’ll believe that when it happens.” 



Looking much happier, he ran his hand through his daughter’s hair, saw Serena in her eyes again, glanced curiously at Raoul as though he was half-remembering something, gathered Teressa and Runa around him and set off back to Rangua Town, to begin the rebuilding. 



 



 



 





