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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Nita’s earliest memory was of the day she had nearly drowned in the pool.


She was toddling down the wide, lighted hall of her home, but her short legs could not keep pace with her guardian’s long strides. Llipel suddenly retracted her claws, picked Nita up as the door to the garden slid open, and carried her outside.


Nita pulled at the fur on Llipel’s chest. “Put me down,” she said.


“But I have often carried you here,” Llipel replied.


“Please put me down. I’m too big to be carried now.”


“It is true that you are larger,” her guardian said. “You grow heavier for me to lift.” She lowered Nita to the ground. “Perhaps I should not carry you again.”


Llipel had set her down on the tiles that surrounded the pool, an area they usually avoided. Nita gazed at the water and wondered again why it had been collected here. Could it be for bathing? But there were rooms inside where she could wash. She moved closer to the edge, leaned over, lost her balance, then suddenly tumbled forward.


She hit with a splash, cried out as she was submerged, then choked as she gulped warm water. Too frightened to scream, she struggled to stay afloat. Llipel’s clawed feet scratched at the tiles as she ran forward and halted to wave her arms helplessly. Nita opened her mouth and swallowed more water; she gasped as she flailed around with her arms.


Llipel was making a high-pitched mewling sound; she jumped back as water splashed against her furry legs. Nita knew then that her guardian might not be able to get close enough to pull her out. Her arm slapped against a surface; she managed to grab the side of the pool.


Her fear left her; she was safe now. She kicked with her legs and started to laugh.


“Come out,” Llipel said in her high voice. Nita brought down one arm, sending more water toward her guardian; Llipel shuddered as she shook the droplets from her legs. Llipel hated water; she did not wash as Nita did, but instead groomed her fur with her claws. Nita let go for a moment and found that she could keep her head above water if she moved her arms vigorously and kicked with her legs. The warmth was soothing; she had nothing to fear. She smiled to herself as she clung to the side of the pool; this was something she had discovered for herself, without her guardian’s help.


“Come out of the water now.” Llipel tugged at her facial fur with her hands, clearly worried. Nita reluctantly made her way toward the ladder in the nearest corner and climbed out.


Llipel stepped back. Nita shook the water from herself and then wrung out her long black hair. “You must use care,” Llipel said; she was no longer pulling at her fur, and her dark eyes seemed calmer. “What do you feel now, Nita?” Llipel held out one arm, then touched her furry chest with her hand, as she usually did when she was asking Nita a question.


“I was scared at first,” Nita answered. “But it’s warm, and it felt good, and I got out by myself. I liked it.”


“You liked it.” Llipel’s large black eyes widened, showing her surprise. “You like to feel this water around you?”


“Yes. I wash inside, don’t I?”


Llipel put her hands together, then drew them apart; she was saying, with this gesture, that this was not the same thing as bathing. “You like to move in this water. Perhaps your kind—” The tall, furred creature paused. “You do not enter that water now unless I am near. I do not want harm for you. You will say this.”


Nita pouted. “All right.”


“Say it.” Llipel often asked Nita to state what she would or would not do, as though speaking the words would somehow bind her.


Nita sighed. “I won’t go into the pool unless you’re with me.”


Llipel smoothed the golden fur on her chest, a sign that she was satisfied with the answer. “Remember what you say now, Nita. Forget, and you will have a time without this garden.”


“But you can’t pull me out even when you’re here. You hate water.” Nita giggled. “If you fell in, I’d have to save you.” Her guardian folded her long, thin arms; she did not seem amused.


The gardener, one of the squat, domed machines that took care of the garden, was tending a small flower bed, pulling out weeds with its clawed metal limbs. Another machine, with a wide scoop and blade, clipped the grass. Nita had often watched the two robots at their work, wishing that she could float over the ground as they did when they were moving.


She ran toward the mower and halted in front of it. The robot stopped, then moved to her right. She stepped to one side, blocking the machine again; the mower floated backward, then moved to her left.


“What are you doing?” Llipel asked. “It cannot do its work if you are in its way.”


“I’m just playing.”


“It is not a thing for play.”


Nita made a face at the mower, then looked around for the gardener. That robot was now floating along a path that led to the west wing; she wondered if it was going to get itself repaired. Even though she had never seen it, she knew that there was a room in the west wing where another machine tended to the robots. She began to follow the gardener. Llipel had never allowed her to enter the west wing, and the doors leading into it never opened while Nita was in the garden. Perhaps one door would open this time, allowing her to follow the robot inside and meet the one who lived in the west wing’s rooms.


Llare was there, another being like Llipel. But Llipel never visited her companion; Nita wondered why. She glanced at the windows, wishing that she could see through them from this side, but they had mirrored surfaces like the windows in the east wing, where she lived with Llipel; she could see out of them, but could not look through them when she was in the garden.


The gardener settled down on the path, a few paces from the door. Nita hurried to its side. She had never seen Llare here; was Llipel’s companion afraid of the outdoors? Llare would be safe enough in the garden, which was completely enclosed. In addition to the east and west wings, hallways leading to a high tower bordered the garden on the south side. To the north, there was a long, metallic wall without windows; behind that wall lay the place Llipel called the cold room.


A furred hand suddenly gripped her shoulder. “Where do you go now?” Llipel asked.


“Why can’t I see the west wing? You never let me.”


“You cannot go there. It is Llare’s place. We have another place.”


“But why can’t I see it?”


“It is not time. You are not authorized, and these doors do not open to you.” Llipel touched the silver rectangle she wore on a chain around her neck; this was her authorization. The rectangle allowed Nita’s guardian to pass through any door, to go where she liked. She could order certain doors not to open to Nita if she misbehaved, or command the screens and voices inside not to discuss certain matters with her. It did not seem fair that Llipel was authorized, while Nita wasn’t.


“You can open the door for me,” Nita said.


“That is Llare’s place. It is not a time for togetherness. Come away now.”


Nita followed her guardian back to the pool. She would have to obey, or Llipel might make her go inside.


Llipel had taken care of her for as long as Nita could remember. But she was beginning to realize that her guardian did not see things in quite the way Nita did. Llipel said that there was a time for certain questions and answers, while Nita seemed to have questions all the time.


She sat down near the edge of the pool, lowered her feet into the water, then glanced back at Llipel. Her guardian seemed curious enough about some matters; Llipel was always questioning the screens. Nita kept wondering what lay outside, beyond her home, but whenever she asked Llipel about it, she was always told that there would be time enough to learn about that. Perhaps when she was older, she would become more like Llipel and would be able to view the world as she did.


Nita turned and gazed longingly toward the west wing, then looked away.
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Nita’s home was called the Kwalung-Ibarra Institute. The faces she saw on the screens and the voices she heard when the faces moved their mouths usually referred to her home only as “the Institute,” although occasionally they used the longer term. The faces would answer some questions if she asked them clearly, but when she first asked about kwalungs and ibarras, the face staring out at her seemed puzzled.


“Kwalung,” she said, wondering if she was saying the word properly. She had noticed by then that Llipel sometimes did not pronounce words in quite the way the faces did. Nita could usually repeat the words she heard with little trouble, while Llipel often struggled with unfamiliar sounds. That might be because Llipel’s mouth was small and her teeth sharp and pointed; her words usually had a slurred, whistling sound. She often relied on a few gestures Nita had learned to interpret in order to make her speech more easily understood.


“Ibarra,” Nita continued. “What’s a kwalung? What is an ibarra?”


“I see,” the face on the small screen above her answered. “You mean who are Kwalung and Ibarra. I’ll show them to you.”


Nita had climbed up on a chair near the screen in order to see it more clearly; she craned her neck as other images appeared. Kwalung turned out to be a face with long, straight, black hair and almond-shaped brown eyes, while Ibarra was a fiercer face with heavy brows and dark hair. “The woman is Dr. Kwalung Chun, and the man is Dr. Ferdinand Ibarra. They founded the Institute.”


“I knew that,” Llipel said behind her. “You did not have to ask the screen.”


Nita had learned earlier from the faces what a man was and what a woman was. She had never seen very much of their bodies, which were hidden by coverings of various colors, but had been shown some anatomical images. One referred to a man as “he” and to a woman as “she.” Nita, apparently, was a “she,” even though her body lacked the protuberances she had noticed on the chests of the women. She had always thought of Llipel as a “she,” perhaps because her high, soft voice resembled those of the female faces; now she wondered.


She climbed down from the chair and walked over to the table on which Llipel was sitting. Her guardian’s chest was flat; her long arms and legs seemed almost boneless and were thinner than Nita’s limbs. Her body was covered by short golden fur; her six-fingered hands bore tiny claws instead of nails, as did her toes. Her large black eyes were the most prominent feature on her round furry face.


“What are you?” Nita asked.


Llipel motioned with one hand. “I do not understand.”


“Are you a he or a she?”


“It does not seem to apply. What do you think?”


Nita frowned. “I think you’re like me. But I don’t know.”


“Does it matter? A he or a she—they are all one kind. This difference has something to do with how your kind brings young into the world. It does not seem to apply to me. You may call me what you like.” Llipel gestured to her. “What is that you hold?”


Nita held out her hand, showing her guardian the metal object. “I found it before, in a drawer. The screen called it scissors.”


“What does it do?”


“It cuts things.” She had already found that out from the screen. “Watch.” She pulled a lock of her dark, curly hair over her face, then cut it off.


“Your head fur—do you want it removed that way?”


Nita nodded. Llipel’s fur never seemed to need trimming, while her own hair had become an unruly mass reaching to her waist.


“Come closer, then,” Llipel said. “I will learn how to use the scissors.”


Nita climbed up onto the table and nestled near Llipel, welcoming the feel of her guardian’s fur. It seemed unfair that she would never have such fur on her own body when she was older, that she would be like the ones inside the screen, with bare skin and a harder, more clipped voice.


Nita had once thought of the faces as people who lived inside the screens, who looked out at her through the windows of inaccessible rooms. She learned in time that the faces were only images and not people like her, although it was easy to forget that when she spoke to them. On the small screens, she saw only faces; on the large screens, which took up nearly the space of a wall, she could almost believe that the man or woman there might suddenly stride into the room.


The images were, it seemed, of people who had once been at the Institute. She was soon favoring two images, one of a woman called Beate and the other of a man named Ismail. Beate had short fair hair that reminded Nita of Llipel’s fur; Ismail had friendly dark eyes and a broad, smiling face. She learned that she could call them up by name, and was soon speaking to them more often than to others.


“Why are you there?” she had asked Ismail.


“I’m not sure I understand your question, Nita.”


“Why do I see you in the screen?”


Ismail’s brow wrinkled a little. “You know of the artificial intelligence that cares for this facility, don’t you?”


Nita nodded. The intelligence’s circuits were embedded in the walls and floors of the Institute. Through the robots, the artificial intelligence maintained the Institute and the garden; she knew that this mind could see and hear whatever the robots perceived while it was directing them.


The mind, however, had other eyes and ears and could watch and listen through the screens in the halls and rooms of the Institute. Knowing this made Nita try to behave, most of the time, since Llipel, who was authorized, could ask the mind to present a visual record of anything Nita did.


“The mind has memories of those who were once here,” Ismail continued. “It uses these memories to make the images you see. I am the image of the man who was Ismail, but you’re speaking to the mind when you speak to me.”


“Then you aren’t real.”


“I’m an image, a representation of Ismail, but I’m not the man. Some preferred to see an image when addressing the mind, rather than hearing a voice from a blank screen. The mind draws on its memories to create such a face.”


She felt a twinge of disappointment; she would have been happier to think of him as real, even if the screen would always separate them.


She had another question for Ismail. “Why are there markings on the doors here? What are they for?”


“They’re letters, Nita. They spell out words. Each letter is a symbol standing for one of the sounds you make when you speak. If you learn how to read them, you’ll see what the words say.”


She wondered why Llipel had never told her this. “Can Llipel read them?”


“No,” Ismail replied.


“Why not?”


“It was hard for Llipel to learn how to speak this language. She never asked about reading.”


“Maybe she didn’t think it was a time to learn it,” Nita muttered. She could learn something her guardian did not know; that thought cheered her. “I want to learn, though.”


“Then we shall begin.”


Reading became a new game. With a flat, portable screen she could hold in her lap, Nita learned to read letters and then groups of words. Other games involved numbers and ways to manipulate them.


She was soon able to read the words on the doors of the rooms in which she and Llipel lived. The room where they slept, with its long couch, chairs, and wide desk, had a sign saying ADMINISTRATOR, DEPARTMENT OF EMBRYOLOGY on the door. The room with a row of sinks, mirrors, and stalls was called WOMEN, while a similar room was called MEN. Nita washed and relieved herself in both rooms, as Llipel had taught her to do, although she still needed a chair to climb up to the sinks. Other rooms where she played were called CONFERENCE ROOM; ADMINISTRATIVE ASSISTANT, PRENATAL SERVICES; DIRECTOR, CYTOLOGY DEPARTMENT; ASSISTANT DIRECTOR, CRYONICS; INSTITUTE PERSONNEL ONLY, and other such mysterious terms.


One door, through which she was not allowed to pass, intrigued her most. This door hid the north wing, the section of the Institute that Llipel called “the cold place,” and was marked by a diagram of a small, curled-up creature with little hands, tiny feet, and a large head. Under the diagram were bright-red letters saying AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.


Llipel had first found Nita in the cold place, behind that door.


Nita followed Llipel to the door at the end of the east wing. Llipel’s ship was outside; Nita caught a glimpse of the large metallic globe that sat on three legs before the door closed behind her guardian.


This door was marked with letters that spelled EXIT. Nita glared at the door resentfully; Llipel never let her go through any of the exits except the one that led to the garden.


She turned to her left and gazed at the red letters of the door that hid the cold place. The screens had told Llipel what to feed her and how to care for her. Llipel had brought her out of the cold place to raise her. Her guardian had told her little more than that. Perhaps there was time to learn more while Llipel was outside.


Nita looked up at the small screen near the door and said, “I want to talk to Beate.”


The image appeared. “Greetings, Nita.”


“Why was I in the cold room?” Nita asked.


Beate smiled, as all the images did before they replied in their kindly, even voices. “You were placed there because a man and a woman wanted a child. Perhaps they were not yet ready to raise you, or could not have a child in another way. You were an embryo, created from the seed of a man and a woman, and were stored in the cryonic facility until it was time for your parents, or someone else, to revive you.”


“My parents?”


“Those who gave their seed to create you.” The image of Beate had learned to reply in ways that Nita could understand, but still occasionally used words Nita did not know.


“Did my parents send Llipel for me?”


“I don’t know.”


“What happened to my parents?”


“I don’t know.”


“But why was I there?” Nita persisted. “Why didn’t the man and woman come here? Where are they now?”


“I don’t know.”


Nita stepped back so that she could see the screen more clearly. “Who were they? Did they have names? Can’t you tell me about them?”


Beate tilted her head; she was still smiling. “I can’t tell you anything about them. Those records are confidential, and you’re not authorized. Only those who are authorized and who may enter the cryonic facility have access to those records.”


“Can’t you tell me more about the cold place?”


“No,” Beate replied. “Because of its importance, the cryonic facility is controlled by a separate mind, and this mind is not linked to that one.”


“But you must know something about the cold place, anyway.” Nita heard the exit door open as she spoke; Llipel’s hand was suddenly on her shoulder.


“Enough,” Llipel said. “You do not speak of the cold place to her. She is not authorized.”


Beate’s image vanished. Nita shook off her guardian’s hand. “You never let me do anything.”


“That is not so.” Llipel reached toward her shoulder and adjusted the mesh sling, which held her supplies; she could not eat the Institute’s food and had to bring provisions inside from her ship. “You have the garden, you have all of these rooms. The screen teaches you about signs and symbols. You have what the screen calls its games.”


Llipel began to walk down the hall; Nita hurried after her. “Ismail told me there’s a place called the library in the west wing,” Nita said. “He says there are lots of writings in it. Why can’t I read any of them?”


“The west wing is Llare’s place.”


“But I don’t have to go there. The screens here could show me those writings.”


“You are not authorized.”


“I’m sick of not being authorized! I can read now, and you can’t. Someday I’m going to learn things you don’t know, and maybe I won’t tell you any of them. I’ll tell you it isn’t time to know.”


Llipel halted. “You push, you are always reaching, you cannot wait. Can you not see that some answers must come later?”


Nita sighed. Llipel did not seem angry, only puzzled. “I must speak to Llare now,” her guardian continued. “We will go to the garden after that.”


“Why do you always use the screen to talk to Llare? Why don’t you ever meet? Don’t you like Llare?”


“Like?” Llipel fluttered her clawed fingers. “I have told you—it is not liking or disliking. There is a time of togetherness, and then a long time apart, and, only later, a time of togetherness again. It is not a time of togetherness for me; it is not that time for Llare.”


Llipel turned toward the nearest door and pressed her hand against it; as she stepped inside, the door closed behind her. Nita sank to the floor, knowing that the door would not open to her until Llipel and Llare were finished with their conversation.


She felt loneliest whenever Llipel was talking to Llare. Llipel could have been with another of her own kind, yet she and Llare never met; they spoke to each other only infrequently over the screens in the strange, whistling, mewling speech Nita had never been able to comprehend. Nita was never allowed to see Llare, and was usually sent into the corridor or another room whenever her guardian spoke to Llare. She wondered why; she could not understand what they were saying, anyway.


At least Llipel could occasionally talk to one who was not simply an image created by the mind. Nita wondered if she would ever see another being like herself, one who wasn’t an image. She had a faint memory, one she could hardly grasp, of another small, bare-faced, unfurred creature, but maybe that was only a dream.


It was useless to long for others of her kind. Llipel had told her that no such beings lived in the world outside the Institute, and she had to know that was so; her guardian had explored many of those strange lands before coming here.


It will never be a time of togetherness for me, Nita thought. She felt guilty as soon as that unhappy notion came to her. Why should she need other companions when Llipel clearly did not? She pushed the thought away, but could not repress a hope that others would someday come to the Institute and show Nita that she was not alone.
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Nita was swimming in the pool when Llipel entered the garden, carrying a tray of fruit in her furry hands. “This day is important,” Llipel said as she set the tray down on the tiles. “It is special. I brought you these from the food room.”


“The cafeteria,” Nita murmured; that was the word that the letters on the food room spelled out.


“You move easily in that water now,” Llipel said.


“The screens show me different strokes and kicks. I’ve been practicing.” She swam toward the nearest ladder and climbed out of the pool as Llipel seated herself on the grass. “Why is today special?”


“I count the days, and mark the passage of the star called the sun.” Nita had watched the sun from the garden and had learned of its movements from Beate; she knew that its arc moved north, then south, then north again. “The sun has passed through nine cycles since I took you from the cold room. This day marks the beginning of your tenth cycle.”


“Year,” Nita said. “Beate and Ismail call it a year.”


“I mark your years,” Llipel said. “Now you may mark them yourself, to remember that day when your life began.”


Nita dried herself, then tied her towel around her waist as she sat down in front of the tray. “You want me to remember this day,” she said. “Why can’t you tell me more about how I began?”


Llipel plucked at her silver authorization. Much as Nita loved her only companion, she was growing more impatient with Llipel. “There is a time when one must know a thing,” Llipel would say, “and is ready to hear it, and a time when one does not need to know.” Llipel seemed curious only when she had to be. Nita was curious about many things all the time, and wondered if that meant something was wrong with her.


“You know how you began,” Llipel said at last. “I found you in the cold place. The voices of the screens told me how to care for you and gave me images of a small one of your kind.”


“But why? Why was I left here for you? Why aren’t there others of my kind? Where did they go?”


“You ask how you began. Now you ask many other questions.”


“Why did you come here for me?” Nita asked. “And don’t tell me it isn’t a time for me to know. I’m old enough now to hear more.”


Llipel scratched at her facial fur with one hand, a sign that she was distressed. Nita had learned not to confront Llipel too often; the possibility of alienating her only companion was usually enough to make her behave. But she had a right to know more about herself.


Llipel let her hand fall; her large black eyes seemed calm as she gazed at Nita. “Perhaps it is a time to tell. You know that this is not my world. You know that I came here with Llare in my ship from another place.”


Nita nodded; she had always known that. Llipel and Llare had come to Earth long before Nita was revived, but this world was not theirs. Llipel had never spoken of her world, and Nita had learned not to ask about it.


“I have no memory of my world,” Llipel continued. “My ship has stored knowledge of this world and of what we found here, but it cannot tell me of my own. I feel that there was a time of togetherness before, but my mind sees only my ship, my companion Llare, and then our first sight of this world. There was some togetherness for me and Llare, but only forgetfulness of the time before.”


Nita considered these words. She could not recall her own earliest days. Perhaps times of forgetfulness, as well as times of separateness, came to all kinds of beings.


“We felt—” Llipel put a hand to her mouth, a sign that she was considering what to say. “But you have no words for it. It was our time to explore this world. We went from place to place until we had seen all of your world, all that our ship could see. We saw strange beasts, and giant creatures in the wide waters of this world. On this world’s lands, we found some places of walls, screens, images made from stone or metal, and other objects, but no sign of those who made them. We did not find your kind anywhere.”


“Then why did you come to the Institute?”


“We had seen this place,” Llipel replied. “In some parts of Earth, the air grows cold, the water stiffens, and a white substance covers the ground. In others, we could not leave our ship without growing so warm under our fur that we feared our flesh would burn away. We came here because we could live here more easily.”


“You could have stayed in your ship most of the time,” Nita said. “It carried you here, and you still take your food from it.”


“It was a time to live outside our ship. We were here. We did not know where our world was or when a time for togetherness with others of our kind might come. It was a time to learn of this world. There may never be another home for us.”


Llipel was speaking in her usual steady tone, but Nita felt a sudden surge of sympathy for her guardian. Llipel touched her mouth again; although she was more fluent in the language of the screens, Nita knew that her companion still had to search her mind for certain words.


“Our ship sits where it landed,” Llipel went on. “We tried to enter this place, but only the doors in front of the tower opened to us. We searched through a large room there and found these.” She touched the silver rectangle on her chest. “We thought they were ornaments of your kind and no more, and then we found that they could open this place to us.”


Nita frowned. Why couldn’t she go to the tower and become authorized as well? She bit her lip. It wasn’t time for that question, and she was afraid Llipel might fall silent if she asked it.


“Many cycles passed before we could understand the words the screens spoke,” Llipel murmured, slurring and whistling the words more than usual. “I do not understand many even now. Many of the images I saw were strange and I could not know what words they showed. I cannot look at the signs you call letters and see the words in them, but I listened and repeated what I heard and saw pictures of what the words meant. When more cycles passed, we knew some of the speech of your kind. We also knew more of the workings of this place. We learned why the mind was beginning to fail.”


Nita tensed. “The mind was failing?” She could hardly believe it. Even if the mind was always watching her, there was some security in knowing that it was there to tend to her needs.


“This place was not as it is now,” Llipel said. “Some of the garden was untended. The lights sometimes did not shine, and a grayish substance covered the floors of many rooms.”


“What did you do?” Nita asked.


Her guardian was silent for a moment. “That which feeds the mind, what the images call a fusion power generator, was not feeding the mind what it needed.” Nita nodded; Beate had told her about the Institute’s power source, which was housed in a thick-walled room under the tower. “We needed only to replace a few circuits to restore the mind.”


“You were able to figure that out?”


“It was a small thing, Nita—easier than to learn your words or to see into your thoughts.”


Nita tried to feel reassured. The mind, she hoped, would not fail again, and Llipel would be here to repair it if it did. “What happened after that?”


“Our time of togetherness was passing, but much remained for us to learn in this place. We stayed, but in separate places. We do not meet, not even at our ship when we fetch food. Even talk with Llare over the screen is hard for me.”


“What about me?” Nita said. Llipel had revealed more about herself than she ever had before, but Nita was impatient for an answer to her earlier question. “Why am I here? Did the mind tell you to go to the cold place for me?”


Llipel pulled at the fur of her face once more; Nita was afraid that she might not reply.


“No,” Llipel answered. “The screens had told me that place was important, but I did not know why. I went inside; I spoke. A voice told me it was time to select, but I do not remember how I answered. I saw many receptacles along one wall, and a light under one of them went out. By a chamber bound to that receptacle by a tube, another light was shining. The voice said that a small being was now growing there, that it had to be taken from the chamber at another time. I was very frightened then. I ran from the cold room.”


Llipel was tugging at her face so forcefully that Nita feared she might tear out some of her fur. She touched her guardian’s arm gently. Llipel lowered her hands, then folded her arms.


“Somehow I calmed myself,” Llipel said. “I questioned the screens. The mind told me that a creature was growing inside that chamber, and that I had caused this to happen. If I did not return for it, that creature would die. I told Llare of what I had done, and Llare—But I cannot speak of that.” She paused. “I learned from the screens of how to care for one of your kind, and went back for you at the proper time.”


“Then you—”


“Do you see why I could not tell you this before?” Llipel swatted at the air with her claws, then retracted them. “You live because of my mistake. I did not want you to know this when you were smaller and more helpless. You needed to trust me if I was to care for you.”


“You didn’t know,” Nita said. “It wasn’t your fault.” Nonetheless, the story dismayed her. She had hoped there was some reason for her life; now it appeared that her existence was no more than an accident.


“I took you from the cold room. Your name is from words the voice in the cold place gave to me—it said many words, but ‘Nita’ was one of them, and it seemed to be a name. It was hard to care for you. You let out many cries, and some foods I gave you came out of your mouth again. I made cloths for your bottom parts from things I found in one room. I learned what foods to feed you and how to clean you in water.” Llipel shuddered. “I gave you what the mind calls affection—that means, I think, a time to hold you and soothe you with my voice. Many times, I thought you might die, but you live, and I have learned. I think sometimes that is why I am here, to learn, but I do not know why.”


An idea was forming in Nita’s mind, one so startling that at first she could hardly accept it. “You said the cold place has many receptacles,” she said slowly. “It means—” She pushed the tray of uneaten fruit away. “There may be others! You said there were more. We could bring them out, Llipel. I could have a friend.”


“No!” Llipel leaned forward; her claws were out, scratching at the tiles. “We do not know their purpose, why they are there.” Her usually even voice had risen. “If others are taken out, we cannot know what will come of it.”


“But you said you don’t remember why you came to this world. Maybe they were left here for you.”


Llipel sat up straight. “That cannot be. I do not remember what was before, but the mind of my ship knew little of this world before I came here. I do not think my kind knew yours.”


“But you don’t know. Maybe they went to another world, and they’re going to come back.” Nita glanced at the mower as it floated over the grass. “Why would they leave robots here to take care of everything? Why does the mind watch over this place? Why would they leave the cafeteria to feed me? Why didn’t they take the ones in the cold place with them? They must be coming back someday. They’ll come back, and then—”


“Why, why. You keep saying why. You must wait for the answers to come—I see how disordered you become when answers come too soon.” Llipel rose to her feet in one swift movement. “They will never return.”


“Why do you say that?”


“You must not ask me why. It is not something you can know now.”


“Knowing can’t be worse than not knowing,” Nita said.


“I try to make up for my mistake. I learn more than would have come to me without this mistake.” Llipel was clearly struggling with her words now. “You bring sorrow to yourself and problems to me by hoping that your kind will come here.”


“Why? Why can’t I have a friend? Why do I have to be shut up here? What’ll I do if the mind fails again? If my people don’t come here, I’ll go and look for them. I’ll—”


“Nita, there may come a time—” Llipel shook her body. “I cannot say more now.”


“I’m sick of hearing about times for this and times for that! You never tell me anything I want to know! I hate you!”


Llipel gazed at her calmly, as if puzzled by this outburst. Then she turned around slowly and left the garden.


Nita was afraid to follow Llipel inside right away, even though she had little to fear from her guardian, who had always been gentle with her. Llipel had explained more to her than she ever had before, but Nita had not been satisfied with that.
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