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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.







Introduction by George Zebrowski


The time is now long past when I have to worry about repeating the vast praise given to Pamela Sargent for her work from critics and reviewers, and from sources as diverse as Michael Bishop, Gahan Wilson, Gregory Benford, James Morrow, Harlan Ellison, and George Alec Effinger. If I extended this list, I would have no room in this introduction for anything else. They all say what I have always known—that Pamela Sargent is one of the best living writers of any kind.


Although for many years she was not even nominated for a single award, and has been the subject of laughably misguided reviews, it was a continued sign of her influence and acceptance that she was long believed to have been nominated for and won awards. I had listened to writers complain in her company that they had never won an award, despite having been nominated often, and watched their jaws drop when she calmly told them that she had never been on a final ballot. This, of course, kept her out of membership in “the Nebula Award losers club,” which she cannot join even today, because she won when she was nominated for the first time.


She was nominated for and won other awards in the 1990s, and the praise continues at a high level; but Pamela Sargent does not promote herself and belongs to no clique. She finds asking another writer for a jacket comment distasteful. She has never attended a writing workshop. At one time this was thought to be shyness on her part, but the shyness was only the superficial sign of something deeper and stronger—an individualism that has always known that in matters of achievement we must all stand alone. No one can write the story or novel for you; no one can see, feel, and think as you do; and this individuality is all that an artist has to offer. Dilute it with too many other voices and that uniqueness is destroyed. Too many human activities are imitative and unnecessary in their repetitiveness. Likewise, activities that make the garnering of praise an overly collective, political skill, risk the reward of overpraise, even of lies.


Sargent’s prose style reflects her sturdy individualism. Electric currents of feeling and thought flow through her stories, sometimes overwhelming readers who expect something more amiable; but whether they like the work or not, they are not likely to forget it. Sargent opens up human hearts as few writers of science fiction have ever done, and she does so with a spare, flinty, gritty, sometimes nervous prose that does not tolerate the lazy reader.


She is one of the few writers who has the arrayed strengths of thought, feeling, and technical skill to do justice to genuine, knowledge-based science fictional themes, to what some people call hard science fiction. This is a great rarity, since the ability to think through subtle ideas, to always be able to ask the next question, does not work well with the skills of characterization and writerly prose. The sheer dazzle of ideas is diminished without the equally intriguing human impact of future possibilities. A writer who can march through a reader’s mind on all these fronts at once is at least knocking at the doors of greatness.


Sargent, with her counter-melodramatic, Greek tragedian’s restraint, confronts the reader with the human consequences of future changes. She is neither technophobe nor technophile, or ideologue. There is wonder in her stories, but no easy fantasy or wish-fulfillment. To know her characters is to suffer with them and to exult over their victories (when a victory is possible). It is difficult to guess how a Sargent story or novel will grow, and that is part of how she generates suspense. Readers have reported that reading her is always an experience so convincing, rich and nourishing of thought and understanding, that they believe the author had somehow managed to experience the events in her story.


Many of Sargent’s earlier novels demand to be rediscovered, especially The Golden Space, the technical adroitness of which is surprisingly illustrated by its opening section, “The Renewal,” written and published as a separate piece long before the novel, and included in this collection in its original form.


Her Venus trilogy, recently completed, is essential to an appreciation of modern science fiction. Gregory Benford wrote about the opening volume, Venus of Dreams, that it is “a sensitive portrait of people caught up in a vast project. It tells us about how people react to technology’s relentless hand, and does so deftly. A new high point in humanistic science fiction.” And about the second volume, Venus of Shadows, he wrote that “the sway of worlds and human masses does not cloak the personal tales that Sargent follows with a patient, insightful eye. Here humanity is aware that science has given it stewardship over all life, bringing a subtle, somber weight to even coffee-klatch gossip.”


Child of Venus, Sargent’s most recent novel and the completion of her Venus trilogy, elicited varied favorable reactions. Donald M. Hassler wrote in The New York Review of Science Fiction that for some writers “the stylistic and narrative experiments of the great modernist James Joyce have been an inspiration; and now we might include Pamela Sargent in that group, although she satisfies our genre expectations as well … Sargent’s accomplishment here is superb.” And Kilian Melloy, of wigglefish.com, sums it up by saying that “Sargent transcends genre and achieves something rare in the world of letters: a genuine contemplation of truth, in all its nasty, brilliant glory.”


Reviewers also pointed out the uniform high quality and dedicated purpose of the trilogy. We see this inability to fall below high ambition in all of Sargent’s work.


An earlier novel, The Shore of Women, was praised for its “luminous prose and vivid characters” in a “compelling and emotionally involving novel.” It has been given the sincerest form of flattery: swift imitation.


Sargent’s historical novel about the life of Genghis Khan, Ruler of the Sky, has revealed her as an historical novelist of the first rank. It received the kind of praise that most writers can only dream about. The late great Gary Jennings, author of Aztec and many other historical novels, wrote that “This formidably researched and exquisitely written novel is surely destined to be known hereafter as the definitive history of the life and times and conquests of Genghis, mightiest of Khans.” And Elizabeth Marshall Thomas, the anthropologist and author of Reindeer Moon, declared, “I love it … the book is fascinating from cover to cover.”


Sargent’s alternative historical companion novel to Ruler of the Sky, Climb The Wind, was described by Gahan Wilson as bringing “a new dimension to the form,” and by other reviewers as “a triumph,” and as a “complex and masterful” animation of characters “who demand our sympathy and affection.”


I could go on for a hundred pages. Despite the failure of publishers, the overwhelmingly favorable reaction of readers, critics, and reviewers of every stripe, is unavoidable.


I’ve described Pamela Sargent’s work from a reader’s point of view; but I’ve also observed her editorially, and as a fellow writer. And what I have seen happen over the years is the growth of a vehement talent finding its own way, as I’ve had to find mine. Something awesome has come to life within my beloved companion. To see this happen in a human being in whom I have also known frailties and faults is doubly impressive.


The other two short novels included with “The Renewal” in this collection, the Conradian “Behind the Eyes of Dreamers,” and the Terry Carr-encouraged “Shadows,” are both rarities, difficult to find in their original incarnations. I am glad to see them all in one volume, and I envy the new readers who will see these novellas for the first time.


When I read a new story or novel by Pamela Sargent, I forget that I write. She sometimes comes into the room and distracts me. Then I tell the intruding mortal to leave, so I can read the writer.


George Zebrowski
October 1, 2001


George Zebrowski is the author of some 35 books and hundreds of stories and essays, as well as the editor of many anthologies. His novel Brute Orbits won the John W. Campbell Award for best science fiction novel of the year.




Shadows


The sun hid its face behind the clouds, a gray layered curtain which hung close to the Earth. Defeated, the city’s inhabitants trudged along the highway, crowding the four lanes. Suzanne Molitieri could hear the droning of murmurs punctuated by an occasional wail. Don’t look back. She kept her eyes resolutely focused on the asphalt at her feet as she walked. Her hand clutched Joel’s, both palms dry. Around her, people twisted their necks as they glanced back at the empty city.


Above them silver insects hovered, humming softly and casting faint shadows over the people below. They were passing the suburbs now and more people joined the stream, trickling down the highway entrances, creating small eddies before becoming part of the river. Herded like animals. Suzanne glanced at Joel, saw his brown eyes focused on her, and grasped his hand more tightly.


Resistance had been futile. A few invaders had been slaughtered by gunfire in Buenos Aires as they left their ship, and Buenos Aires had vanished, people and all. When the same thing happened in Canton and Washington, the will to resist had subsided. Suzanne doubted that it had completely vanished.


The Earth was an anthill to the Aadae. They had descended on it from the skies, stepping on it here and there when it was necessary. Yet Suzanne had seen an Aada in the city streets weeping over the dead burned bodies of some who had resisted. Then she and the others had been herded from the city, allowed to take nothing with them but the clothes they wore and a few personal possessions. Suzanne carried more clothes in a knapsack. She had left everything else behind; the past would be of no use to her now. Joel carried a pound of marijuana and some bottles of liquor in his knapsack; he was already planning for the future.


Suzanne adjusted the burden on her back. Around her the murmuring died and she heard only the sound of feet marching, treading the pavement with soft thuds. The conquered people moved past the rows of suburban houses which were silent witnesses to the procession.


Suzanne thought of empty turtle shells. The gunmetal gray domes surrounded her, covering the countryside in uneven rows. Groups of people huddled in front of each dome, waiting passively. She thought of burial mounds.


“How they get them up so fast?” A stocky black man standing near her was looking at a dome. He began to rub his hand across its gray surface. Suzanne could hear the sound of weeping. A plump pale woman next to Joel was whimpering, clinging to a barrel-chested man who was probably her husband.


“They took her kids away,” a voice said. Suzanne found herself facing a slender black woman with hazel eyes. The woman’s hair was coiled tightly around her head in cornrow braids. “She had six of them,” the black woman went on. “They took them all to some other domes.”


Suzanne, not knowing what to say, looked down at her feet, then back at the woman. “Did you have kids too?” she asked lamely.


“No, I always wanted to, but I’m glad now I didn’t.” The woman smiled bitterly and Suzanne felt that the subject was being dismissed. The stocky black man had wandered to the dome’s triangular entrance. “I’m Felice Harrison,” the woman muttered. “That’s my husband Oscar.” She waved at the man in the entrance.


“I’m Suzanne Molitieri.” The introduction hung in the air between them. Suzanne wanted to giggle suddenly. Felice raised her eyebrows slightly.


“Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” said Suzanne, almost squeaking the words. Oscar joined his wife and placed his arm gently over her shoulders.


“This is Suzanne Molitieri,” Felice said to Oscar, and Suzanne felt reassured by the steady smile on the man’s broad face.


“I’m Joel Feldstein,” Joel said quickly, and she felt his hand close around her waist. She had almost forgotten he was there. His hand seemed as heavy as a chain, binding her to him.


Joel smiled. His too-perfect teeth seemed to glitter; his brown eyes danced. With his free hand, he brushed back a lock of thick brown hair. He’s too beautiful—I had to love him. “I guess we’re going to live in these things,” Joel continued. “I can’t figure it out, I don’t understand these people. That’s quite an admission for me; I’ve studied psychology for years. In fact, I was finishing my doctoral studies.” You haven’t been near a classroom in years. “I wanted to go into research, then marry Suzanne, give her a chance to finish school; she’s been working much too hard helping me out.” He smiled down at her regretfully. Somebody had to pay the bills. “The thing I regret most is not getting the chance to help Suzie.” She winced at the nickname. The chainlike pressure on her waist tightened. “What about you two, what did you do?”


“It hardly matters now,” Felice said dryly. Her hazel eyes and Oscar’s black ones were expressionless.


“I guess you’re right,” said Joel. “You know, I even had a couple of papers published last year—I was really proud of that—but I guess that doesn’t matter now either.” Why are you lying now?


“I was a bus driver,” said Oscar coldly. Suzanne suddenly felt that she was looking at the Harrisons across an abyss. Her mind began to clutch at words in desperation.


“What’s it like inside the dome?” she said to Oscar. The black man seemed to relax slightly.


“Just a big room, with low tables and no chairs,” Oscar answered. “Then there’s these metal stairways winding around, and some rooms without doors, and the ceiling’s glowing, don’t ask me how. No lights, just this glow.”


“Hey,” Felice muttered. The people around them had formed a line. Suzanne turned. One of the Aadae stood in front of them, holding a small metal device.


Suzanne sniffed at the air. She hadn’t realized how smelly the Aadae actually were. She watched the alien and wondered again how the military must have felt when they first saw the conquerors.


The Aada appeared human, a small female not more than five feet tall and slender, with large violet eyes and pale golden skin. Her blue-black hair, uncombed and apparently unwashed, hung to her waist. She wore a dirty pair of bikini bottoms, spotted with stains. The alien scratched her stomach, and Suzanne almost snickered.


“Give nameh, go inside,” said the Aada. She waved the metal rod she held at the dome. Then she pointed it at Joel. “Give nameh, go inside.” The Aada’s violet eyes stared past them, as if perceiving something else besides the line of people.


“Joel Feldstein.” The rod was pointed at Suzanne.


“Suzanne Molitieri.”


“Oscar Harrison.”


“Felice Harrison.” They began to move toward the dome.


“Are my children all right, please tell me, are they all right?” The plump mother of six was pleading with the alien.


“Nameh,” the Aada repeated. Suzanne looked into the alien’s violet eyes and was startled to see sadness there. The Aada’s small golden hand patted the plump woman reassuringly. “Nameh,” and the word this time seemed tinged by grief.


Puzzled, Suzanne turned away and entered the dome.


“You tell me,” said Joel, “how a technologically advanced culture can produce such sloppy, dirty people. I can’t get within two feet of one.” He grimaced.


“Cleanliness and technological advancement aren’t necessarily related,” said Gabe Cardozo, shifting his plump body around on the floor. “Besides, from their point of view, they might be very neat. It depends on your perspective.”


Suzanne, huddled against the wall near the doorless entrance to their room, suddenly felt dizzy. They had been drinking from one of Joel’s bottles since early that evening. She tried to focus on the wall opposite the entrance.


The room was bare of furnishings except for two mats on the floor. A small closet near the door held their possessions. There was little space to move around in and she knew they were lucky to have the room to themselves. Gabe, two domes down, was sharing his room with three other people. She had asked Joel if they could have Gabe move in with them; he was, after all, Joel’s best friend. But Joel had dismissed the idea, saying he had little enough privacy as it was. No, you have to hide, Joel, that’s it, Gabe might find out what you really are.


“What do they want, anyway?” said Joel. “They took the trouble to put up these domes, I don’t know how, moved us in, and we’ve been sitting around for three days with nothing to do.” Joel suddenly laughed. “Whoever thought an alien invasion would be so goddamn boring.”


“Well, they obviously don’t need slave labor,” Gabe said. “They put up these domes with no help and they are technologically advanced. And if they’d wanted the planet for themselves, I suppose they could have executed us. They want us for something, and they probably moved us out here so they could watch us more carefully. People could hide in the city.”


“What difference does it make?” Suzanne said loudly, irritated by Gabe’s professorial manner. “We’ll find out sooner or later; what good does it do talking about it?” She stood up, wobbling a bit on weak-kneed legs. Gabe’s walruslike moustache seemed to droop slightly; Joel shrugged his shoulders.


She found herself outside the room on the metal stairway, leaning forward, clutching the rail. The large room below her was empty and someone had pushed the low tables closer to the walls. She began to move down the stairs, still holding the rail. When she reached the bottom, she sat down abruptly on the floor, clutching her knees. “God,” she whispered. The floor shifted under her.


A hand was on her shoulder. Startled, she looked up into Felice’s hazel eyes. “Are you all right?”


“I’m fine,” said Suzanne. “I don’t know. I think I’m going to vomit.”


“You need some air, come on.” Suzanne stumbled to her feet. Holding on to Felice, she managed to get to the triangular doorway and outside.


A cool breeze bathed her face. “You better now?” asked Felice.


“I think so.” She looked at the rows of lighted doorways in front of her. “You’re up pretty late, Felice.”


“I’m up pretty early. It’s almost morning.” Suzanne sighed and leaned against the dome. “You feel like taking a walk, honey?”


“Can we?” asked Suzanne. “Will they let us?”


“They haven’t stopped me yet. No wonder you look so bad, staying inside for three days. Come on, we can walk to the highway; do you good.”


“All right.” Her head felt clearer already. She began to walk past the rows of domes with Felice. Occasionally, shadows moved across the triangular doorways they passed, transforming themselves into loose-limbed dancing scarecrows on the path in front of Suzanne.


“What’s going to happen to us?” Suzanne muttered, expecting no answer. An apathetic calm had embraced her; her feet seemed to drag her behind them.


“Who knows, Suzanne? We wait, we find out about these Aadae chicks, what their weak points are. That’s all we can do. If we tried anything now, we got no chance. But we might later.”


They reached the highway and stopped. Felice gestured at the domes across the road. “They live in those things, too,” she said to Suzanne. “I found out yesterday. I looked inside one of their doorways. Exactly like ours.”


Suzanne looked toward the city. She could barely see the tall rectangles and spires of its skyline. To the left of the city, the early morning sky was beginning to glow. Felice clutched her arm and she noticed the Aadae for the first time. They were sitting on the highway in a semicircle, soundlessly gazing east.


“Suzanne.” She swung around and saw Gabe, his face almost white. His dark frizzy hair was a cloud around his head. “Are you all right? I followed you just to be sure; you didn’t look too well.”


“I’m fine. Where’s Joel?”


“He fell asleep. Or passed out. I’m not sure which.” Gabe looked apologetic.


She shrugged, then looked uncertainly at Felice. “Oh, Gabe, this is—”


“I know Felice, she was in my evening lit class.” Gabe smiled. “She was the best student in it.”


Felice was appearing uncharacteristically shy. She grinned and looked down at her feet. “Come on,” she said. “You were a good teacher, that’s all.” Suzanne shuddered at the mention of the past. She watched Joel as he slept beside her. His slim, muscled chest rose and fell with each breath. I love you anyway, Joel; there’s been more good than bad. We just need time, that’s all; you’ll find yourself.


Suddenly she hated the Aadae. She closed her fists, hoping for an Aada’s neck around which to squeeze them. Tears stung her eyes, blurring the image of the Aadae in the road.


“What are they doing?” Gabe whispered. She ignored him and began to walk along the highway toward the aliens. A soft sigh rose from the semicircle of Aadae and drifted to her. They were swaying now, back and forth from the waist.


The sun’s edge appeared on the horizon, lighting up the road. The Aadae leaned forward. Suzanne, hearing footsteps behind her, stepped forward and turned.


Five pairs of blind violet eyes stared through her. Startled, she moved away from the five Aadae and let them pass. The five, dressed in dirty robes, stumbled onto the road, arms stretched in front of them. They wandered to the edge of the semicircle and stood there, holding their arms out toward the sun. Suzanne followed them and stood with them. They didn’t seem to realize she was there.


She waved an arm in front of the nearest Aada. The alien showed no reaction. They’re truly blind, she thought as she gazed into the empty eyes. The five Aadae continued to stare directly into the rising sun. They began to sway on their feet, burned-out retinas unable to focus. She stepped back from them, moving again to the side of the road.


Gabe and Felice were with her, pulling at her arms. “Come on,” said Gabe, “we’d better get out of here, come on.” She pulled her arms free and continued to watch the Aadae.


Something was drawing her toward the aliens, something that hovered over her, tugging at her mind. She was at peace, wanting only to join the group on the road. She found her head turning to the sun.


A shadow rose in front of her. “Suzanne!” It was Gabe, holding her by the shoulders. Suddenly she was frightened. She stumbled backward, grabbing at Gabe’s arms. The sighs of the Aadae were louder now, driving her away.


“Run!” Suzanne screamed. “Run!” Her feet, pounding along the side of the road, were carrying her back to the domes. She ran, soon losing herself among the domes. At last she stopped, exhausted, in front of one. She turned to the triangular doorway.


Two Aadae were there, one with stiff orange hair like a flame and shiny copper-colored skin. The dark-haired golden-skinned one was coming toward her. She threw up her arms, trying to ward her off.


The alien took her by the arm and tugged gently. Suzanne followed the Aada passively, led like a child along the path between the domes. Then they stopped and she realized that she was in front of her own dome.


She sighed and leaned against the doorway. Her fear had disappeared, and she was feeling a bit foolish. I must have been really drunk. The Aada released her, then bowed from the waist in an Oriental farewell before disappearing among the domes.


The air was heavy and the sky overcast. People were sitting or standing around aimlessly; occasionally small groups of people, scarcely speaking to each other, would pass by. Suzanne sat with her back to her dome, watching Felice mend a shirt. That morning, at breakfast, one of the men had stood up and thrown his bowl, still filled with greenish mush, at the wall. All of them had been growing tired of the food, which was always the same. But until today, they had simply gone to the slots on the wall, pushed the buttons, and passively accepted the green mush and milky blue liquid which were all the slots ever yielded besides glasses of water.


The green mush had stuck to the wall, resembling a fungoid growth. Rivulets ran from it, trickling to the floor. Then a tiny gray-haired woman hurled her bowl. Within seconds, everyone in the large room was throwing bowls and following the bowls with the glasses of blue liquid, shrieking with laughter as the liquid mingled with the mush on the walls. Several people hurried to the food slots and punched buttons wildly, pulled out more food and threw it at the walls. The orgy of food throwing had lasted almost half an hour until the walls were thickly coated and the Aadae had arrived.


The two aliens had ignored the mess. They brought a cart with them filled with oddly shaped metal objects of different sizes. One of the Aadae rummaged among the objects and removed a small cylinder. Then she held it over her head, showing it to everyone in the room. Her companion handed her a silvery block and the Aada attached it to the cylinder, then fastened a blue block to the cylinder’s other end.


“Put together,” the alien said, pointing with the object to the cart. The two Aadae turned and left the dome.


“What the hell,” Suzanne heard Oscar mutter.


“We better do it,” said the tiny old woman. “Who knows what they’ll do if we don’t.”


The room was beginning to stink. A few flies buzzed near the mush-covered walls. “I’d better get Joel his breakfast,” Suzanne said absently to Felice. She wandered over to the food slots, punched the buttons and removed a bowl and glass. People had already begun work on the objects by the time she was climbing the stairs to her room, where Joel still lay sleeping. At least it’s something to do.


It had taken only a couple of hours to put the objects together. Once again, they were left with time on their hands, long hours that were chains on their minds, minutes through which they swam, pushed underwater, unable to come up for air. Felice was mending the shirt on her lap slowly and carefully; the sewing of each stitch became an entire project.


“They’ll come back,” said Suzanne. “And give us more pointless stuff to do.”


“You know what I think,” said the small woman. “I think they’re crazy. They don’t need us to put that stuff together.” Felice hunched herself over the shirt and continued sewing. “You can’t even tell what the things are for.”


Suzanne began to poke at a loose thread on her jeans. The humid air was making her sweat and her crotch was starting to itch. She had managed to wash her underwear by using several glasses of water from the food slots, but there was nowhere she could bathe except by one of the sinks in the bathroom where the water was always cold and anyone could wander in at any time. Suzanne was afraid to go to the bathroom alone anyway. A woman in one of the nearby domes had been raped in a bathroom; although her husband had beaten the man who had done it, the fear of rape had spread among many women. Now Suzanne went to the bathroom only with Joel or Felice or some of the other women in the dome. A couple of times Gabe would accompany her, looking modestly away from her at the wall while she squatted on the floor over the hole which would suck her wastes away down a large tube. There were no partitions between the holes; squatting over them had become ritualized, with everyone courteously avoiding a look at the others present in the bathroom. Occasionally there was moisture around the holes; someone had taken a piss and missed. One fastidious young couple tried to keep the bathroom clean, mopping the floor and walls with an old undershirt, but they were not always successful.


Suzanne was growing uneasy. She was used to seeing an occasional pair of Aadae stroll along the pathway in front of her, but the aliens seemed to have disappeared. Suddenly her muscles tightened involuntarily. Something was in the air, hovering over her.


She heard a scream, a high-pitched, ululating sound, and then a roar, a bellowing from hundreds of throats. “Felice!” she cried, grabbing at the woman next to her. Felice dropped her shirt and they both stood up.


We should go inside. Suzanne looked down the pathway and saw a large group of men moving toward the highway. She began to run toward them with Felice close behind her. Again she heard the scream, which had taken on the cadences of a mournful song. It was closer to her now. A small group of people had gathered in front of a dome up ahead. She ran to them and pushed her way through the crowd. Then she shrank back, moaning softly, slapping a hand over her mouth.


An Aada hung in the doorway by her feet. Someone had tied a rope around her ankles. The alien had been stabbed several times; brown clots covered her body. Her long orange hair brushed the ground as she turned in the doorway, her violet eyes stared sightlessly at the crowd. They were all that was left of her face, smashed by fists. Bone fragments protruded from her jaw; her copper-colored skin was covered by greenish bruises. On the ground beneath her lay another Aada, dying from wounds which covered her body. The alien on the ground drew her black hair over her chest, lifted her head slightly, and opened her mouth, and Suzanne again heard the song-like scream. Then she turned from them and was silent.


The people around Suzanne said nothing. She heard only their breathing, the sound of a giant bellows near a flame. She turned away from the alien bodies and stumbled back to Felice.


“We have to get out of here, Suzanne,” she heard Felice whisper. Another roar reached her ears. She could see the crowd of men crossing the highway. Some of them had their arms raised. Knives glittered in their fists. An elongated shadow fell across the mob on the highway and she became conscious of a faint humming sound. An alien air vehicle was in the sky, a slender silver torpedo waiting to strike.


A bright light flashed across the highway soundlessly. She threw an arm across her eyes and staggered backward. The people in front of the dome were running past her. An arm swung out and hit her, knocking her onto the path. She climbed to her feet, looking aimlessly around. The air vehicle was moving away to the north.


“Felice!” she cried out. Her voice shook. Then she saw that there were no longer any men on the highway, only burned, blackened bodies strewn about on the asphalt. The smell of charred flesh was carried to her nostrils and she bent over, vomiting quietly, arms wrapped around her shaking body.


“The fools.” It was Felice’s voice, harsh and bitter. “Too soon.” A hand was on her shoulder, pulling at her gently. She looked over at Felice, then back at the highway.


A group of Aadae were there, looking down at the bodies. Happy, aren’t you? It wasn’t even a contest. There was no way now to tell who lay in the road, if anyone she knew was there. She would have to wait, find out who was missing, and that would take days. Any mourning would be general and unfocused. The Aadae began to circle around the bodies.


Then she heard the sobbing, deep and uncontrolled weeping. Three Aadae threw themselves down on the pavement, beating against it with their fists. The aliens were crying, not for the two Aadae who had been murdered, but for the men on the highway.


Felice was pulling her back along the pathway toward their own dome. As they retreated, Suzanne caught one last glimpse of the Aadae as they flung their arms open to the sun and heard once again their musical scream.


She heard Joel as he crept toward his mat in the darkness. She turned over and reached for him, brushing against his leg. He jumped back. “Jesus! Don’t scare me like that.”


“Joel, where have you been?”


“Where I was the night before.”


“Where?”


“None of your goddamn business, Suzanne.” He pulled off his clothes and sprawled on the mat next to hers.


“I just want to know, Joel.”


“I can tell you’re back to normal; you’re going to revive the Inquisition. I’m tired. I’m going to sleep.”


“You haven’t gotten up one morning this week, Joel, ever since they started giving us that stuff to put together.”


“I should care. You don’t even know what the fuckers are for, you just sit there putting them together, you think it’s really important, don’t you, just like that dumb job at the warehouse you used to have.”


“It’s not that, Joel. They’re going to find out you’re not doing your share, and God knows what they’ll do then.”


“I could give a shit.” She could hear him turn over on his mat and knew the conversation was finished. Suzanne had heard rumors about a group of men and a few women who would meet late at night to discuss what to do about the Aadae. She knew nothing more and was afraid to know even that much. She remembered the burned bodies on the highway and decided it was best simply to go about her business and wait.


She was pretty sure that Oscar Harrison was in the group and that Felice knew about it, although she doubted that the protective Oscar would allow his wife to go to the meetings. It wouldn’t be hard for her to get involved if she wanted, but she preferred to wait and see if anything happened. She could act then.
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