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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.







Where Time Winds Blow


Welcome to a planet where eerie time displacements, like winds, can dump alien artefacts from the past and future into now, or sweep things away from now into anywhen. Welcome to a world that attracts both scientists and fortune hunters, rummaging among the strangenesses, risking oblivion, to solve the mysteries of the time winds.


Earthwind


On the planet Aeran, the original colonists have undergone a drastic change: under the influence of some strange psychic force they have forgotten their identity and created a new culture – an exact reconstruction of the Stone Age society that flourished in Ireland 6,000 years ago. Has some strange racial memory been awakened? Or are both cultures the product of a social blueprint implanted throughout the cosmos by a long-vanished race?


In the Valley of the Statues and Other Stories


The stories in Robert Holdstock’s first collection amply demonstrate his interest in the creative of myth against the exotic alien landscapes of far future and past, ranging in time from the prehistoric to Europe in the 40th millennium AD, and from the landscapes of post-War England to the full canvas of the inhabited galaxy.




INTRODUCTION
from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Robert Holdstock (1948–2009) was a British author, with an MSc in medical zoology from the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. He spent 1971–1974 in medical research before becoming a full-time writer. He published his first short story, ‘Pauper’s Plot’ for New Worlds in 1968. He went on to write a number of pieces of short fiction before concentrating for most of his career on novels. Among the more notable stories of this period are the novelettes ‘Travellers’, a Time-Travel tale, and ‘The Time Beyond Age: A Journey’; some others are collected in In the Valley of the Statues (1982) (see below). After the mid-1970s his writing broke into two superficially incompatible categories.


Under the House Names Ken Blake and Richard Kirk, and as Robert Black, Chris Carlsen, Steven Eisler and notably as Robert Faulcon, he published at least twenty novels, novelizations and works of popular sf ‘nonfiction’ (these under his own name), almost all of them commercial efforts and most of them infused with a black intensity of action that gave even clichéd Sword-And-Sorcery plots something of a mythic intonation. Among the most interesting of these titles was the quasi-fictional Tour of the Universe: The Journey of a Lifetime: The Recorded Diaries of Leio Scott and Caroline Luranski (1980) with Malcolm Edwards, which describes a 26th century tour of the local galaxy.


At the same time, under his own name, Holdstock began to publish sf novels in which he accommodated the mythologizing of his dark fantasies within the frame of ‘normal’ sf worlds. For example in Eye Among the Blind (1976) (in which he explores the interplay between Aliens and alienation), Earthwind (1977) and Where Time Winds Blow (1981) (see below). The later sf approaches fantasy in intensity.


With the publication of Mythago Wood (1984), Holdstock’s two writing directions suddenly and fruitfully converged in a tale whose elaborate proprieties of rationale are driven by narrative energies and an exuberance of language previously most evident, crudely, in his Berserker novels, written as Chris Carlsen. Much expanded from his short 1981 fantasy with the same title, Mythago Wood is a central contribution to late 20th-century fantasy and is dense with fantasy tropes. It is fantasy rather than sf, perhaps because its cognitive premise – that it is possible to construct an ‘engine’ through which one might literally conceive racial archetypes – is much easier to convey in fantasy terms. The frame of the Mythago Cycle, which this tale initiates, is obdurately rational in tone, and the ‘mythagos’ discovered – and transmuted – by the contemporary protagonist are appropriate expressions of what might be called the unconscious tale of the race: they are that tale made animate, and each mythago bears a name or names – and enacts the nature – of those archetypes from whom flow the permutations of that tale. The wood from which they come – like the interior lands for which the protagonists of much British fantasy long – is a classic Little Big heartwood, huger inside than out, and more and more ancient the further one penetrates inwards. In describing this world Holdstock engages in language of a metaphoric density rarely encountered in marketable fiction, and through his language articulates a hard knotty pain of desiderium so many English people feel for an Ur-land that never existed but which seems still to pulse through what remains of the astonishingly dense world of Britain. Mythago Wood won the 1986 World Fantasy Award.


The next volume in the Mythago Cycle, Lavondyss: Journey to an Unknown Region (1988), only increases the intensity of the Chymical Marriage between rational discourse and desiderium or Sehnsucht (a term C. S. Lewis employed to describe the melancholy longing for ‘something that has never actually appeared in our experience’, and by which he meant to designate the impulse behind certain kinds of fantasy). The longing of the protagonists of Lavondyss to enter the ‘unknown region’ – Holdstock’s term here for the wood within (and prior to) the world – is absolute, and it gives the book much of its obdurate potency. ‘Toward the Unknown Region’ (1906) is a choral work by Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872–1958), a composer whose evocations of a longed-for Britain are refreshingly muscular; Holdstock’s citing of this piece of music is therefore heavily loaded (Vaughan Williams himself appears in the novel); and the obdurate Sehnsucht of his music conveys to most listeners what Holdstock at his best conveys: a sense that the Matter of Britain is a Story that can be told.


The title novella in The Bone Forest (1991), and the title novel in Merlin’s Wood: Or, The Vision of Magic (1994), continue the Mythago Cycle in modes closer to conventional fantasy, as do The Hollowing (1993) and Gate of Ivory, Gate of Horn (1997). Holdstock’s further singletons are also fantasy, as is the Merlin Codex sequence. Comprising Celtika (2001), The Iron Grail (2002) and The Broken Kings (2006), the Merlin Codex is a complex and hauntingly surreal reworking of some central motifs from the Mythago Wood tales into a rendering of European mythology as a whole into a kind of temporal labyrinth, with lines of story interweaving through time. The central drama whose ramifications echo through the worlds of the series is the conflict between Jason and Medea, underlier figures who shape the complex epic. The central character, an immortal Merlin, serves as both victim and guide, whose quest for a primordial riven family – Jason’s abducted children – knits the sequence together.


In his last completed book, Avilion (2009), Holdstock returns directly to the central knot of story of Mythago Wood and Lavondyss, continuing the Huxley family tale through deaths and resurrections that amount in the end to a grave-song for England, though the wood continues.


Of the novels reprinted here, Earthwind utters slow but moving hints of the powers of a ‘chthonic’ atavism pulsing deep in the blood of all that lives universe-wide. It is a portrait of a planet colonised by humans, who can scarcely comprehend the multifaceted nature of a world they were not born to. Where Time Winds Blow, the other novel in this volume, is much more complex. On a world riven by literal winds, a conflicted cast is caught up in an ornate narrative which gradually reveals to them some of the plumbings of the structure of time, through which time winds blow, depositing valuable artefacts, which are coveted by all. The stories assembled in In the Valley of the Statues, which is the final volume presented here, includes not only the brilliant novella that became Mythago Wood, but also a trove of stories whose techniques and topics range across Holdstock’s entire career to that point. They are stopping points in the Holdstock geography, they are good places for us to stop.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Robert Holdstock’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/holdstock_robert_p


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




WHERE TIME WINDS BLOW




To Fellow Voyagers:


Chris, Garry, Chris, Chris and  Andrew T’ung Jên!




PART ONE


Where Time Winds Blow




CHAPTER ONE


Towards dusk, five days after they had left the city, Lena Tanoway led her small team through the rugged foothills of the Ilmoroq mountains, and out onto the narrow coastal plain that bordered the Paluberion Sea.


It had been an exhausting mission, and Leo Faulcon, the team’s middle-runner, was tired, uncomfortable and very ready indeed to return to base. He could not comprehend the reluctance of the leader to turn for home; her seemingly endless enthusiasm for continuing the exploration was uncharacteristic, and bothered Faulcon, and he could assign blame to no other than the third member of the party, Kris Dojaan.


Kris was young, and had only recently joined the team. He lay back in the deep seat of his touring byke and whistled through his mask; he was saddle-blistered and sore, but the newness and excitement of this routine expedition had been serving as a balm for his various wounds for all of five days. Whilst this unconcerned attitude to physical discomfort disturbed Faulcon he could have coped with Kris Dojaan’s immunity to pain if the youth would not keep making suggestions: why don’t we try this, why not explore there? And Lena, with a finely misplaced, and long overdue, sense of responsibility was quite evidently determined to conduct this mission in a proper way, and for a proper length of time, something that ought to have been unthinkable.


Thus, after more than two days exploring the high hills and lower slopes of the Ilmoroqs, where the terrain was rough and abundant in dangerous life-forms, Leo Faulcon found himself sullenly agreeing to a tour of the ocean’s shore, a last ride before the long journey home.


The coastal plain was a land dominated by giant blackweed, forests of tall, branchless trees that crowded so high towards the deepening red of the sky that their tiny, flowering tops could not be seen. But it was not the plant life that fascinated the travellers so much as the crumbling, calcite towers and arches of the land-corals that huddled between the trunks of this silent forest. Built by skarl, a tiny, winged life-form that had adapted well to these dry, pollen-rich lands, some of the castles were half as tall as the blackweed, their arches and passageways wide enough for a shuttle to pass. It was a crowded, shadowed land, and as Faulcon watched so a flock of skarl rose silently above their castle and streamed towards the distant, brilliant red-sheen of the ocean.


Riding her battered rift-byke along the easiest route, Lena Tanoway led her group in the same direction. Soon, the ground beneath them softened and they entered a landscape of dunes and tangled, grey plants. Megalithic fingers of sand-scoured rock rose high above the riders; in their lengthening shadows whole flocks of skarl fluttered in panic as the noisy machines passed by.


They rode across a ridge-back of harder sand and the wind hit them, brisk and cold. From here they peered down a slope, and across a mile of nearly lifeless shore, to the dusk-lit sea and its gently moving waves. An object gleamed there.


At first glance Faulcon thought it was some gigantic sea beast, stranded on the shoreline of this inland ocean; dead now, its corpse half buried in the darkening sands, it seemed to reach a stiffened limb towards him, scaly skin all-shining in the light of Altuxor. It had crawled there, perhaps, from the unfathomable depths of this dark and dying sea, and had expired in the red heat of the planet’s day. And yet this thing, this rounded beast, was no beast at all, but a machine, an artifact of some other age, cast adrift on more than just the shores of a moon-torn ocean.


The team approached cautiously; during the last few days a time wind must have blown across the sea, and there was always the possibility that the beach would be swept by a breeze, scurrying across the sands to reclaim the wreck and the fragile beings who were exploring it.


Faulcon climbed down from his byke a hundred yards or so from the derelict and walked across the dunes, following Lena Tanoway. It galled him a little to notice how strongly she stepped out across the heavy sand, how sure she was in every movement of her wiry body. Faulcon took no comfort from the fact that she had been on VanderZande’s World – he disliked the new name, Kamelios – a good twelve-month longer than he, and was consequently more experienced than he, and far less cautious than she should have been. He found his feet dragging, his body labouring for breath; he was sure that some rudimentary element of survival within him was desperately trying to slow his pace. It was not fear, then, but survival tactics, and he shrugged as he watched Lena’s shadowy figure vanish behind the machine.


Behind Faulcon young Kris Dojaan stumbled and fell face down in the sand. His swearing was muffled as grit clogged his face piece, and Lena chuckled as she realized what had happened. Faulcon watched until Kris was on his feet again, and he smiled at the youngster, though in the fading light the gesture was probably lost.


‘How can you trip on sand?’ Kris asked, his voice plaintive, hurt. Sand of all things. Faulcon laughed. A rasping sound, like the evacuation of a vacuum closet, accompanied Kris Dojaan’s over-enthusiastic unclogging of the filter he wore. ‘Wait for me.’


Faulcon held his ground as the new recruit floundered through the sand and clinging scrub to make up distance. He had lagged behind, perhaps dragging his feet as much with fear as with awe as he stared up at the ruined machine. If Kris was scared, Faulcon thought kindly, he could not be faulted for it. This particular discovery was very big business for a young man’s first few days on this particular planet. (He had brought luck to the team, Faulcon realized!) The thought of the time winds both fascinated and terrified, and the balance between those two emotions varied, as if by some precise mathematical equation, with the distance one moved from the bubble-like security of Steel City, the mobile installation where the non-colonists lived on VanderZande’s World.


Kris caught up with his team mate, grumbling about the necessity of leaving the bykes so far away. Faulcon reminded him that the bykes were filming the whole scene, just in case they all got swept up by a wind. Lena was standing in the deep shadow of the machine now, a tiny figure gleaming in stray light from the sun. Kris grimaced behind his mask, looking strangely insectile as he peered through the wide goggles, and continued to blow sand from the proboscis that was his filter and air-booster. They were ants, then, scurrying in their skin-hugging black suits across the dunes, dwarfed by the scarred hulk of the alien wreck.


It was a land machine of sorts, a fact evident from the enormous wheels and tracks. It had been blown out of time and into the ocean, and had crawled across the floor of the sea for weeks, perhaps, before emerging onto the shore and burying itself in the sand. The metal was pitted and scarred by the corrosive salts in the ocean; fragments of weed were still visible. There had been a storm raging about the Ilmoroq foothills just a day before, and the sand had blown across the dead machine and hidden it from the prying eyes of the satellites above the atmosphere; a regular prize, then, a prize for the ground team and not for the luxuriating men in the orbiting stations.


‘I have a feeling we’ve done well,’ said Kris, palpably excited, his thin body shaking more than his voice as he peered upwards.


‘We’ve done very well,’ said Faulcon. ‘And we shall live like kings for a seven-day or more.’


‘You’ve brought us luck, young Dojaan,’ said Lena as she hoisted herself up the ridges and spars of metal to obtain a view in through one of the windows.


‘I guess I have at that.’


In the deepening red dusk they stood before the metal creature and contemplated their discovery. Twelve convex windows, bulging outwards like gleaming silver blisters, gave the thing its animal appearance; sensory apparatus, extending forward like a spider’s legs, gave the machine a sense of panic, as if those spindly protrusions had tried to scrabble through the sand to free it from the clinging sediment. The hull was metallic, plate upon plate of heart-shaped armour: like scales, Faulcon thought, like the skin of a reptile. And here and there he could see hatchways, and incomprehensible painted motifs; and pipes and wires, weed-clogged and bent; and the bristling finery of antennae, broken now, and useless. There were scant signs of wind and sand abrasion, which confirmed their feeling that the machine had crawled from the sea only hours before. Glancing up into the sky, where three of the world’s six moons were already high and bright, they searched for the winking orbital lights. There were none, although they could tell, by the haloes around the moons, that the organic zone was deep here, which would make such lights difficult to see. Faulcon, nonetheless, laughed with triumph. ‘We’ve beaten them!’


‘They’re going to be so mad,’ said Lena, echoing Faulcon’s delight. ‘If I could wear you round my neck, Kris, I’d do just that.’ She fingered her charm, a jagged shard of green byrilliac taken from the first piece of time-junk she had ever touched. Faulcon involuntarily touched the leathery object that was his own amulet, mummified animal flesh from the corpse of a time-blown creature he had discovered in a cave in Kriakta Valley.


Kris watched the movement of his colleague’s hand, and behind his goggles he seemed wide-eyed. ‘I don’t have a charm yet.’


‘You’re a charm yourself, boy,’ said Faulcon.


‘But he needs a necklace,’ said Lena more seriously. ‘Everyone on Kamelios carries a bit of flotsam. Luck is finite, and the amulet extends it.’ They looked up again, up the wall of the alien. ‘A shard from this,’ she said. ‘It’s all that will work. Get up there, Kris, and crack yourself a bit of the pre-historic.’


Pale red light gleamed on hundreds of small windows, high on the flanks of the derelict. Kris Dojaan crawled his way across it, hitting here, hitting there, cursing as the metal failed to yield. ‘Are you sure this is such a good idea?’


Lena used her sand blaster to clear the ruddy grit from about the wide, salt-caked tracks. Faulcon searched for a doorway into the vehicle that would open: pressing, squeezing, coaxing, pressuring, kicking. Nothing moved.


‘What can you see?’ he called to Kris, and the youngster slipped a bit and polished up a window, no more than a foot across, and peered through. ‘Black. All black.’


‘Try another!’ shouted Lena; she was across at the bykes, relaying a routine description of the discovery back to Steel City; they had registered the wreck some minutes before. Kris Dojaan reluctantly changed his position, high on the scaly roof of the machine. ‘Some sort of control desk. Ridges on the floor, and a face … that’s me. I’m being reflected in something on the opposite wall.’


‘The floor,’ Lena pointed out as she approached, and Faulcon chuckled for no reason that he could fathom. Kris sat upright on the top of the vehicle and kicked frantically at a jagged piece of the outer structure. It didn’t give.


Faulcon photographed the hulk from every angle on the ground, then followed Lena Tanoway down the shore to where the sea broke almost soundlessly against the land. A line of tangled weed, and oyster-shaped shards of rock, marked the highest tide-line. Kamelios had six moons, all small and insignificant lumps of rock that skipped and danced above the world to no one’s great concern, although the pink, striated bulk of Merlin, being always partially occluded by silvery Kytara, had an appreciable effect on the seas, causing small but noticeable tides. Tharoo, a pitted and ugly moon, was the largest, and drew on the waters too; but since it rose and fell with the twins, only a single tide was ever seen clearly. Aardwind, Threelight and Magrath were pretty, but fleeting; there were human bases on all the moons.


‘This is a good one,’ said Lena, drawing Faulcon’s attention away from the indistinct discs that scattered the dusklight. She was turning a palm-sized shard over and over and touching the rippled green and yellow pattern in its matrix. She skipped the stone and Faulcon whistled approval through his proboscis as it made the eight-bounce and plopped out of sight.


Before them the huge red disc of Altuxor moved closer to the horizon; more stars shone through.


‘I hate the dusk,’ said Faulcon, skipping; he only got five bounces, and kicked around the tide-line looking for a better shard.


‘I like it. It reminds me of a time when I was younger, happier, prettier, richer and when sunset meant beach parties on New Triton, and more fun in one night than you can have in a year in Steel City.’


If Faulcon had thought she meant it he might have wept mock tears for her. He noticed that Kris Dojaan had slipped down the alien machine and was walking slowly … the gait and posture of disbelief … towards them. His voice, as he called out to them, testified to his confusion. ‘What the hell are you doing?’


‘He who gets the ten-skip gets the girl,’ Faulcon said, and Lena laughed.


‘Unless she gets it first herself.’ Her dry voice was slightly muffled through the mask, slightly distorted through the transceivers. She skipped another stone, but Faulcon had turned round and was staring at the motionless youngster.


Kris took a step forward, then changed his mind, glancing back at the alien hulk for a moment. Red light reflected brilliantly off his faceted goggles; his eyes seemed filled with fire. ‘But the machine … it’s alien, it’s ancient, it’s wonderful.’


The word ‘ancient’ sent an unexpected thrill through Faulcon and he found himself frowning, staring at the ruined vehicle and thinking of the whole of time, the immensity of time gone by. But Lena’s cynical laugh – a peculiar rasping until he turned round towards her – broke the flash of the spell, countered that brief return to the way he had once felt about VanderZande’s World.


She was staring up the beach and Faulcon could see that she was slightly irritated. ‘But this whole world’s alien, Kris. This whole world’s ancient!’ She swung round, skipping a shard out across the ocean, into the glare of the red sun. It went so far, the bounces becoming so low, that Faulcon lost the count. Lena wiped her hands on the tight fabric of her suit and watched the sluggish Paluberion Sea.


Kris was shaking his head as he walked back to the machine. Dwarfed by its bulk he leaned forward to rest both hands against the giant tracks. His voice was shrill as he said, ‘But this was made by intelligent creatures! It’s a sign of the life that once lived here …’


‘So’s this ocean,’ said Lena calmly, almost inaudibly. Faulcon was walking towards the youngster, picking his way carefully as the shadows lengthened and the red light confused his senses. Lena was chuckling again. ‘Didn’t you know that, Leo? They carved this ocean out of the crust … they filled it up with sea, then closed it off. We’re skipping stones across the biggest damned swimming pool in the Universe.’


‘But the machine …’ cried Kris Dojaan.


‘Is just a damned machine.’


Faulcon said, ‘You’ve seen one, Kris, you’ve seen them all.’


‘This is the first I’ve ever seen!’


‘And in a year you’ll wonder why you ever got excited about it,’ said Lena. ‘Go on, Kris, have fun, feel the thrills, feel the cold shivers. Why not? I did. Leo did. You have the right to that at least, to feel a certain awe …’ she emphasized the word with effort as she flung a shard out towards the sun, ‘… for something dead. But in a year, mark me and mark me well, you’ll think of this as cold, hard cash. Why the hell not? To whoever built this thing it’s no more than a bicycle. Would you go berserk over a bicycle if you dug one up?’


‘Yes! Leo … tell me it thrills you.’


‘It thrills me,’ said Faulcon dully. ‘I’ll fetch the bykes.’ He walked past the youngster, trying not to think about how upset his colleague was, or of how dulled he himself had become by the cycles of change on VanderZande’s World. If I could feel it, Kris, I’d scream along with you, and toss Lena out across the water head first. But I’m dying, and you’ll be dying too. Don’t fight it. The world is hard enough to beat.


One by one he led the rift-bykes across the barren land and into the lee of the machine, away from the ocean winds. Here, watched by the irritable figure of Kris Dojaan, he erected the survival tent, and pumped it full of sweet air. Darkness grew about them, stars shining, redness deepening to grey and a time when dusk was gone.


Lena came to the tent and they unsealed the outer lock, crawled in, crawled through. Resealing the small chamber they sat silently, for a while, and listened to the night winds. Faulcon activated the light and they all unclipped their masks; for the first time since early morning they scratched their faces and breathed air that was free of the choking organic poisons that soured the natural atmosphere of the world.


Lena was pale, her angular features drawn, her green eyes dark-rimmed with fatigue; she combed through her long fair hair and dabbed at her skin with a pad of moisturizing cream. She watched neither Faulcon nor the young Dojaan, but Kris watched her intently, almost studying her. He looked every bit as youthful as his speech and action indicated; his beard was hardly in evidence, and he was flushed and angry. He had tied his dark hair into a single, short pigtail, and a gleaming green jewel sparkled in the lobe of his left ear.


‘Do you want to talk or eat?’ asked Faulcon, reaching for the small case of food supplies. He shook the box and it rattled ominously. Opening it he peered in some dismay at the remnants of their mission supplies. ‘We have beef chews, three, halka chews, four, some nutrient paste still untouched – and who can blame us – and …’ he held up a shrivelled red object. ‘I believe this is a carrot.’


Lena smiled. ‘Kris here’s the vegetarian.’


Kris eyed the ancient vegetable with some distaste; carrots were an imported vegetable and very expensive. Faulcon had made up the food pack, and had included fresh vegetables for the new recruit as a special treat; but the items had, for the most part, not survived. Kris asked, ‘What’s halka, did you say?’


‘A local animal; the soft organs are very tasty; the chew is a concentrate of various bits and pieces—’


‘I’m not hungry.’


‘You’ll have to eat something. We shan’t find edible plants until we get back beyond the Ilmoroqs.’


Kris shook his head. ‘Fasting’s good for the soul. I’m really not hungry.’


Faulcon, on the contrary, was ravenous. He carved himself a slice of meat compress and settled back as it expanded in his mouth, chewing and swallowing and letting the day’s aches dissipate into his extremities. Lena ate sparingly of the same compress. She had exhausted her anger at the way Faulcon had packed the box two days ago. In the mountains they could shoot olgoi, perhaps even halka, and feed better. The carrot was consigned to night’s oblivion, through the small disposal chute next to the air-lock entrance.


For half an hour they relaxed in silence, listening to the wind, Kris apprehensive despite Faulcon’s calm assurance that the chances of the wind being a time wind were reasonably remote … well, unlikely, at least. Kris grinned humourlessly, eyeing the older man. ‘How many times have you been out this far?’


‘Four,’ said Faulcon. ‘This machine is the first thing I’ve found. I had more luck to the north; it’s colder up there, but at least the world looks like a world; it’s richly vegetated,’ he explained as Kris frowned. ‘The southern hemisphere is mostly ocean, a few islands …’


‘Thousands of islands,’ said Lena, without opening her eyes, or moving any part of her supine body other than her lips.


‘Thousands of islands,’ Faulcon echoed. ‘There are six other rift valleys, or canyons, like Kriakta Rift. Kriakta is the biggest, and the only one with a mobile city unit. It’s also the most spectacular. Everything’s watched from the satellite stations, of course. Have you been on one yet?’


‘I’ve been here seven days,’ said Kris irritably. ‘I’ve hardly had the chance.’


‘That’s odd, though. Most new arrivals spend a two-to six-week on the sat-stations, getting primed, learning the boring facts of the world’s climate and geography.’


‘I obviously got missed out.’


‘You’ve missed nothing,’ said Lena, her eyes still closed. ‘Pollen week can be counted among the greatest moments of near-nausea in the history of the human race.’


‘Pollen week?’ Unsure whether he was being teased or not, Kris had relaxed, smiling, yet looking from Lena to Faulcon with almost frantic regularity. As if a light dawned: ‘Oh, you mean learning about the organic atmosphere.’ He picked up his mask, put it down again, stared at it thoughtfully. ‘Without the chemicals we could use Kamelios like another Earth, isn’t that right?’


‘If it didn’t have a habit of transporting you instantly into times gone by. Yes. I think you could.’


‘Or times to come,’ Lena pointed out.


‘Indeed. Time, not being the simplest thing on Kamelios, it’s hard to tell.’


‘There really is no future in it.’ Lena and Faulcon laughed at their shared joke. Irked, by missing the humour, Kris said, ‘Anyway, I think I’d like a look from orbit.’


‘You will, you will.’ Faulcon’s gaze took on a distance; his face slackened. ‘I shall be up there in a six-month or so, and there I shall stay, unless I quit. Which I’m thinking of doing. It’s the job I came to do, orbit-watch. I was adapted to artificial-weight living.’


‘I thought you looked thin.’


Faulcon pinched his flesh through the tight suit. ‘I’ve been thinner. Lena was supposed to be sat-personnel as well. We got overlooked – it happens a lot. Steel City is run by the rules of Chaos. After the introductory period in orbit, everyone has to do a six-month on the planet. We came down, Lena first, me later, and somehow we didn’t get recalled. I’ve been here a year, now – Lena’s been here two.’


‘But you’ve been called back up …’


‘Indeed we have. It’s going to hurt. I don’t think I could ever enjoy life up there …’


‘It’ll never happen, Leo,’ said Lena tiredly. ‘The only thing anyone cares about around here is the valley. As long as we keep working, we’ll stay down.’


‘They’ll be keener, now, since we struck lucky.’


And Lena said, ‘We’ve made it rich. Well, quite rich.’


‘There’ll be a big bonus coming our way,’ said Faulcon. ‘And furlough; a few days off. Time to go upland, time to go hunting.’


Kris shook his head in despair, saying, ‘Why this money fixation? My God, Leo, I hope I keep my sense of wonder.’


‘You won’t,’ said Lena, and then more kindly, as she sat up and wrapped her arms about her knees. ‘But I hope it lingers for a while, Kris. I really do.’ She lowered her gaze to the food box in the middle of the tent. She was silently thoughtful for a moment, then laughed at some private joke. ‘You’re right, you know. You’re right, we’ve lost something very precious, something intrinsically human. I don’t worry about it, it doesn’t hurt, or ache … but it’s gone, and I wish I could remember how it felt.’


Faulcon said, ‘We get over-exposed, I suppose. On a world where so many millions of years of past and future surround us, it’s hard to stay interested. We’re jaded.’


‘It’s not over-exposure,’ said Lena solemnly, ‘I’m sure of that. It’s the world. VanderZande’s World. It gets in through the ears and eyes and nose and mouth and every time it changes it changes you, every time a wind blows through time it blows through your skull, and upsets things, changes things; like the fiersig, but worse.’


‘Fiersig? What’s that?’


Faulcon said, ‘You’ll see one soon enough, Kris.’


‘It’s a dehumanizing world, Kris,’ Lena went on, ‘and if you had any sense you’d recognize that now and get the hell off. Except I think it’s probably too late. You’ve got sand under your nails, VanderZande’s World has got you, and I think you’ll find it won’t let you go.’


Kris looked slightly apprehensive, glancing at Faulcon, his face creased into a frown; when the ocean-wind whipped about the fabric of the tent he seemed startled, hugging his knees tighter and nodding soberly as he ran thoughts and facts and advice through his head.


Faulcon, intrigued by the moody youngster, prompted him: ‘Why did you come here?’


‘Why do people usually come to Kamelios?’


Faulcon glanced at Lena, then shrugged. ‘Curiosity, perhaps?’


‘Not curiosity,’ said Kris quietly.


‘Seeking … searching … chasing, chasing a dream.’


‘Chasing a dream,’ echoed Kris, and Faulcon saw the boy’s eyes mist up, even though just the hint of a smile had touched the pale, mask-marked lips. ‘I’m certainly doing that. Chasing a dream – seeking.’ His gaze hardened on Faulcon. Lena was propped on her elbows, her long legs crossed at the ankles, between the two men. ‘Are you going to tell us what you’re seeking?’ As she spoke she exchanged an almost quizzical look with Faulcon.


Kris Dojaan shook his head. ‘I’m not ready to talk about it, yet. Will I really change?’ he said more brightly, altering the subject. Lena smiled kindly, perhaps angry with herself for having been so blunt.


‘Maybe you won’t change as much as me,’ she said. She fingered her amulet. ‘And with your lucky shard maybe the world will treat you respectfully.’ She looked at Faulcon. ‘I think it’s prayer time.’ She lifted the leather necklace over her head and placed the strangely patterned metal on the ground before her. Faulcon unslung his own piece of VanderZande’s pre-history and placed it next to Lena’s. Kris made no move and Faulcon said, ‘Where’s your shard?’


‘What shard?’ The boy looked blankly from one to the other of them for a second, then, quite clearly, remembered.


‘The piece of the machine …’ said Lena, an edge of anger, of panic in her voice. ‘The lucky shard I told you to get from the derelict. Where is it?’ But she gave Kris no chance to speak before she cried out, ‘Leo, he’s not broken anything!’


Startled by this sudden change in Lena’s attitude, Kris watched her curiously as she seemed to teeter on the verge of hysteria, twisting round to kneel up in the wind-swept tent. He said, ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know I had to get it so soon … I just couldn’t break anything … I told you it was tough.’


‘He didn’t get his charm, Leo!’ Tears flowed. She stared at Faulcon, seeking an answer in his impassivity.


Infuriatingly, all he said was, ‘Calm down.’


Lena reacted with open anger. The tears dried, her face went white, her voice coarsened. ‘You fool! Don’t tell me to calm down! The kid’s as good as killed us. He didn’t break off a charm, and he’s done for us! I told you. I told you so bloody clearly to get an amulet. What do you think they are? Games? Little indulgences?’ She raved openly, and Kris nearly fell backwards as she made to hit him. Her face had turned livid, her eyes bright, her lips wet as she shouted. Faulcon felt helpless because he felt so afraid, but he reached out and tugged the girl back from Kris, forcing her to sit. Her fists clenched up as she tried to control the terrible emotion she felt. ‘Damn it, Leo … why didn’t he do it when I said …?’


Kris Dojaan, confused, lost: ‘I’m sorry, Lena; Leo … I’m so terribly sorry … I just didn’t realize … what, I mean … well, what’s so important about them, about a bit of metal?’


‘Luck,’ said Faulcon stiffly. ‘You brought us luck, Kris, by suggesting we came as far as the Sea. But the world will take it back, and us with it, unless we pin it down, pin that luck down by getting it into our life frame.’


Kris shook his head, the hint of a smile on his face. ‘But that’s nonsense—’


Lena wrenched herself from Faulcon’s restraining grip, and struck at the boy with the open palm of her hand. The blow resounded loudly, and Kris’s startled cry was almost a scream of confusion. But the physical violence seemed to calm Lena. She grabbed for her sand blaster and narrowed the focus until it was effectively a weapon. She thrust the gadget at Kris and said, very stiffly, ‘You get out there and blow something, anything, some piece of metal off that hulk. Do it!’


‘I’m going. I’m going.’


‘Maybe it’s not too late. What d’you think, Leo?’ She turned, and was suddenly lost again, becoming tearful. Faulcon hugged her and watched as Kris strapped on his face mask.


‘I think it’ll be all right,’ he said. ‘It’s not too late. If you can get a good shard, Kris, not too big, it’ll bring that luck with us wherever we go. I think it’ll be all right.’


With difficulty through the improperly aligned face piece, Kris said, ‘And who’s going to explain the damage to Steel City? I’m not.’


‘Just do it!’ shouted Lena, drawing away from Faulcon and using the back of her hand to slap the boy on the arm, a more friendly blow. Kris crawled through the lock and out into the night. Lena looked almost embarrassed when he’d gone, smiled at Faulcon and feigned the slapping of her own face. Faulcon laughed. ‘When did this happen?’


‘What, the change?’


‘All this hysteria, this insecurity. This isn’t the real you.’


Lena agreed. ‘I suppose it must have been that storm just before we left to come out here. Remember the change? I didn’t see a fiersig; it wasn’t that physical, not much of a light show, but there must have been one hidden behind the dust. I woke up from it feeling very on edge. I’ve managed to keep it under control quite well, until now. I’ll change back, of course.’


‘I certainly hope so.’ But Faulcon knew she was right. Mood upsets were never permanent in their extreme forms, although each electric storm that brought the fiersig, the power-fields of change, twisted and distorted the stable mind just that little bit more, scarring the mind irreversibly in a way too insignificant to note at the time, but with mounting effect over the months and years. They were fools to stay here, Faulcon knew, but then what had he lost, how had he changed from the man he had been a year ago? He didn’t get excited by ruins; he was no longer thrilled by the dead past. Not much of a change, he thought. Nothing to concern him as much as the more physical upset that might occur if he got caught by a time squall.


But he thought back to the storm that had hit the area of the valley, and the human installation, just before they had embarked on their seven-day prowl through the Ilmoroq mountains. Mood changes were not normally connected with dust storms, even if there was electrical activity about. There was always electrical activity in the atmosphere of Kamelios, but infrequently did it blossom into the spectacular fiersig, the drifting sky fire that worked its mysterious force into the minds of men and turned Steel City into a focus of human fear and desperate resistence. The storm had obviously concealed a small fiersig and the City had not realized its effect until the following morning, when patterns of behaviour were manifestly altered.


‘I got away this time,’ said Faulcon. ‘I didn’t really notice any change at all. Felt good when I went to bed, felt good when I got up.’ He grinned boyishly, and Lena touched a finger to the tip of her nose. Get lost.


‘I don’t know that you’re good for me,’ she said. ‘Sometimes I love you, sometimes I don’t. Mostly I don’t. At the moment I particularly don’t.’


Faulcon grinned, but before he could speak there was the sound of a discharge, and a peculiar grating sound as of metal being riven. Faulcon called out, but the tent, and the wind, must have stolen his voice; Kris did not answer. ‘I bet he brings in a piece about six feet long, just to spite us.’


‘He doesn’t believe yet,’ said Lena. ‘But he’ll learn. I just hope he doesn’t learn the hard way.’


They waited for Kris then, in moody, contemplative silence. Faulcon felt very tired and wanted to sleep, but he wanted the ritual with the charms even more, and he grew impatient waiting for the youngest member of the team to return. After half an hour he abruptly felt uneasy, and picked up his face mask, activating the radio. He called to Kris Dojaan, but there was a static-filled silence, and he guessed that some sort of electrical disturbance was happening out in the cold night world.


‘I’m going outside,’ he said, and strapped the mask on properly. Lena nodded agreement, but made no move to follow.


As he emerged from the tent the wind tugged powerfully at him, and as he stood erect so he felt himself flung heavily against the sheer wall of the derelict. He clung on for a second and watched, by Kytara light, as sand and shards were whipped up into scurrying vortices, and sent into the darkness by this ‘night breeze’. He had never known such a strong wind blowing in such localized fashion, and though he knew the tent was safe with its deep ‘roots’, he felt a moment’s concern for the boy who might well have been caught off-balance and knocked against the metal machine so hard as to render him unconscious.


When the wind dropped a fraction, Faulcon leaned into it and made his way carefully about the wreck, until he saw the gleaming ocean, its sluggish movements highlit by two of the moons, Kytara, of course, with its crescent of pinkness where enigmatic Merlin slyly watched the world below, and Threelight with its three shining dust deserts, higher and brighter than usual. Tharoo, he noticed through the swirling sand, was low against the horizon, half full, seeming to hover as if waiting its moment to sweep across the sky.


He called for Kris, and continued to call as he worked his way precariously about the entire perimeter of the hulk. He realized, with some concern, that Kris was nowhere to be seen.


Beginning the circuit for the second time, he soon discovered the place where Kris Dojaan’s shot had struck the hull. The metal was twisted inwards, the side of the machine opened in a long and narrow split. The shot seemed to have half-caught an entrance-way, because Faulcon could see the twisted remnants of some intra-wall mechanism; beyond the hole was a passageway, narrow and of pentagonal cross-section. He could see only a few inches into the interior, Kytara being bright but not sufficiently bright.


A wash of purple light made him stand, startled, and become aware that the wind had dropped. He looked up into the heavens and saw the tenuous flickering purple of some stratospheric activity. It was pretty, though not startling, and moved away to the south, discharging two magnificent strikes of forked lightning down onto the ocean.


Lena’s voice in his ears whispered, ‘Is he there? Has he got a shard?’


‘I think he’s gone inside the machine,’ said Faulcon stiffly. ‘He’s opened some sort of passageway. I’ve tried calling him but he doesn’t answer. Maybe he’s screened somehow.’


In the stillness, but still wary of a sudden squall, Faulcon backed away from the hulk and peered up at its tiny windows, hoping to see some movement. He saw nothing and felt a moment’s thrill at the thought of where inside that vast ruin his colleague might have been, and what sights he might have been seeing. I haven’t lost it all; not yet, not yet.


There was a sound down by the ocean and he glanced that way; it had sounded like an animal splashing in the water’s edge and his body chilled as he imagined something creeping up the shore towards him. As he saw movement in the darkness he felt a second shock, and backed away a little. The creature came between him and the bright reflection of Kytara on the ocean’s surface, and he saw that it was a man; after a moment he recognized Kris, walking steadily towards him.


‘I thought you were inside the machine,’ said Faulcon evenly.


‘I got a six-skip,’ said Kris, laughing stiffly. And he held up his hand. ‘I also got my lucky charm.’ Light reflected weakly off a small fragment of opaque crystal, star-shaped and precise.


Faulcon said, ‘Then you didn’t go inside …?’


Kris hesitated just briefly before he said, ‘No. No, I didn’t go inside.’ And he walked past Faulcon to the tent.




CHAPTER TWO


It was the end of spring, and time for the city to move. Spring on Kamelios, whether in the northern or southern hemisphere, was a season, no more, no less, dry and windy than any other time of year. But for the last three Kamelion months – longer than a Standard Earth month, but the year on Kamelios was divided up into the same twelve units – there had been a noticeable darkening of the native flora, and changes in the behaviour of many of the beasts that inhabited the lands about the valley. And for three months, too, the crop-fields of the various human settlements, from Valley Edge and Chalk Stack, to Touchdown and Hawkman’s Holding nearly two hundred miles away, had begun to show a rapid growth, and would soon be ready for harvesting.


For Steel City, the end of spring meant a change in position, a move of fifteen miles along the edge of the valley known as Kriakta Rift. It was mere ritual, and as such was never missed.


From a high ridge of ground, west of Steel City, where a tangled forest of the white and purple tree-form known as sun-weed made travel difficult and habitation all but impossible, Leo Faulcon watched the city rise on its engines, and hover almost silently above the blackened crater that had been its home for the last quarter year. Behind him, Lena Tanoway guided her byke through the snag-toothed trunks of the forest, and brushed blue and grey fragments of leaves and pollen from her black travelling suit as she stopped by Faulcon and watched the manoeuvres several miles distant. Kris Dojaan could be heard, distantly, cursing and shouting as he failed to ease his way through the forest. They should have come by the marked track-way, Faulcon knew, but they had been in a hurry to get home, and this short cut, close to the scientific station at Chalk Stack, had seemed like a good idea at the time. They had forgotten the date, and the ritual shift of base location; they would not be able to enter the city until dusk, and they could easily have taken the longer, more leisurely route along the edge of the valley.


To Faulcon’s surprise, when Kris finally emerged from the stand of sunweed, dishevelled and covered with the fine, powdery exudate from the plants, instead of complaining he gasped in wonder. Climbing down from his byke, still brushing at his arms with abstracted gestures of his hands, he walked to a chalky outcrop of rock, stood upon it and gazed across the land laid out before him.


Faulcon recognized instantly what Kris was feeling, and realized that he had been right to suggest the short cut. Was he getting so jaded that he could overlook the simple pleasures of tourism? He smiled as he walked to join the youngster, and as he looked at the distant city, and the land surrounding it, he felt, for a moment, the sense of awe he could remember having experienced a year before when Lena had taken him up into Hunderag Country, to the foothills of the Jaraquath Mountains. There, close to the many territories of the manchanged, the view to the south, across the rift, had been even more startling than from Chalk Stack.


‘You think it’s so barren, round the city; when you’re inside, looking out, it seems so desolate and dry. But it isn’t, it’s beautiful, it’s rich, really rich. And that valley!’


Faulcon smiled, half watching Kris Dojaan’s dust-and mask-covered features as the boy enthused, aware of the expression in his eyes, even though the goggles effectively hid his features from view.


They were not high enough to get a clear view into the valley, and they could not get a real view of the spread of the land; but they had sufficient vantage to see how wide the valley was, nearly a mile across, with its wind-scoured bluffs and ridges covered with all manner of gleaming, indistinguishable junk. It looked vegetated in parts, and Faulcon, through binoculars, observed that a wide spread of now-dying forest covered several miles of the valley’s bottom, ripped there from a future time, no doubt, when the valley had been eroded away, and a stand of these high, tree-like plants had grown upon a marshier soil. Two spires rose from that green and brown foliage, and a movement upon one of them told Faulcon that a team was crawling about those ruins, logging everything. It did not make him want to be there, back in the valley; but it made him remember how thrilled he had been the first time his Section Commander, Gulio Ensavlion, had allowed him to join a Section 8 team shortly after a time wind had blown through the gorge.


The valley was two hundred miles long, in places so wide and low that it seemed like no more than open land between rolling hills; at the far end, the eastern limit, it was deep, narrow, dangerous; here, close to the western extreme, the ‘beach’ was wide and shallow, marking the place where the east to west flow of the time winds blew themselves out. From their vantage point they could see some twenty miles of the valley’s snaking form, as far, in fact, as Riftwatch Station Eekhaut, the ruined observer post that sat on the sharpest of Kriakta Rift’s bends, at Rigellan Corner.


Along each side of the winding valley ran a ten-mile strip of essentially uninhabited land, varying from a tangle of jungle life along most of the southern perimeter, to the more barren reaches of Gaunt’s County, the western lands where Steel City spent most of its restless life, and across whose forested borders Faulcon and the others had just passed. Only installations from the military section of the Galactic Cooperative, or Federation as it was more familiarly known, were allowed access to this so-called Valley Zone, although there was a small and vital tourist trade, and for the purposes of more practical trade and communication there were trackways passing from the various counties beyond the Valley Zone up to the huge, brick-built Exchanges that were scattered along the border. Those counties were the neocolonial settlements. Gaunt’s County, Five Valleys, Seligman’s Drift and Tokranda County were the nearest to Steel City, and the only inhabited regions that Faulcon had visited.


Here lived the first and second generation colonists, human settlers not prepared to undergo the same drastic engineering as the manchanged (which would adapt them, ultimately, to Kamelios in all its poisonous, pollen-saturated glory), but rather hoped to evolve a natural tolerance. The nearest of the manchanged lived in the high lands, in Hunderag Country, the foot-hills of the Jaraquath Mountains, and were rarely seen in the counties. These low lands were mainly devoted to agriculture, and quite intensively farmed; the fields made an octagonal checkboard of colour, and the darker shapes of the towns and villages were scattered almost regularly between the small-holdings.


The area of habitation ended at Chalk Stack, close by, with a sprawling scientific installation, built below, up and across several weather-worn pinnacles of a white and flaky limestone-type rock. The place was well known to Faulcon from a few months ago when, his relationship with Lena broken for the while, he had known a girl called Immuk Lee. She lived at Chalk Stack, now, with the station controller, one Ben Leuwentok, who had often induced sleep in Faulcon with his interminable, and no longer fascinating, seminars on man, moons, madness and the native life-forms of Kamelios.


Six counties, Faulcon explained to Kris Dojaan, and six major towns; at their edge, moving between them, using them for food and supplying them with consumer goods of a more idle kind, was Steel City, an immense, domed monster, overshadowing the townships, shifting restlessly as it crossed the border between Gaunt’s County and Five Valleys, and onwards, along the rift, until it turned and came back again.


It began its fifteen-mile drift now, away from Faulcon and the others, towards a place in cleared land where already a site had been marked out for it. Through his glasses Faulcon could see the winking lights, the scurrying shapes of rift-suited men, and the bulkier, spidery gleam of digging machines. At this time of day the sun was high, more orange than red, and the land was bright and green; the rift valley appeared as a reddish and grey streaked channel, bordered by greywood forest and the more colourful jungle, a treacherous land that reached hundreds of miles into the hazy distance to the south.


‘Time to go,’ said Faulcon, and they returned to their bykes, and the patiently waiting leader. Kris acknowledged her with a slight movement of his hand. ‘Sightseeing completed?’ she asked, and Kris nodded: ‘It’s a great view.’


‘Wait until I get you hunting,’ said Faulcon, ‘up in Hunderag …’ He stopped speaking as Lena punched her byke into noisy life.


They trailed the city for several hours, passing around the gigantic crater where it had recently nestled. The city floated ahead of them, the whining of its motors growing in volume as they closed the distance. Soon they had to turn their heads to see the full span of the floating hemisphere, with its bulbous traverse units – five of the six – clinging to its lower half; where was the sixth traverse unit, Faulcon wondered idly, and as if to answer his question his eyes caught the flash of light on the tiny mobile installation, miles away, and crawling home, still a week away after some expedition into the far lands of the east.


From satellites, from air cars, on bykes and from segments of Steel City itself, from all these things was VanderZande’s World studied and explored; an enormous team of men and women, dedicated to following the time winds, and picking up the traces of those who had gone before – and those who would yet arrive on the world, at a time when Steel City had long since corroded.


By mid-afternoon the city had reached its new location, and settled noisily and chokingly to the ground, promising an earlier entry than Faulcon had at first believed; the cloud of dust and smoke remained about the installation for several minutes, and by the time it had cleared the Riftwatch Tower had emerged, sliding upwards from the central core, its disc-shaped observation platform already turning.


Faulcon watched the city as it settled and was still again. He lounged back on his byke, scarcely aware of the muscular control he exercised over the intricate and complex mechanisms of the speeding machine. Moving at more than a mile a minute was not a particularly hazardous occupation, but on this terrain, with its hidden clefts, and sudden gusts of wind, it was far too fast for common sense. This was why Lena and Kris were now trailing him, concerned over his obvious relaxation. Faulcon was fascinated by Steel City, though. He thought it was incredibly ugly, and with the gaping gash in its side where the crawling traverse unit belonged, it was both ugly and lopsided. He could never understand why so many thousands of people opted to live within its glassy shell (calling it Steel City was just a way of describing its antiglare appearance) and had not set up townships within the Valley Zone.


Convenience, he supposed; and the sense of transience it brought to one’s stay on VanderZande’s World; that was why he himself had secured quarters in the city. Nobody with any sense ever came to this place intending to stay. Which was not to say that people who came to Kamelios ever left it.


The city, then, despite its hideous presentation, attracted Faulcon in an indefinable way. It also promised good food, proper rest, proper bodily hygiene, and a fat bonus, in old-fashioned credit chits, which he had every intention of spending with as much irresponsibility as possible. With Kris Dojaan on the team, he had managed to convince himself, they were the luckiest team on the world. When credit ran short they could always follow the youngster’s nose.


The three-day journey home had been a reasonable approximation of hell. Food had virtually run out, and the expected catch of edible life-forms in the Ilmoroq passes had not materialized; meat compress and nutrient paste can become a most nauseating prospect when it is all there is to look forward to. He preferred to eat sand; he bitterly regretted the loss of the real carrot. Lena had seemed less bothered by the discomfort, but then she was a real old hand – or so Faulcon thought of her. Surprisingly, too, Kris had seemed unconcerned by the agonies of the return trip, and for one whose stay on Kamelios was still measurable in days, that showed remarkable self control. What puzzled Faulcon was that, for virtually the whole of the trip, Kris had done little else but complain – at not being able to visit the valley straight away, at the primitiveness of the masks and bykes – or gasp in awe, as when they had come through the Ilmoroqs, for example, and later, when they had hit the Paluberion beach. But from the moment they had started coming home he had seemed a different man. Certainly he had inquired almost endlessly about the human habitation and setup on the world, and Faulcon had swiftly grown tired of exercising his own rather shabby understanding of how the world functioned commercially, and how it was governed. But there was nonetheless something curiously different about the boy, a sense of detachment.


In whispered tones Faulcon had confided his concern to Lena, who had agreed with him. There were two possibilities. That Kris had lied when he had denied entering the derelict, and that what he had seen inside it had upset him, or altered him in some way. Secondly, that a tentative, rather weak mood change had swept them during that last night by the ocean; whilst Lena, and Faulcon himself, had not sensed any subtle change in their psychological presentation, Kris Dojaan, raw and fresh, and un-tampered with by the world as yet, had been badly affected.


There was, in fact, a third possibility: that all this was pure imagination; that Kris’s early awe and the sense of his being overwhelmed by place and discovery, had worn off; that he was a controlled and inquisitive young man, with a great deal more sense than credulity, in contrast to the way he had earlier appeared.


As they circuited the perimeter of the installation, waiting for an access bay to lower from the core, Kris’s soft voice again crackled through Faulcon’s mask radio, expressing disbelief that anyone could be so obsessed with luck that they would move a whole city.


Faulcon had explained the reasoning behind the location shift a few hours earlier, and even then had found himself laughing in agreement with the boy. It did sound ludicrous, no matter how you expressed it, that every three months, by VanderZande’s time, the city should lift up its skirts and scurry to a different place on the cliff approaches. It did not in the least reduce the chances of being caught by a time squall. It did give observational access to a different section of the valley, and Faulcon supposed that there was something to be gained from watching the time ruins regularly from a different spot. But anyone – and he was thinking most emphatically of Mad Commander Ensavlion – anyone who wished to watch the valley with a curiosity bordering on the obsessional had only to climb into a rift suit and go down to the valley’s edge. If you’d paid your money to come here you could do what you liked – within reason, rules and your own scant spare time.


Steel City, Faulcon explained as they rested, close enough to the building to hear the low, grumbling sounds of its various systems, had a second escape-ploy, should a destructive wind rear up and out of the valley and swoop towards it. The traverse units, the six mobile domes that were effectively mini-cities on their own, could move considerably faster than the crawl with which they circuited the continent. They could, if required, lift vertically at only just less than bone-breaking velocity. If the klaxons went – signifying a time wind’s approach – the populace could drain into the six units in literally thirty seconds, through any one of hundreds of drop-chutes from the main city body. The longest drop was from the observation tower that was raised so high in the air. Thirty seconds down, and the traverse units would explode upwards and away to safety, though the main city would be lost.


‘A time wind,’ Kris repeated, the tone of awe back in his voice for the moment. He had seen a derelict, an ancient machine ripped from its own era and cast, lifeless, upon the shores of a red-lit ocean. But he had not seen the wind that had brought it, and he was impatient to witness such a phenomenon. Faulcon explained that in the year he had been on VanderZande’s World he had observed a time wind on only a half-dozen occasions, although he had once come close to being caught in an eddy, the sudden appearance of a tiny, transient focus of distortion. But the main winds blew in the deep valleys, and in the nearby valley most of all. If he was patient, he would see his wind; but there was no predicting them.




CHAPTER THREE


Two hours after their return to base, Faulcon was comfortably attired, cleaned inside and out, and replete after an uncomfortably generous meal of charcoal-baked tongue and boiled vegetables. He sprawled in his small room for a while and considered the state of his existence. For a man of thirty-two, with – time winds permitting – more than sixty active years ahead of him, he had not done so badly. He owned this room, although it had cost him two K-years’ service pay to acquire it. The first year had passed: one to go; and of course every bonus he earned was his to keep, and he rarely went short of anything. Being, in this sense, freelance, with no regular income, was a spur to his activities in the field – it made him work all the harder. It galled him sometimes to meet explorers, traders, dieticians, administrators, any and all of the hundreds of functionaries on VanderZande’s World who had signed on for the same brief spell of service and who were already, after one or two years, regularly amassing small fortunes and would leave Kamelios rich. He himself would have nothing to sell save his room, and the value of that asset might have changed radically. His consolation was that on a world as insecure as Kamelios this nest of security, this huddling place that was unobserved, impenetrable, his and his alone, was at the moment of immense value to him, and not just in a financial sense.


He would marry Lena whether she liked it or not. One day, one year, they’d sort themselves out, and in the meantime they were two people with their own rooms in the belly of Steel City, who shared a lot of fun, a considerable amount of love, and who were both as blank about the future as each other. Except for the desire to live together eventually they looked forward to nothing beyond the excitement, and risk, of VanderZande’s World. Lena had lost her awe of the place, and Faulcon was well aware that he himself was changing, becoming jaded. Lena had bought her room outright, with money left to her by her parents, both of whom had died in a fire on New Triton, a world they had come to from Earth when Lena had still been in her infancy. So perhaps it was the fact that he was working for his special possession, his forty feet square of apartment, that kept his regard for Kamelios somewhere in between the extremes of feeling represented by Lena and Kris Dojaan. Unquestionably he experienced the same lack of concern, the same indifference to the scattering of alien artifacts that had been dredged up by the time winds that Lena and all the long-termers on the planet had come to feel; but equally he had found himself sharing in Kris’s excitement, his eager concern with the wonders of other times. Faulcon was the bridge between attitudes in the team, fluctuating between those extremes according to whose company he found himself sharing. Like Kamelios itself, like all who lived in Steel City, Faulcon was a unit of change, an unfixed star, someone whose emotions could twist about in an instant for reasons other than the effect of the world upon him.


Despite the pleasurable anticipation of a small wallet containing his bonus – perhaps two or three thousand chits, the Kamelion unit of credit, on good, old-fashioned plastic notes – Faulcon decided he could not face Commander Gulio Ensavlion just yet. By rights, and by tradition, he should have gone straight to the section head to report on the expedition, and to answer questions. In practice there was always an hour or so delay before such debriefings, but Faulcon would have preferred to keep Ensavlion and his bizarre obsessions at bay for a whole night-day cycle. He called through to Lena but received no reply; checking with administration, he found that she had been summoned peremptorily to Ensavlion’s office, and had been with the Commander for nearly an hour. As team leader it was not surprising that she had been called alone in the first instance, but it did mean that there was more to the mission than would at first seem obvious. It was not routine, Faulcon imagined, but he could not think what could have been so different about it that the leader should be summoned on her own. Surely not the discovery of just another derelict? Unless the damage that Kris had caused to the interior had got her into trouble, but that was most unlikely.


Suspecting that he might himself be summoned imminently, and still unwilling to face Ensavlion, Faulcon called the dormitory where Kris was billeted. The youngster also was unobtainable, but one of his room mates suggested that he might have gone up the Riftwatch Tower, to get the view from those wind-shaken heights before dusk settled.


So Faulcon left his room and made his way along the level until he came to the main plaza. Here there were colourful, spacious lounges, comfortable and quiet save for a distant susurration – the air conditioning – and the occasional drift of attractive, alien music. Voices were muted, though attention could be drawn across a distance by the careful use of speakers built into the ivory and jade columns; purely decorative structures, with no supporting function at all, the columns rose from the plush flooring into the hazy distance of the roof space, and served to give a sense of territory to the area. The lounges were crowded, and in one corner, muted behind a translucent screen, a celebratory party was occurring, with dancing and not a little drunkenness. Moving rapidly about, and giving to the plaza a certain sense of panic, were teams of repair men, and engineers, and a few medical personnel, hastening from damage point to damage point in order to seal and secure the city before the next Kamelion night.


Faulcon navigated this confusion, and resigned himself to the unpleasant sensation of the lift-chute in the plaza’s centre, that whisked him from stable ground to a point five hundred feet above the lounge area on what appeared to be no more than a whim of warm air. But abruptly he was on a solid surface again, and stepping into the swaying platform that was the observation zone of valley and surrounding lands. A circular area that could support five hundred persons, it was now relatively empty, despite the city’s change of location. Its motion had stopped and Faulcon walked around its inner path, away from the jutting windows; he was uncomfortable in the sun’s glare, despite the fact that no harmful rays, nor distracting light, could reach him; but he had spent several days beneath the blinding disc – very unred in its passage across the heavens, and showing its age only at dawn and dusk – and he preferred to remain out of sight of that warming sphere unless it was absolutely necessary.


He spotted Kris Dojaan, and hastened towards him.


Kris was now robed casually in a short red tunic and thigh-hugging half-jeans. His feet were bare, and his hair was tied back in several elaborate ringlets, a fashion that Faulcon himself adopted. He was leaning against the restraining bars that kept observers from the thick, faintly tinted windows. His eyes were narrowed as he peered, without the aid of any of the several telescopes, at the distant valley.


As Faulcon came up beside him, the youngster turned and nodded acknowledgement, almost as if he had been aware of Faulcon for several minutes. Faulcon noticed the alien shard, now slung on a thin, leather necklet. Again he felt disturbed at the sight of the amulet, its regularity, its manifest deliberateness. Kris touched the tiny star and smiled, never taking his gaze from Faulcon’s face. For a fleeting moment Faulcon had the sensation of being in the presence of a mischievous child. Kris had said that the object had been lying just inside the passageway exposed by his thoughtless discharge. He had seen it, grabbed it, become filled with a senseless panic, and had run down to the ocean, dropping to his knees and shaking for several minutes. Only Faulcon’s arrival, searching for him, had calmed him down. But having taken the relic, nothing would make him give it back.


Now he fingered the object almost reverently. ‘It’s warm,’ he said. ‘Here. Feel. It has some sort of inner warming mechanism.’


As he held the amulet towards Faulcon, Faulcon found himself almost reluctant to touch it. But touch it he did, and he felt a thrill of fear, a shiver of apprehension, as his fingers communicated the information to his brain that the amulet was ice cold to the touch; ice cold.


After hesitating a moment, he closed his mind to the insistent voice that told him to say nothing, and informed Kris of the sensory contradiction.


‘Cold?’ Kris, who had seemed vaguely amused, now was puzzled for a second, stroking the star and staring at Faulcon as if it was taking some time for him to decipher the brief words. Then he looked away, out across the evening-lit surface of Kamelios. ‘I suppose that’s not surprising. You’re already cold towards this place. You’re as cold as Lena, like all of this city. Something like this, like this piece of history, well …’ he struggled for words to express what was subsequently revealed as a garbled thought. ‘I’m sure that things like this star respond to emotional warmth. To a sort of feeling of wonder, a feeling of respect and love for this world as it once was. Maybe Lena is right and I’ll lose it, but if this jewel is warm, I guess that means for the moment the world is on my side. Does that make sense, Leo?’


Faulcon laughed, a gesture not without humour, but with an edge of considerable regret. He bit his lip before answering, framing words carefully. ‘It makes as much sense as anything on this planet. But you’re wrong to say I’ve lost my respect for the place. It gets covered up at times, but with you around …’


Kris grinned, and in his face and manner there was a disquieting hint of patronage as he prompted, ‘With me around …?’


‘It brings it all back,’ Faulcon concluded. ‘The sense of the ancient. The sense of the alien. The sense of excitement.’


‘Touch the pendant,’ said Kris encouragingly. Faulcon shook his head – a gesture of resignation – as he reached out and laid two fingers on the ice-cold crystal. Perhaps there was just a hint of warmth there.


Instantly afterwards Faulcon learned the reason for the relative desertion of this highly popular viewing platform: one of the traverse units was about to detach itself from the mother city, and the Riftwatch Tower would be withdrawn. The announcement had already been made and those who remained obstinately on the high level were now chased to the lift-chutes by several irritable security men. Faulcon hustled along with the small crowd, and when they were back at level four he dragged Kris by the arm and led him towards the museum.


Here, presented in something akin to organized chaos, was a cross-section of everything of interest that the time winds had dredged up on VanderZande’s World, from the smallest ‘toy’, a wheeled object that had perhaps been the model of some land transport carrier, to the largest coffin-shaped enigma, four hundred feet long, still sealed along all edges, and according to every sensory probe used against it, filled with nothing but an assortment of small, differently shaped boxes, all lying free. Function, like the function of nearly everything in the museum: unknown.


Kris Dojaan’s amazement at many of the things he saw, in particular some of the human-looking artifacts, his almost boyish energy, had a dramatic effect on Faulcon, charging something within him until he not only recalled the near-hysteria that had accompanied his first tour of this junk yard, but actually relived it. He led Kris through the galleries, round the cases, up to and away from the reconstructions of the planetary surface, as far as they had been elucidated by the enormous teams of geologists and topographists; and eventually, almost breathless, they arrived in the biology section.


In silence, reverent, awed, they peered at the main exhibit, the preserved carcasses of two carapaced, winged creatures that had lived upon this world perhaps fifty million years before, or which might yet be born to occupy it at some age long after Steel City had vanished into desert dust. Dredged through time these two unintelligent (it was believed) creatures had died quickly in the awful air of Kamelios. The rift team had lost two men to a following squall as their duty members had dragged the twisted corpses out of the deep valley.


Still staring at the largest of the two creature’s enormous, dulled eyes, Kris said, ‘And they don’t know where they came from?’


Faulcon shook his head. He was trying to imagine these beings in full flight above the rich, forested lands of primeval Kamelios. They looked heavy, the carapace being thick, and armoured, all wings and the long-necked head protruding from beneath it. It would have been difficult to make exaggerated flying motions – the drawings in the next display demonstrated that – but gliding was the most likely main motion of the beasts.


‘The trouble is, you can’t date things that are swept through time as new. The only way you can get an idea where they came from, or rather when they came from, is by looking at what gets dredged through with them. Bits of rock, perhaps whole rock scarpments, dust, things like that. The geological history of this planet has been reasonably worked out, and you can sometimes match a time-torn rock with a dated and recognizable rock formation close by. Again, the trouble is that the rift valley itself is such a mess, such a mixture of different ages, that any sort of dating work is just guesswork.’


There were other creatures labelled as ‘extinct’; they were mostly small, insignificant-looking things, conforming basically to a ‘spring-limb’ structure, with several scrabbling and holding limbs, often much modified, for example into the carapace of the winged creatures. And there were displays of the existing life of Kamelios, animals that had been named in the early days of the colony: skarl, snake-hare, easiwhit, olgoi, and the gigantic gulgaroth, shown only in holographs, and frightening even so. There was too much information on life-style and symbiotic relationships – the strange olgoi-gulgaroth sexual relationship especially – for Kris, restlessly fascinated, to stay long at any one display.


Ultimately he was disappointed in the display of the ancient, extinct (or successional, as yet unevolved) life of the world. What was missing, of course, was any life-form manifestly intelligent … Where the hell? … Nothing? ‘No thinking creatures at all?’


They walked back to the tower, now that the traverse unit had departed. ‘There obviously were intelligent creatures here … over a span of thousands of years almost certainly.’


‘Obviously,’ Kris repeated irritably. ‘What I meant was, where are they? Surely somewhere, something got caught by a time wind.’


They had reached the chute and made the stomach-churning ascent to the top of the tower. ‘You’d certainly think so, but no one has ever found such a creature.’


‘Or seen? No sightings?’


Faulcon smiled and glanced at the youth. ‘That’s a matter of debate. There have always been sightings, claims that are never backed up with hard evidence. Everybody would like to see an intelligent alien, and it’s just too easy for the mind to fill in the missing image. Everything’s been seen over the last few years, from God to giant squids; and some things that aren’t quite as amusing as that.’ Faulcon ceased to talk, unwilling to volunteer what he knew without further prompting. He always hated to talk about the pyramid, and the sighting of a year ago. Why his mouth should go dry, why Ensavlion’s unwillingness to drop the subject should upset him so much, he often found difficult to answer.


Kris, ever inquisitive, said, ‘Have you ever seen anything?’


Faulcon smiled and shook his head. ‘I’ve seen it all, Kris. And in a year, so will you. I see things in my dreams that ought to drive me insane. And there are some who say that every waking hour on Kamelios is a dream.’


‘So you’ve never seen a real, live, indisputable alien?’


Faulcon couldn’t help laughing at Kris Dojaan’s eagerness. ‘Only one man on Kamelios persistently claims that privilege; usually the certainty of the sighting fades with time, but this one man …’


‘Tell me about it.’


‘I think not. I’ll let the man himself tell you. It’s more fun coming from him.’


Kris sensed Faulcon’s meaning instantly and looked suitably impressed. ‘Commander Ensavlion, you mean. That makes it tough, though. I mean, what I’ve heard about him isn’t exactly flattering. Some call him mad, others deluded.’


‘A bit of both,’ agreed Faulcon as they walked to the edge of the platform, facing the darkening Kriakta Rift. ‘And it’s the sighting that turned him. But as I say, he’ll fill you in on the details, I’m sure. He’s always glad of a new boy to talk to.’


The plump man who had been using the telescope nearest to Faulcon suddenly swung the instrument round on its housing and walked away from the viewing platform. Faulcon moved swiftly into possession, and slipped a coding disc into the slot, pressing down on a small red button on the body of the binocular magnifiers. ‘As long as you like,’ he explained to Kris, ‘but if you take your finger off the button you have to pay again. Yes, I know … it’s like something out of an old film.’ Kris was looking vaguely horrified at such a primitive viewing system. ‘Everything on Kamelios is old-fashioned and clumsy. You’ll find that out soon enough.’


Before allowing Kris access, however, Faulcon himself took a slow and steady look at the distant valley, sweeping the field of view from the small, squat Riftwatch Station at the head of the gorge, right along to the distant gleam of some spiral structure which, rising a few yards above the edge of the cliffs, marked Rigellan Corner, where the valley curved round to the south.


As he peered across the mile or so to the rift, so Kris followed his gaze, squinting against the distance and the growing darkness. He said, ‘Why wouldn’t they let me trip out to the rift? It was the first place I wanted to see …’


By way of an answer Faulcon swung the viewscope and focused on a jagged rise of purple rock and scree which seemed almost incompatible with the surrounding dun-coloured landscape. ‘Take a look,’ he said, and when Kris had looked, and was still staring through the binoculars in some confusion, Faulcon said, ‘That was once a Riftwatch Station … You can still see part of it. Between one windy gust and the next it had gone; that small crag, the result of some future movement of the planetary crust cracking the valley wide open, and then being eroded down … That lump of rock is all that remained. To go to valley’s edge is to invite a wind to snatch you away.’


Kris pointed out the hundreds of dark shapes moving darkly along the top of the valley, some of them quite obviously dropping over the cliffs and into the hidden deeps beyond.


‘But they’re all in suits,’ said Faulcon. ‘Rift suits – we call them r-suits. Have you had any practice in an r-suit yet?’ He knew the answer of course.


‘I tried one on,’ said Kris. ‘Why?’


‘Because a rift suit is a life-saver. And it takes a lot of practice to learn how to respond to what the suit does. Until you’ve practised you won’t be allowed within shouting distance of that wind channel down there. No one goes there naked. Not unless they’re stupid. You’re not stupid, are you Kris?’


Kris Dojaan’s only reply was a contemptuous – irritated – snigger; but he kept his eyes to the viewscope, and Faulcon noticed him frown. ‘No one goes there naked, eh? Well, what about him?’ There was a moment’s silence. Faulcon sensed the sudden shock that struck Kris rigid. The boy said only, ‘It can’t be … it can’t be …’


‘What the hell are you looking at?’


As Kris Dojaan drew away from the viewscope, Faulcon saw tears in his eyes, a frown of disbelief on his face. ‘It can’t be … not so old …’ as if imploring.


Faulcon had tried to stop the machine cutting out as Kris’s pressure eased on the red button; he failed. He slipped his credit disc into the slot again and peered into the distance. After a second he noticed what Kris had seen, and he couldn’t restrain a laugh. ‘That’s nothing to be afraid of,’ he said. ‘That’s our phantom.’


‘I don’t understand.’ Kris’s voice was quiet, worried.


‘Our time phantom,’ explained Faulcon. ‘Or at least, so it’s said. He’s wearing the remnants of a Steel City uniform, and he first appeared out there, by the valley … oh, I don’t know. Before my time. Ten years ago? You can’t get near him. Either he teleports, or there are hidden burrows that only he has discovered – or he vanishes into time … Nobody bothers him, and he doesn’t bother us.’


Even as he said the words, so Faulcon recognized the death of wonder in his statement. He felt a prickle of cold sweat as he glanced through the great windows at the wind-swept landscape, and the distant figure – indistinguishable from the waving vegetation in which he crouched – that was the phantom. Nobody bothers him, and he doesn’t bother us. The words seemed to mock him. A man who could travel through time itself! But he doesn’t bother us. Faulcon’s gentle laugh was impossible to read. We don’t understand him, and on VanderZande’s World that’s the same as losing interest! The coldness clawed at his stomach. He looked to Kris Dojaan, and might have said something about the sudden terror he felt, the sudden focus upon the process of dehumanization, but Kris was speaking, responding to Faulcon’s words of the second or so ago.


‘He doesn’t bother you? That’s nice. Well let me tell you, Leo, he bothers me. And it’s a damned shame that he didn’t bother someone in Steel City, because he might have been saved a lot of agony.’


Puzzled, but aware that Kris was fantasizing about, or identifying with, the ancient relic of humanity that was crouched out by the deep valley, Faulcon focused again on the phantom, and reappraised the man. It was some weeks since he had last seen the apparition, and to be fair to Kris Dojaan, he had at first been excited at the thought of the man who had apparently conquered time.


The time phantom was an ancient, shrivelled figure; it was difficult to make out detail in the fading light, but he seemed to be staring straight at Faulcon as the viewscope peered down upon him, staring from shrunken eyes hidden in massive wrinkles of flesh and twisted facial muscle. His nose was squat, giving every appearance of having been crushed; it seemed to twitch as if he smelled Faulcon’s scrutiny, but this was almost certainly imagination. His hair was lank, long, grey as ash – though there were those who said the phantom had hair of a different, darker hue – and from this distance seemed filthy; it blew, in the breeze, straggling and unkempt. By way of breathing apparatus he seemed to wear a corrupted respirator that covered the lower part of his face, held in place only by the pressure of his lips.


Suddenly he had risen to his feet. Stooped with age he began to lope along the edge of the valley. Now Faulcon could see that he was tall and withered, his arms skeletally thin when glimpsed through the ragged fabric of his clothes. When he crouched again he seemed to fold up into himself.


His garments were the fading remnants of a body suit, the clothing worn beneath the bulky rift suit. He could see no identification tag, nor any insignia.


The man was an enigma, and, excited by Kris Dojaan’s freshness and the youngster’s interest in all he saw about him, Faulcon re-experienced the thrill of mystery about the phantom. He was a man who no longer talked, who no longer allowed any contact from his fellow human beings, but a man who had undoubtedly once been of the city. He had been snatched by time and flung somewhere, somewhen, some place and time where he had screamed and not-quite-died … a prison where the walls were centuries, where time itself was his gaoler.


And despite all that, he was a man who had come back!


Whether he had been lost from Faulcon’s time, or from a time several or many generations hence, it was impossible to know. The man said nothing, and always ran from company as it approached. He was to be seen only on occasion, and had the knack of vanishing into thin air. The belief that he was one of the timelost was based more or less on this fact of his sudden appearance and disappearance, but it was true that he might well have been able to teleport; on a handful of colonized worlds such latent talents were more sharply pronounced than on Earth.


Faulcon cared to believe that the time phantom was just that … a time traveller. He had been in Kriakta Rift a few weeks before when the man had last been seen by a crowd. All work had stopped, all eyes turned on the enigmatic, aged figure, as it had scurried along the base of the cliffs, darting between one piece of alien ruin and the next. There had been a slight breeze blowing, an ordinary wind, bearing with it no sign that it was concomitantly blowing through time. But abruptly the phantom had vanished, and the conviction was that a time squall had taken him. But a week later he had been sighted at the southern end of the valley … more than three weeks’ walk away!


Faulcon had found himself in considerable awe of the man, a man who could somehow ride the time winds, ride the whole of time itself.


Kris agitated for access to the viewscope, and Faulcon stood back, keeping his finger on the operating button. Kris, as he stared across the distance, was silent for a long time, although his breathing grew more pronounced and Faulcon saw that he had begun to sweat. All the while he fiddled with the star-shaped amulet, already developing Steel City superstition.


Quite suddenly Faulcon’s body turned cold; he felt chilled to the bone and began to shiver. He wrapped his arms around his body and frowned, shocked by the suddenness of the sensation, then increasingly apprehensive. He took a step back from Kris, his gaze shifting between the stooped youngster and the haze of distance and dusk that bordered Kriakta Rift. He knew what was happening, not by virtue of any experience, but by having heard so often from older inhabitants of Steel City that this sudden awareness was one of the most frightening tricks that VanderZande’s World could play.


Faulcon wanted to shout, but he kept determinedly quiet; he felt sick; his head was spinning, and cold panic began to drain the blood from his face. If Kris should have looked up at that moment he could not have failed to see the mask of shock that twisted his colleague’s face. He would have asked pertinent questions, and Faulcon knew that he would not have been able to hide the truth from the boy.


Kris continued to watch the phantom, unaware of the deepening sickness in the man behind him. He himself was still agitated, upset by what he could see, recognizing, or identifying something about the distant figure, and Faulcon wondered whether Kris was gradually coming to realize just why he was experiencing that feeling of familiarity.


Faulcon began to walk quietly away from his team mate. He felt the rigidity in his face, the expression of bitterness (Kris was so young, it was so unfair!) and the deeper shades of unease. There was no question in Faulcon’s mind, however, that those in Steel City who preached the strangeness of the world were right; there had always been those who held the view that within a few weeks of arriving on the world, certain senses expanded, certain sensitivities became more acute. It was said that you could tell the moment when a man’s destiny linked with time, the very instant at which fate decided a man was to be lost into Othertime, even though the event may have subsequently taken a year or fifty years to come about.


Kris Dojaan was a marked man, marked out by the world to be swept into the greedy maw of years. Faulcon heard hastening steps behind him, realized that the boy was hurrying to catch up with him. But he wanted distance. He felt very sick, and there was a sharp pain in the pit of his stomach: tension. To be on the same team as a man whose death you have discerned is a terrifying ordeal, for once the team is formed it is formed until the end. Where Faulcon went, outside the City, Kris would also go, and Lena too, and one day a breeze would come, and perhaps as it took Kris Dojaan away into time it would spare a gusting afterthought for the others of the team as well. There was comfort in the simple action of raising the leathery piece of skin, his amulet, to his lips, wishing away the evil gaze of Old Lady Wind.


He stopped, then, and turned to face his colleague, not surprised to see tears in Kris’s eyes. Not knowing what else to do he patted the youngster’s arm, then began to walk with him towards the lift. ‘You know, then. You’ve realized …’


In retrospect Faulcon realized how cruel those words might have been, because surely Kris Dojaan had not had time to hear about the acuteness with which humankind on Kamelios came to be aware of time, and all its tricks. His words had been as cold, as thoughtless, as fleeting as a sudden bitter breeze.


He nodded his agreement, miserable, yet somehow resigned, now, to his new knowledge. They dropped to the lower levels, and began the lengthy walk to where the Commander of Section 8 would be waiting for them. Kris said, ‘I should be at least grateful that I’ve seen him, even though he’s …’ He broke off, shaking his head, perhaps shaking away tears. He slammed the amulet on his chest. ‘I was so sure I’d find him, and then I felt so elated – it never occurred to me that what I’d find would be … oh hell!’ He laughed bitterly, then, and went on, ‘I came here in the desperate hope that I would find out what had happened to him. The letters we received were not very specific, but I think we all guessed what had happened. Someone had to come and find him again. I dreamed of him, one night, I could hear him talking to me, telling me to follow him to Kamelios. You can’t just sign on for a stay here, but I found a way of getting accepted quickly, and I came out.’ He turned anxious eyes on Faulcon, who was by this time disturbed by the fact that he had misunderstood Kris’s distress. He was also apprehensive, for he was aware of the youngster’s fate when Kris Dojaan himself, it now seemed, was not. Kris said, ‘Leo, I must get out to the valley. He’s alive out there and I suppose that’s all that matters. I’m sure that’s him, and I’m sure he’ll recognize me. I must get out to the valley …’ Faulcon saw him shiver, saw doubt touch his features. ‘And yet, I’m reluctant to. Deep down I don’t want to face him, not like that. But I must …’


‘Who are we talking about?’ asked Faulcon carefully. His own agitation was growing. ‘Your father?’


‘My brother,’ Kris said, as if surprised that Faulcon could have thought differently. ‘My elder brother, Mark. He vanished nearly a year ago.’


‘Mark Dojaan,’ Faulcon said, and he felt clear-headed and ice cold as the name sprang out at him from among the lists of the timelost. In his months on Kamelios over forty men had vanished into time; incautious behaviour, perhaps, or the unpredictable time squalls that were the bane of the Riftwatch Stations, and the men who staffed them, catching them unawares. Faulcon knew all those forty names, could have written them out when drunk. You never remembered the names of those who had disappeared before your arrival on Kamelios; but you never forgot the names of those who disappeared while you were there.


So Kris was now convinced that the time phantom, the wizened enigma out by the valley, was his lost brother Mark; and Faulcon thought he knew for sure that the phantom was Kris Dojaan himself, thus accounting for the boy’s sense of familiarity with the dimly seen figure. Both beliefs, both ideas, were unreasoned, unreasonable, unshakeable. Faulcon felt torn as to whether or not he should tell the youngster of his feelings, and whether he should tell him tactfully, or bluntly. One thing, he realized, was essential, and that was to take Kris out to the canyon as soon as he could, to let him get as close as possible to the man he believed to be his brother.


Another part of the strange lore of Steel City was that a man who is about to die at the whim of the time winds can always sense it, out there where the cliff walls dropped steeply to the alien lands below. He can stand there and hear the wind that will take him. When Kris Dojaan heard it he would know, of that Faulcon was sure. Kris was a man destined to be lost, and perhaps to be found again, found as an aged and withered creature whose movements and existence baffled and frustrated Steel City’s security.


Faulcon wanted to be with his colleague, and yet he was afraid to be near him. This was the terrible paradox of Steel City, and the time wind teams; the terrible irony of friendship on this strange world.




CHAPTER FOUR


Between and above the six domes of the traverse units, the central city core was a great bulbous construction, divided into twenty-four levels, each with an area of a quarter of a square mile. Each level was equipped with its own scattering of lounges, ‘open space’ illusion, tight-packed living quarters, and less cramped administrative centres. Winding corridors linked extremes of each level, interlinked levels themselves, and connected the whole city mass with the traverse units, and with the utility sections in the wide stem of the central core. From most levels it was possible to look inwards and outwards across the vast, central plaza.


Steel City was crowded, often claustrophobically so; only 5 per cent of its population ever ventured out to the alien world with any real regularity. What had drawn them here, what kept them here, what motivated the fact of their contentment with VanderZande’s World was something Faulcon had only vaguely ever understood. And even though he sensed it might be important to understand the reason for this massive commitment of human energy to such an apparently worthless existence, he had long since lost that natural inquisitiveness that might have led him into deep, psychological waters.


This was not to say that everyone on Kamelios, or in the city, or out among the neocolonial towns, was kept here for no apparent reason. The communities were genuine long-term settlements, granted by Federation Charter, supplied by Federation ships, listed with the Galactic Health Organization, and granted full rights under Galactic Law. The same was not true of Steel City, which was officially a ‘military installation’, still part of the same Federation, but responsible to a different Earth-based Committee of Interstellar Affairs. And even in Steel City itself, among that aimless population of clerks and cooks, cleaners and doctors, musicians, writers and entertainers of every sort, maintenance engineers, troops and the rich élite who had spent a fortune to buy the boredom of the mobile city on VanderZande’s World, even here there were those who knew exactly why they stayed, whose whole lives depended on, and functioned because of, the quirks and mysteries of the planet beyond.


Commander Gulio Ensavlion was, among these few, the most manic, the most obsessed, the most fascinating.


As leader of Section 8, the exploration and monitoring section of which Faulcon was a member, Ensavlion lived, brooded and planned in a vast semi-circular office on level nine. One side of the room was a single, tinted window, overlooking the land between Steel City and Kriakta Rift. The curved wall seemed taken up not with gentle pictures, or soft, relaxing colours, but with maps, designs and charts: contour maps, detailed and precise, of practically every square mile of the main continents of the planet; satellite photographs of the world; meteorological charts of the wind flow, cyclone distribution, rain belts, earth-quake zones. Colourful, confusing, convincing, the man was surrounded by VanderZande’s World in so much detail that it was doubtful if he could ever finish the exploration of his walls, let alone the real world outside.


One map display above all dominated the room: a one to ten thousand aerial map of the rift valley, all two hundred winding, enigmatic miles of it, taking up yards-long rows across the middle of the wall. The map seemed blurred at first, until Faulcon realized that each display was in fact several views of the valley taken at different times, showing the effects of each of the really powerful time winds that had blown through it over the last few years. The regular geometric patterns that laced the valley were the ruins, the structures of other times and other beings. Of some of these Ensavlion had pictures and plans: the towering temple-like building that had popped into view almost two whole years before, only to be snatched away a month later; the cubes, and spires, the domes and twisting, unaesthetic structures, hollow and more often than not empty, sometimes filled with such meaningless garbage that might be found in any building – containers, vessels, objects of decorative nature, supporting structures and a plethora of incomprehensible, ostensibly functionless trivia. Ensavlion’s office was filled with such things, many in cases, some on open display. He even had models of a few of the more elaborate ruins in the valley.


As Faulcon led the way into the room, at last, summoned by the Commander, Kris Dojaan’s eyes lit up. There was something even more exciting about seeing such junk in Ensavlion’s office than in scrutinizing a carefully labelled display in the museum. It was as if the fact of its presence in the room of a Section Commander lent an aura of importance and mystery to the objects.


The door closed silently behind the two explorers. Faulcon relaxed, probably the effect of some ease-inducing chemical in the air, and smiled at Lena, across in Ensavlion’s small interview area, away from the enormous desk where he worked. She was stretched out in an easy chair, legs sprawled, hands behind her head. She looked bored, tired, and extremely irritable. She raised a hand and waved at Faulcon, but her face never changed its expression of total fatigue. No doubt Ensavlion had been questioning her with great enthusiasm. The hazards of leadership.


Kris Dojaan, Faulcon noticed, had eyes only for Commander Ensavlion; he did not even acknowledge Lena. And to Faulcon’s mild surprise Ensavlion himself seemed to find the young Dojaan an object of irresistible interest. The two exchanged a long, intense, mournfully solemn gaze. Abruptly Ensavlion smiled. Kris, who had seemed in awe of the older man, gave a quick little bow from the neck and his face hardened. Faulcon thought he saw a hint of anger there.


Gulio Ensavlion was an impressive-looking man, not particularly tall, but strong in build; his legs, in particular, were noticeable for their musculature, and though Kris could not yet realize the fact, Ensavlion’s physique showed all the signs of one who spends hours, even days, in a rift suit. Older than his visitors, Ensavlion was nonetheless of indeterminate age. Faulcon thought he might have been in his sixties, on the declining side of his prime, but with a good forty or fifty years of active life before him. His face was drawn, deeply lined; his black hair was greying; swept back, and tightly bound in a small, greased plait, it seemed to shine darkly, strongly. He wore his green under suit, an outfit designed as a wear-anywhere, but which was particularly designed to be worn underneath an armoured rift suit. Kris was no doubt puzzled – whereas Faulcon was slightly impressed – to observe no insignia of rank, of achievement, sewn upon it.


‘Welcome, gentlemen,’ Ensavlion said, extending his hand to each of them. His grey eyes regarded each in turn, a nervous, hesitating gaze, and though he smiled he was apparently uneasy with them. ‘Follow me, will you? We’ll eat the cream before talking about the cake.’


Faulcon echoed Kris’s empty laughter with a nervous smile of his own. He fervently wished that Ensavlion could relax more. But then Ensavlion had isolated himself so much from the human community that perhaps there was no hope of him ever regaining human attitudes.


Lena rose to her feet as they gathered at the main desk, came across and courteously shook hands with Faulcon and Kris, something they never usually bothered with. Ensavlion picked up two red plastic folders, slapping one into Faulcon’s outstretched hand, and the other into Kris’s. He laughed abruptly, staring at Faulcon who was greedily weighing the fat wallet and its traditional, plastic chits. ‘Heavy, huh?’


‘Generous,’ Faulcon agreed, wondering what value was coded into each strip. It would have been improper to check the value of the bonus here and now; fifties or hundreds, certainly, and therefore five or ten thousand g.u.’s. Faulcon could scarcely bring himself to accept the possibility of the higher figure, but when he glanced at Lena she flickered her eyes heavenwards, and made a facial expression implying she was overwhelmed.


Ensavlion had slapped Kris on the shoulder, a hesitant but friendly gesture, and waved him to a seat. ‘Sit down, Leo. Lena … Mister Dojaan.’ He waved to a third chair. Sitting behind the desk, and leaning forward with his hands clasped on the work top, he looked at the two men and nodded. ‘Very good work, gentlemen.’ And to Kris Dojaan. ‘May I assume the liberty of calling you Kris?’


‘By all means,’ Kris answered, while Faulcon winced: may I assume the liberty!


Ensavlion relaxed for the first time since they had walked into the room. He looked through slightly narrowed eyes at Kris. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s good to have you on the section. Good. Need vigorous young men, people with an interest, a compulsion …’


A compulsion to what he never said, but spent a moment nodding thoughtfully and appraising the youngster. ‘I remember your brother. A good man and a tragic loss.’


It was possible to tell, from the way he chewed at his lip and sat up, that Kris was about to interject something on the subject of the phantom. Faulcon caught his eye and gave the merest shake of his head. Kris frowned, but relaxed again. Ensavlion said, ‘I know you’ve come looking for him. I know that’s very much on your mind. Well, maybe you’ll find him. I can say this, Kris … I hope you do. I hope you find him, and I hope … I hope things work out fine.’


Faulcon noticed a certain shared grimness between Kris and the Commander. He glanced at Lena who was staring across the room at one of the maps; aware that Faulcon had glanced towards her she raised an eyebrow in query, but Faulcon shook his head and turned away. Ensavlion was saying, ‘Always the need for young recruits, coming here from other worlds, distant worlds. We have an important job here, a vital job … a job that needs to be done, and I guess it’s true that … I think that young men and women bring freshness, young ideas. And that’s important if we’re ever to … if we are to complete our mission here, and find out just what they are, these … these creatures, these beings. We need all the ideas we can get, all the good ideas and insights because, you know, they are there, they’re out there, out there in time, and we need them, and we know that they watch us sometimes and know we’re here, and maybe as I’ve often said, maybe that’s because they need us.’ He laughed suddenly, briefly. Falling solemn again, he stared across the room at his wall charts and diagrams. ‘They need us, gentlemen … and Lena. I beg your pardon. They need us, and that’s something other section Commanders … well, they forget the mutual need aspect. We can help, we can exchange … ideas, you understand; cultures, insights. We have to find them again, and I think that … I think that if we can just get out there and be … and be positive, then maybe we’ll benefit, maybe we’ll advance our relationship with the Galaxy.’


He stopped talking, pushed three fingers across his brow and looked at the moisture he had rubbed off onto them. He was embarrassed, and suddenly in a state of extreme tension. Kris looked horribly uncomfortable, and Faulcon sympathized with the lad, wishing that somehow he could convey to him that Ensavlion always broke out into a sweat when he talked about them, and that there was nothing to worry about.


Ensavlion laughed suddenly. ‘Hot,’ he said. Faulcon agreed. The room was indeed stifling, but now that Ensavlion had finished speaking, had got this routine speech out of the way, an air of relaxation descended.


Ensavlion knew full well, of course, that he was regarded in a variety of ways by other Sections, even by his own: with amusement, or with contempt, with frustration or apprehension, and very occasionally with interest. There were those who believed he had seen what he claimed to have seen, the time-travelling creatures from the ancient days of this world. But the believers were few and far between.


It was a paradox that Faulcon occasionally found nagging at him. With a valley full of relics, and a land surface that was forever presenting new junk, new time debris to the inquisitive minds of men, it was difficult to comprehend how people could deny so aggressively the passing through of those who had once lived here, and who had constructed some of those objects. It was as if all the artifacts of another age were no more than toys to a child, a child who would find it hard to comprehend the stages, and hands and minds that were once occupied in constructing the playthings.


Behind Ensavlion, where the wall was blank over a fairly large area, a light flickered into existence, and a moment later, on the blankness, appeared a map of that part of the continent that included the vast inland Paluberion Sea, and the Ilmoroq mountains, with their dense forests and deep gorges. Ensavlion turned, reaching for a light pointer, and flashed the tiny arrow onto the screen, waving it in a wide circle. ‘Recognize the view?’


Faulcon found himself nodding thoughtfully, but disturbed by something. He realized abruptly that the vast stretch of fairly featureless land reaching back from the foothills of the Ilmoroqs had been omitted, so that the end of the rift valley, the western beach, seemed far closer to the ocean than it was. A huge, multi-branched arrow was drawn across the ocean, its path curving both up and down. ‘This is a prediction of the time flow that caused your machine to appear. Based on surface disturbances, and a more intense look at the sea bed now that you’ve drawn attention to the likelihood of a wind in this area, it looks as if we have a dual-channel flow. The machine could have come from either of them.’


Lena asked, ‘Are there other ruins, traces on the sea bed?’


‘None,’ said Ensavlion. ‘No traces at all, in fact, except for some strange topographical features. But no remains.’


‘Just our derelict,’ said Faulcon, suddenly realizing the full importance of the find. Normally such a discovery, leading to the prediction of a nearby time-flow, would be the first discovery of hundreds, or thousands, as full survey and excavation teams moved into the area. With the ocean, of course, they would be submarine teams, from one or more of the units that crawled along the ocean’s edge, working in conjunction with deep-water orbital surveying satellites.


Ensavlion had turned about, and looked at Faulcon, something of a smile, something of concern on his face. ‘Not even your derelict,’ he said.


All three reacted with surprise, Faulcon leaning forward, and Lena shaking her head in bewilderment. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said.


Ensavlion touched the small button built into his desk and the map view of the continent vanished, to be replaced by a satellite photograph of the shoreline. The tracks of their bykes, practically obscured by drifting sand, were none the less clear. Where the machine had been stuck in the rise of the sandy shore now there was nothing. Faulcon clutched his wallet of money tightly, wondering whether its continued association with him was now in jeopardy. He had actually stared at the machine-shaped impression in the sand for some moments before he became aware of what it was, and he relaxed.


‘It went away, then,’ he said. ‘Good God. It must have crawled away again after we left, back into the sea.’


Another photograph appeared on the screen. This one clearly showed the hulk, and the marks of the three explorers who had walked so excitedly about it. Faulcon felt safe, now. The extra bonus was no doubt a personal gift from Ensavlion for their having found something that actually functioned.


‘It had gone between one orbit of the viewSat and the next, a period of thirty minutes. Something went wrong with the geo-synch as it moved into place, the morning you left; it made another loop, and when it got back the thing had gone. No tracks left, but the wind might have obscured them on the ocean side of the ridge. Did any of you get inside the machine?’ How confident and clipped Ensavlion could become when not indulging his encounter with the aliens.


Faulcon shook his head, then dropped his gaze as he waited for Kris to respond. Kris, however, denied having been inside the derelict. Faulcon glanced uneasily at Lena who shrugged almost imperceptibly. Then Kris said, ‘But I’m afraid I damaged the side of the thing, trying to … trying to clear sand. I set my blaster too high and gouged out a piece of the hull.’


‘Did you enter it?’


Kris said no. He touched his amulet almost lovingly. ‘I removed this from just within the confines of the machine. I reached my hand inside to do so.’


Ensavlion sat back, staring at the youth. ‘It’s possible, then, that your damage triggered some mechanism that eventually set the machine into motion. Is that what you think?’


‘Delayed action … up to ten hours later, following a freak shot?’ Kris shook his head. ‘That doesn’t sound very likely to me.’


Ensavlion was staring at the amulet. For the first time he was realizing that the regularity of the shape meant it was an artifact, and not a shard. And of course, it was all that remained of the derelict. He drew a deep breath, selecting his words carefully, then leaned forward, hands clasped before him. ‘Kris, you’re new on this world, and we have codes of behaviour, and ways of doing things that may seem a little strange at first. I expect Leo has been filling you in … telling you all about it. That’s why you’re on his team. You’ve broken a code of behaviour out of ignorance … I should be angry with you, Leo, for letting him.’ Kris paled, Faulcon noticed, but kept calm. ‘You’ve taken an artifact as your charm, and not a shard. Artifacts are commonly taken as charms when there are several of them. Single artifacts are not.’ Kris fiddled with the necklace, shaking his head almost imperceptibly: you’re not taking it away from me. Ensavlion went on, ‘However … once a man takes his charm, it’s taken. It belongs to you. To deny that would be to deny your right to life. There is nothing that can … nothing that will be done to, do you understand, pressure you into allowing an examination of that piece of history.’ He was beginning to sweat again, his coherence going as he succumbed to discomfort.


Kris had immediately caught his drift, however, and was obviously eager to cooperate now that he knew he would not have to lose the jewel. Had Kris so quickly become ensnared in the world’s superstition? He said, ‘But if I allow a study … that’s all right, is it? And I get the charm back?’


Commander Ensavlion nodded his agreement. ‘Would you be prepared to do that?’


‘Yes, of course.’ Kris made to remove the amulet; he seemed vaguely amused by the whole discussion. Ensavlion quickly stopped him from lifting the necklace over his head. ‘No, no. Don’t take it off. Never take off your charm, Kris. Always wear it, keep it close, keep it soaking up your life spirit, guarding you. We’ll conduct an examination in situ. I can only thank you for your help.’


How strange, thought Faulcon: over the last few minutes, except for the occasional moment of discomfort, Gulio Ensavlion had relaxed more than Faulcon had ever seen him relax in all his time on Kamelios. He obviously liked the boy, was recognizing, or reacting, to something about Kris Dojaan; this was good for Kris, and it was good for this tiny team. It was also good for the Section, because it had long been the considered opinion of the thousand persons who comprised Section 8 that Ensavlion needed someone to bring him gradually, delicately, but firmly back to the harsh realities of life on this confusing, changing world. Maybe Kris Dojaan could do it. Maybe the boy was a walking focus of luck.


Ensavlion slapped his hands together, then laid them flat on the table, staring at his knuckles. As Faulcon watched him in the silence he suddenly realized that the Commander wore no visible amulet. It had never occurred to him before, but now that he thought of it, he had never ever seen a shard or a necklet on the man. Before he could take the point further in his mind, Ensavlion said, ‘The question is, to return to the problem at hand … was it the jarring effect of the shot that sent the machine moving again; or was there someone … or something … on board. We’ll never know, I suppose. The machine hasn’t been spotted in the ocean … it’s a big ocean, mind you, and the bed is craggy and scored with deep, overhanging rifts. It could be hiding down there. More likely, it got caught up again in a flow of time. The ocean seems to be an active place, despite its quiet surface motion and unspectacular tides. Gentlemen … Lena …’ He settled back in his chair, his gaze going beyond Kris to the wall maps. ‘I think we may have encountered the travellers again.’


Oh dear God, thought Faulcon. Not the lecture. Please not the lecture.


Faulcon’s fervent prayer was heard and granted. Ensavlion rose from his seat and gestured to Kris to follow him across the room. ‘Come and see this, Kris. The others are probably fed up with hearing me talk about it, so they can start thinking of the report they’ll have to make.’


He led Kris away across the room, to stand before the diagrammatic map of the present valley. Faulcon heard him describing the rift, pointing out the ruins of past, and some that were thought to be future, showing him the paths of the time winds, and the gullies and crevasses where squalls of time flowed and scurried almost constantly. He described his own visits to the interesting buildings, and to the less interesting structures; he stabbed at places where strange, living animals had been seen – always elusive – and where dead ones had been concerned him most, the place where the pyramid had come and gone in the twinkling of an eye, and yet in that twinkling …


Although others had seen the structure, only Gulio Ensavlion had glimpsed, through the wide, unsymmetrical window, the movement within the machine of intelligent beings, the creatures who had once owned the world, who had left their ruins in abundance, and who journeyed through all of time to see what had come after them … and perhaps to monitor it with some unknowable purpose in mind. They had paused in the valley for just a second, stepping through the shimmering walls of their vehicle, perhaps aware, as they journeyed on, of the human eyes that watched them from the cliff tops … not staying to exchange greetings.


Ensavlion’s audience of one was watching and listening, fascinated, mouth open, Faulcon imagined, eyes wide. Lena came over and sat next to Faulcon, whispering, ‘Six thousand g.u.’s!’


‘Six thousand!’ Faulcon shook his head, almost in disbelief as his wildest dream came true. ‘And for a machine that walked away! The old man must be crazy. Crazier, I mean.’


Lena laughed quietly, then nodded down the room where, to nobody’s surprise, Ensavlion was telling Kris in great detail the story of that sighting he’d made, just less than a year back. ‘Many good men lost out there, Kris. Good men, brave men. Seeking the aliens, seeking to make contact with them, and some of them went out once too often and never came back. But we’ve got to find them again, we’ve got to flag them down, so to speak. Man has learned to live on this planet, Kris; he’s learned what to expect and how to react; there are no surprises except … except what’s in the valley. There’s danger there, certainly, and yet there’s a goal there that makes no danger too great, no loss too heavy to bear. The valley, Kris. Have you been out there yet?’


‘Not yet. Apparently I have to train first.’ There was a hint of irritation in Kris Dojaan’s voice as it drifted through the stillness to the silently listening Faulcon. And then an abrupt change of subject that caused an awkward exchange of glances between Faulcon and Lena. ‘Commander … about Mark.’


‘Mark?’


‘My brother. Mark Dojaan. You know, the man who was such a tragic loss. Mark, for God’s sake!’ The sudden anger disturbed Lena Tanoway who turned to watch Ensavlion’s reaction. Like Faulcon, all she saw was a stiff embarrassment on the Commander’s face.


‘What about Mark? A good man.’


‘So you already said. But your letter told us nothing. Just that he was lost, dead … but how, why? Who was with him, Commander? Did he go bravely? If you thought he was dead, couldn’t you have said that he had died without pain? You can’t know the agony that letter caused …’


‘Mister Dojaan.’


‘No! I’ll finish!’ Ensavlion’s face was red, now, and his skin gleamed with sweat. To Faulcon’s surprise he stood his ground, watching the youth, watching the anger, taking it. ‘You told us nothing, nothing but his death.’ Kris suddenly relaxed, glanced at Faulcon. ‘He’s not dead, you know.’


‘Isn’t he?’


‘I know he’s not. But that’s not the point. It’s taken me months to get here, months even to start to find out why he failed to “survive”, when you could have been so straight with us from the beginning. Mark was a strong man, a clever man; he was a natural survivor. So what happened, Commander? What went wrong for him?’


As if suddenly aware of the two listeners, Ensavlion glanced down the room at Faulcon. Faulcon and Lena rose from their seats and made ‘about to leave’ gestures. It was appropriate; they would have to submit draft reports within twenty hours, and there was a lot of writing involved.


Ensavlion gently propelled Kris back across the room. ‘Kris, I can understand how upset you are. I really can. For the brevity of my letter, I apologize; and for failing to patch the information into the GHO network, yes, I apologize for that too. To be truthful, one gets forgetful … so many good men are lost here …’


‘Right! You forgot about him. He was nothing to you but a name and a rank, that’s the truth of the matter, isn’t it? A routine loss. You don’t even remember him now – you just checked his records.’


Angrily, no longer prepared to tolerate Kris Dojaan’s emotion, Ensavlion silenced the man curtly and authoritatively. Kris fell sullenly silent, and when Ensavlion said quietly, ‘That will do, Mister Dojaan. That will do,’ he began to look slightly abashed. Ensavlion relaxed again, smiled nervously as he moved with the group towards the door. ‘The sooner you get out to the valley the better, I can see that. Get in a few hours’ training in a suit, and get out there. Look for your brother, if you really think he’s still alive, and look for the travellers. Watch hard, watch constantly, watch carefully …’ he glanced towards the darkness beyond the window, ‘… because they come and go, fleeting, like a breeze.’


The door slid back, squeakily. Cooler air from the neon-lit corridor was refreshing to Faulcon. Ensavlion shook his hand. ‘Look after the boy. Talk to him, explain to him. He’s bringing luck to Section 8 – if a little impatiently.’ Faulcon forced a laugh at the strained jokiness. ‘And maybe we’ll catch a glimpse of the travellers when he’s around. I’ve waited a long time, long months, and I’ve waited patiently; and now all of a sudden,’ he shook hands with Lena and Kris, ‘I feel they’re just around the corner. Goodbye, gentlemen. Lena.’




CHAPTER FIVE


‘Are you always so tactful?’ Lena led the way into a credit registration booth, barely wide enough for the three of them to squeeze in together.


‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ Kris Dojaan watched as Lena operated the automatic teller. ‘This is a really stupid routine,’ he observed as she slid the thin chits into a slot labelled with the same denomination and watched her credit tally mounting on a screen before her. She punched instructions – 20 per cent to be transferred to her personal account on New Triton, 10 per cent to her tax account, automatic settling of her dream-dome bill.


‘We like it,’ she said.


‘We certainly do.’ Faulcon kissed his wallet, pocketed one of the smaller chits – ‘for a souvenir’ – and shuffled round to gain access to the register. ‘That’s the trouble with progress; it forgets that people like the way they do things.’ He started to register his bonus. ‘If I were you, young Kris, I’d salt some of those g.u.’s away for a windy day.’


‘Why? I’m not going to need it.’


Sullen, depressed. Faulcon looked at him, and at Lena, who shrugged.


‘It’s going to be a real fun evening, I can see that.’ He punched buttons.


‘Ensavlion’s a fool.’


‘Yes, well there are those who say he is, and those who say he isn’t. Whatever you’ve got against him, somewhere there’s a man who would disagree with you – violently. So I’d keep my irritation to myself, if I were you. Your go.’


A while later they stood outside the registration console and watched the bustle of life within Steel City. Kris was fascinated by peering upwards through the vast central well of the core, to where the different levels could be seen; for several minutes he was content to watch the movements of men and machines, passing around the huge open space above the plaza. Lena suggested they ate dinner together after night-fall, to celebrate their new luck. She had had no time to herself as yet; she scratched her torso and murmured something about a dream trip, a quick freshening up of the dye of her hair, a long bath – did Faulcon want to join her? Was he sure? Okay, she wouldn’t press – and they could meet in the Star Lounge at chime nine, nine-thirty. Faulcon and Kris were agreeable, although both had stuffed themselves with junk food at the first opportunity earlier that afternoon. Faulcon explained that the Star Lounge was deliberately set aside as being too expensive for more than the very occasional visit, dealing as it did mostly in exotic imports and expensive trivia. It was Steel City’s most attractive prospect, at least as far as food was concerned, and it was the quickest and easiest way of recouping a bonus into City funds.


Lena slipped away, into the crowds; Faulcon thoughtfully watched her tall, lean shape, her body moving with the stiffness of fatigue, her long hair gleaming, blue-tinged gold, in the bright, artificial light. He felt a momentary pang of some emotion as he realized that because he had refused to go with her, now, she would probably spend time with someone else. He couldn’t help feeling that their relationship was getting a little too casual.


He turned back to Kris, his unease with the lad effectively damped by the protective walls of Steel City. His first panic gone, it was nevertheless with some misgivings that he anticipated the external training schedule that he would have to undertake with the new recruit. ‘Do you want to be alone until we eat?’ Faulcon enquired, not certain, because of Kris’s quietness, whether he was intruding on the youngster’s solitude. Kris shook his head, and declared quite brightly that he wanted to get drunk. Drunk straight away? Or first laid, and then drunk? Kris thought for a moment, wiry body hunched as he looked about him at the restless population, perhaps seeking inside his mind and body for some stirring of interest at the prospect of going up to the dream-dome. He decided just drunk would do fine, so Faulcon led the way up to a sky bar, with an outlook towards the gloom-shrouded valley. Kris sprawled out in the quiet and relaxing lounge, watching the lights of the world come on, while Faulcon acquired two bottles of a green, translucent liquid that he told Kris was baraas, a rare distillation and among the most expensive drinks in the Galaxy. They tucked in with enthusiasm, although after a while decided that baraas would taste better flavoured with lime.


During the evening Kris met a handful of Faulcon’s acquaintances and section colleagues and exchanged increasingly slurred pleasantries with them. He perked up quite noticeably when Faulcon introduced him to a dark-haired girl called Immuk Lee, who sat for a while and shared a glass with them. She was an old flame of Faulcon’s, and Kris was quite evidently attracted by her. Down from the biology station at Chalk Stack, she was staying overnight. She’d brought in several specimens of gulgaroth body fluids for a more detailed analysis in the laboratories of the City. Kris Dojaan, for thirty minutes, discovered an amazing interest in the blood of native carnivores. When she left she invited them both to visit Chalk Stack. Kris watched her go, then slumped in his chair, mournful and distant. When he recovered from what he revealed had been an incapacitating surge of desire he began to ask questions, many of them conversational (and about Immuk), a few of them to answer things that had puzzled him since his arrival on Kamelios.


Why, for example, did Lena speak so peculiarly, so liltingly? Faulcon had long since ceased to think of Lena’s speech as being unusual, but of course she did have a strong accent, and that accent was colonial New Triton, her planet of origin. New Triton was a world where InterLing was spoken with reluctance, the main language being that primitive version of inter-Lingua, French: she had come to the Galactic language with facility, therefore, but had never bothered to try and work away the clipped, lilting accent of her natural tongue. Some people, Faulcon hinted strongly, found that trait attractive. He was slightly disturbed when Kris declared emphatically that he did not.


But why, he asked, did she wear her hair so long, like a man’s, with those ridiculous transplanted side-burns curving nearly to her cheeks? The way he described them, in an exaggerated, almost comic fashion, made both men laugh. But Faulcon pointed out the high incidence of transplanted cheek and chin hair on the female population, some worn bushy, some shaved very close, and he made it clear that Kris’s awareness of Lena’s modishness was only because he was more aware of that one woman among all the hundreds who inhabited Steel City.


Faulcon spent a while instructing Kris in the arts and versatilities of Steel City tastes, and how attitudes and clothes, make-up styles and hair arrangement, changed not from year to year, but almost from a fourteen-day to a fourteen-day. Sometimes a group aestheticism would emerge from the chaos of styles and modes, and then it would linger longer, and permanently establish a group of men and women who would forever wear that style, for although fashions changed frequently, there were always minority groups who settled for one ‘look’. At the moment, Faulcon explained, pointing out examples in the bar to illustrate his words, the mode was for women to wear their hair long, like Earth women, and to seek skin grafts with bright orange or red hair on them, to give their side-burns an interesting contrast to the green or purple staining of their natural locks. He pointed out the high incidence of male pigtails, with natural colours being more obvious than the occasional streaking of silver, an outdated fashion that had lasted several months, about a year ago. Body hair, of course, was dyed in personal choice colours, and often grafted or shaped into elaborate patterns. Faulcon opened his shirt slightly, and showed Kris the abstraction of his own chest hair. Kris laughed, frowned, and swallowed his baraas quickly, refilling his glass almost as if the stimulant would make him immune to Steel City’s bizarre behaviour. He had led a very sheltered life on Oster’s Fall.


He was glad to hear from Faulcon that, whereas on many civilized colony worlds voice and pigmentation transplants were common, on VanderZande’s World such extremes of body art were frowned upon.


Gradually Kris brought the idle conversation round to the subject of the great valley, and its ruins, and in particular its human ruin, the phantom. He repeated his feeling of urgency that he should get out to the lip of the canyon and look for that fleeting figure against the wreckage-strewn landscape. He glanced at Faulcon. Could he go out the next day?


Faulcon shook his head, concerned for the youngster, and concerned for the flaunting of Steel City rules. ‘I’m afraid not. It takes several days training in a suit … You can’t just put an r-suit on and away you go. And the rules of the City are quite explicit about it; we had a lot of difficulty clearing the Ilmoroq mission so soon after you joined us, but we never underestimate the danger of the valley.’


Kris looked first crestfallen, then angry. ‘But Commander Ensavlion said I should get out there as soon as possible.’


‘Which is a three-day at least. Two if you really work hard.’


‘Ensavlion implied quite strongly that he thought I should go out to the valley today! Tonight!’


One glance at the impetuous Kris told Faulcon that this was a lie. Besides which, he’d heard no such implication, although he had heard Ensavlion encouraging the boy to train quickly so that he could become a fully fledged member of the team.


‘Steel City has the final say, not Ensavlion.’ And by way of changing the subject and bringing the pressure down, Faulcon told Kris something of the team he’d joined.


When Faulcon had arrived on VanderZande’s World, Lena had already been here a year. He had come with more than a hundred other rookies, a very bad error of application on his part, since it meant he had been assigned to a large, inexperienced team, led by one old hand, well-satiated with the wonders of Kamelios. It had taken a month to get his first circuit of the valley, and two months more before the team was allowed its first run down to the cluttered lower slopes of the rift. Thereafter, for a few weeks, he had worked as part of Ensavlion’s ten-man team, the Commander at that time being head of Section 3. At his own request, and against Lena’s better judgement, he was finally taken on in Section 8, assigned to the team that had Lena as middle-runner and a man called Rick Kabazard as leader. By coincidence, Ensavlion transferred command at the same time.


Most of their trips down into the gash in the crust were for the purpose of investigating ‘hollow boats’, the City nickname for any building or structure with an r-suit-sized opening in it, and a very dark maw. Most of his work, he told Kris, had been spent walking or crawling in dark and cramped corridors from one boring end to the other, or perhaps to a dead end at which point, frustrated, the team turned round and came out again. Where entrance-ways were tight it was traditionally the middle-runner who climbed out of the r-suit and squirmed in naked.


There was precious little by way of bonus for that sort of work, and Faulcon, and indeed Lena herself, began to get very restless. In fact, what was happening to them was perfectly common, and their feeling of being a bad-luck team was shared by virtually every other team in Section 8. Then, just twenty days or so ago, a time squall had thrown up several oblong structures, piled in random, chaotic fashion, and thought at first to be crystal formations of geological interest only. With a geologist from Section 14 the three of them had ‘run the rift’, dropping down into the canyon some way from the object of exploration, and moving towards the destination in a wide line, wary for the sort of swirl of wind and time that had thrown the artifacts out of past or future. The obsidian crystals were some four hundred feet long, and forty wide, and were piled in threes, so that they towered well above the team. It was immediately apparent that the smooth surfaces were pitted in an artificial way, and that underneath, where the juxtaposed faces were not always aligned, there were knobs, buttons and panels.


Kabazard and the geologist discovered a low entrance-way, where the squall had unevenly fetched the object from its natural time; part of the back of the structure was sheared off, exposing thick, crystalline walls, and for men in r-suits an uncomfortably narrow tunnel-way in. The two men had entered, despite Lena’s protestations that because this was not a geological feature it should be she who went inside with the leader, and not the man from Section 14. Her protests ignored, she and Faulcon had continued exploring those parts of the outside of the feature that the view-probes in orbit and on the canyon-lip could not see.


The squall came back, a rising eddy of air and dust, and the dizzying blurring of features, and flashing of colours about an area of total black, that tells of the opening of the time gate. Faulcon could not forget Kabazard’s screaming as the first eddy had sheared part of the structure away, and part of the leader’s body. Faulcon was already hundreds of yards away, his suit obeying his unconscious instinct to run, and since he was now under total control of the cerebrally-linked servo-mechanism, he was able to turn and watch as the obsidian enigma was again swallowed by time, but in two bites, as if it were too large to be ingested in one go. And for that terrible instant, as the eddy veered away and then back, he saw Kabazard’s bloody figure, cramped up inside the warren of tunnels that penetrated the structure, his right side sheared clean through, and the suit jerking spasmodically as it tried to function and failed. A second later he had flickered out of sight. By that time their r-suits had taken Lena and Faulcon well out of range of that danger spot.


‘We didn’t know it,’ he said to the silent, attentive Kris, ‘but Ensavlion had just accepted your application form, and logged you down for Section 8; you were already on your way, of course.’


‘I don’t understand … I don’t understand the connection.’


Faulcon grinned. ‘Your luck, man! Your luck. It had reached across space and wrapped its arms around me. By rights it should have been Lena in that object, with the geologist waiting outside. By rights both Rick Kabazard and Lena should have died. And on this world we have special rules, as Ensavlion tried to tell you. If two of a three-man team get swallowed up by time, well …’


He had stopped, but Kris had comprehended. ‘He has to go too; he has to sacrifice himself.’


Faulcon nodded. ‘It’s a tradition that has grown up over several generations; it’s a rule of the game, a code, an unbreakable code.’


‘But it’s unhuman! It’s stupid!’


‘It’s an inhuman world, Kris. It’s a hard world and makes hard rules.’


‘I didn’t say inhuman, I said unhuman. It doesn’t sit right on man to agree to such self-sacrifice. It’s wrong for man.’


‘This whole world is wrong, Kris. It’s a world of constant change and it changes man along with it. If you spend long enough here your body and mind will be twisted and torn until sometimes you’ll be walking when you’re sitting and awake when you’re asleep. Unless you fight it, like we’ve all fought it. Resist it, resist the change, resist until sometimes you’ll want to scream. We’ve adapted to Kamelios, all of us, all the survivors. We’ve worked out our relationship with VanderZande’s World, and we’ve mastered it. And the changes are all superficial, Kris – they don’t get in deep down. Like Ensavlion said, we’ve learned how to live here, what to expect, how to react. Now we can get on with the business of exploring the alienness.’


Warmed and slightly dizzy from the baraas, Faulcon felt a peculiar sense of pride in being on the world. Kris Dojaan watched him carefully, perhaps looking for some facial gesture that would belie the words. He said, ‘So man has no fear of Kamelios, or of time, or of the ruins.’


‘There is a gut fear of the time winds – they’re dangerous. You don’t treat danger in a casual, careless fashion. I’m afraid of the time winds, I’m afraid of being swept away – and I behave carefully, respectfully. That’s how I behave with loaded weapons, with gulgaroth, with everything that has a dangerous potential; especially with the winds. Nobody wants to go into time.’


Kris’s eyes lowered and he swirled the drink in his glass. ‘Nobody?’ he said. ‘Surely there must be a few adventurers, men sufficiently disillusioned with our world to kiss it goodbye and go to other ages.’


Faulcon said, ‘You might think so. I think I remember thinking so myself. I think. To be honest it’s hard to remember, but it certainly seems a ludicrous idea to me now. And a terrifying one. You’d literally have to be out of your mind to risk being swept away … The evidence of what animals we pick up in the valley, and where other winds blow, is enough to tell us that the atmosphere of Kamelios has altered vastly over the ages. You’d have to be mad.’


‘Or obsessed?’ Kris was looking hard at his team mate, his youthful features tense, almost agonized, Faulcon thought. Was he referring to Ensavlion?


‘Commander Ensavlion wouldn’t risk it,’ he said. ‘The man is obsessed with his aliens, but he wants to see them here and now; he wants to invite them to Steel City for drinks and supper. He wants the glory, and you don’t get glory if you’re stuck a billion years in the past, or embedded in primeval sedimentary rock, with just your face plate gleaming through as erosion works its way down to you. There is such a corpse, Kris. It’s at the farthest end of the valley, and it’s been there a long time. I tell you, one look at that “fossil” is enough to put anyone off stepping deliberately into the path of a squall; it lets you know that the time winds are death winds … when they take you, you die. Forget the romance. I can’t forget Kabazard.’ Faulcon hesitated, conscious that his voice had risen, and his speech had begun to slur. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘back to Ensavlion for a moment. He believes in the travellers, the alien time-travellers. Why risk death in the unknown when the travellers could teach us all we want to know? It’s neat. That’s why Ensavlion is not alone in his belief.’


Silence, then. A brooding silence, despite the babble of conversation, and clatter of glasses in the extensive bar. Faulcon was thinking of Mark Dojaan. Was it Kris’s brother who was emerging from the valley wall under the eroding influence of rain and ordinary wind? Most unlikely. And it was not Mark who was scurrying darkly about the canyon, Faulcon was sure of that as well. When Kris found the fact out for himself, what would his next step be? Faulcon was almost certain that it would be a step into the path of a wind, a deliberate suicide in the hope that it would not be suicide, but rather a mission of rescue.


Which of course it would not be. It could not be.


‘How do you know’, said Kris quietly, ‘that hundreds of men and women, trained people, people fully aware of the dangers, and the certainty of being forever lost, how do you know that there aren’t hundreds such going out to the valley every night and slipping away into Othertime?’


It was a disturbing thought, and Faulcon felt the hair on his neck prickle as he tried to picture such teams slipping out in the darkness, descending the canyon walls, and stringing out, grabbing squalls and winds with joy, popping out of sight, some perhaps being sheared completely in half, or losing limbs, or bits of protective clothing. He had been out at night, and had never seen any such movement. There was no talk in Steel City about such events. But the rift valley was hundreds of miles long, and there were stations along its rim every twenty miles or so, stations big enough to accommodate a large population if that population was just passing through. And some of them had landing sites for the cargo shuttles from orbiting supply ships.
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