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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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The Shape of Things


WHEN THE CHANGEWINDS blow, out from the Seat of Probability and across the worlds they themselves created, they are capricious things, at once random and consistent, yet they obey their own spectral meteorology.


The Changewinds’ breath touched the formative Earth when it was but a cooling mass of molten rock, its own formation caused by a previous storm hitting in the void, and within that mass was sufficient moisture to cause the great clouds formed from condensation. The winds had less to draw them, then, so they let it alone for thousands of years. It was one hell of a rainstorm.


The Changewinds returned to touch the new Earth when it was still soup, and the conditions arose for the joining of acids and proteins just so. It was not planned that way; it simply had to happen someplace under the laws of probability, which are the only laws the Changewinds recognize.


Later Changewinds, far weakened this far from the Seat of their origin, none the less gently caressed the still-developing mass sufficient to create the early creatures of the sea and establish the developmental pattern that led in the end to the vast jungles and the reign of great reptiles and amphibians. Another, perhaps stronger, storm dismissed them as coldly and capriciously as they had been made masters of the world, and allowed for the rise of mammals.


Why did the ape line develop better than the rest? Why did one branch develop intelligence and tools and eventually civilization of sorts? Well, why not? It might as well have been them as anything else. And the same sort of thing had happened on a large number of probable worlds between the Earth we know and the Seat, creating both the same sorts of creatures and very different ones. Our world is far from the Seat, and younger; the others developed earlier, as ones beyond developed later than we, but those vast civilizations and worlds which developed in between created a buffer between the younger worlds and the Seat, increasingly dense, protecting our world as mountains and jet streams and seas and air masses protect us from weather, absorbing much of the energy.


A great storm moves across the land wreaking havoc as it comes, until it hits the mountains, the great, impressive barriers of nature. Crossing those mountains requires ten, a hundred, a thousand times the energy of crossing vast plains and oceans. A stubborn, particularly violent storm might make it, but if it does it will be so weakened that it will be quite ordinary to those living on the far side of the range. Or it might be diverted, attempting to go around the mountain barriers, and hitting elsewhere or spending itself in a long, futile journey.


So, too, the Changewinds are weakened and diverted by the worlds between, thus aiding the new humanity from suffering as capriciously as the dinosaurs sudden and terrible extinction. We owe the dinosaurs a debt, for we might have been first, when protections were weaker, and they come later.


But though the storm that crosses the mountains might be a pale shadow of its former self, it is still a storm. It still wets or whitens the ground, changes temperature and humidity, causes slippery roads and accidents and changed plans, or perhaps causes a crop to be saved or a drought to be ended. Even though it is not large or grand, it still might have far-reaching effects, if you must drive on that rainy day on some slippery road instead of on dry asphalt under a comforting sun and blue sky. Without the storm you might not have lost traction on that hill, might not have hit the post or the oncoming car, or been in the path of another, causing a tragic chain.


One little storm, no matter how tiny it may be, can have great repercussions.


A great Changewind storm was a mere ripple in the mathematics of probability by the time it touched Troy, but Troy fell just the same when it succumbed to a pretty ridiculous trick. Another ripple placed Alexander where he could conquer the known world, and took him from that world too young to do more than that. Just a tiny whisper, a slight rippling in the leaves, but Caesar dies because all goes exactly right, and the assassins then are beaten because nothing does. Just a mere sigh of the wind chimes, but a carpenter turned rabbi, one of hundreds of self-proclaimed prophets and messiahs of the times, becomes a force that lasts for thousands of years because everything, even his death, goes right. Such things can happen, even to a single holy man among multitudes in India or an illiterate nomad near Medina in Arabia. For every one that founded a great religion and affected millions there were thousands who did not. Why them? Were they what they claimed, or not? It makes no difference to the Changewinds, except to remember that they worship probability alone, and so any one of these just might have been for real …


The winds are like that.


Wars, and peace; revolution and reaction; darkness and renaissance; invention and ignorance … all are the same to the Changewinds, and one is just as good as the other. Causes rarely win or lose on their merits, but on the smallest of things.


“For want of a nail the shoe was lost …”


The Changewinds touch the ordinary and make them great, and touch the great and make them failures. A Corsican officer becomes Emperor of France. A Hainanese librarian unifies mainland China under a communism of his own unique design. A German Jewish economist believes he finds the key to human history and dominates radicalism but never controls it. The son of a superintendent of schools, a former seminary student, and a Russian Jewish scholar unite in the name of the proletariat they never were and bring a new order to Russia in the name of a man who said that communism might never be possible there. A failed painter of Viennese postcards moves to Bavaria and becomes the leader of a ragtag collection of disaffected radicals and old soldiers and in ten years is acclaimed dictator of a new Germany. The probability of this, all things considered, is next to none, but so long as it is not zero the winds might manage it.


There are still impossible things when the Changewinds blow, but nothing is improbable.


And everyone who lives a life is eventually touched by at least a small one, some many times; if not in day-to-day life then in dreams, mythologies, fantasies, gods, and demons, which are echoes, remnants, of those lands through which the winds must pass.


All the universes created by the winds exist in time and space distanced enough so that the creatures of those universes live in egocentric ignorance of the nature of their true birth and that which touches and shapes their large and small destinies. This infinite stream of universes rarely touches another reality and even less often overlaps. It does happen, of course. Benjamin Bathhurst walked around a horse in full view of a dozen men and was never seen again. A wild wolf-boy appears mysteriously as a young teen in a German forest. How came he there, and from where? One place has a sudden rain of frogs, and another has a solid churchman explode and burn while sitting in his easy chair reading the paper. From whence came the bolt that ignited him, for there is no hole in the roof? These and many other puzzles do happen, but they are rare enough that rational men might dismiss them as folklore, old wives’ tales, or, even when stumped for the most farfetched of rational-sounding solutions, fall back on, “There must be a logical explanation!”


Down, though, close to the Seat of Probability, the gravitational force of the First Cause pulls the worlds ever closer, ever more densely packed together. There might, that close in, be hundreds, even thousands of universes all so densely packed that what is the rare and bizarre overlap in the far-off universes of the rational folk is commonplace there, and one might walk from one universe to the other while hardly realizing it.


This region, the closest in to the Seat that will support any sort of life as we might know it, is called by its rulers Akahlar.


The Akhbreed fell here, a remnant of a powerful tribe, perhaps, in ancient times, from some world farther out, but they were first and they learned to live in and adapt to this land. Their understanding and mastery of the arcane laws that govern such a madhouse gives them their power over all the others who have fallen since and over those universes that have the bad fortune to overlap. The Akhbreed sorcerers weave no magic in the true sense; they simply have mastery over physical laws and powers bestowed by a far different universe than our own. They maintain the rock-steady loci, great lands held fast by the sorcerers for their kings and people, and they milk the produce of a colonial empire extending over so many worlds that none of the greatest imperialist dreamers could have hoped for such power and domains. Between the loci kingdoms, though, is anywhere and anywhen for countless universes and lands. The Akhbreed navigators can pick their lands and universes and routes, but for the rest it is random, making revolution impossible and resistance futile on any large scale.


There is only one thing that even the Akhbreed fear, and that even the Akhbreed sorcerers must yield before, and that is the Changewind, which blows far more frequently and with far greater severity through Akahlar, since no Changewind, however diminished, could reach the outer universes except first it pass through Akahlar.


For countless centuries those people who must pay tribute to the Akhbreed and place those masters first before their own interests have dreamed and hoped for a deliverer.


For countless centuries the Akhbreed sorcerers have dreamed of the ultimate power, of control and direction of the very Changewinds themselves, a power that would truly make them gods over all the universes everywhere.


This is a tale of a choice of dreams, and a choice of nightmares, down, deep, where the Changewinds blow …
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A Choice of Bad Roads


CLOUDS WERE RARE in Kudaan Wastes; its blasted appearance, orange, furrowed hills, and deep ravines and lack of much that was the green color of life attested to that. To have two storms in a matter of days was not only unheard of, it was a prescription for disaster, since such parched lands had ground baked so hard it would run off and the flash flood might ensnare anyone or anything anywhere.


This was a small storm, forming with suddenness as such storms usually do, perhaps over some cool spot where sufficient moisture from the last rain had collected and begged to be evaporated by the harsh sun. The clouds swirled and thickened and seemed to take on a life of their own. Small flashes of energy built up within, and from the darkest part of the building thunderhead shone two tiny, deep depressions that illuminated a crimson red from the charges within, as if the cloud indeed was the protective shield or shroud of some dark and loathsome monster.


The Sudog drew its strength from the storm and took control of it, blazing eyes looking down, scouring the land. There was little wind that it did not create and little variation in the heat of the day except where its shadow fell, and so it had a relatively free hand.


It swung first west, until it found the main road leading into the Wastes, taking care not to get too close to the border where the interaction between wedges could cause unpredictable and perhaps fatal weather effects. The desert floor that was usually so flat and featureless was in full bloom, with great blood red flowers hanging from strong green vines that shot out of the soil and into the air and tried to do all that they had to do in the days perhaps even hours, before the moisture dried and they were forced once again into dormancy.


The Sudog wasted none of its energy on them, nor any of the water that kept it cohesive. If floated well over the growths and towards where the road went down deep into a canyon with steep walls and isolated bluffs, its dull red and yellow and purple rock layers thus exposed leaving part of its depth forever in shadow.


There were the clear signs of a disaster here: broken wagons, half-eaten and rotting corpses of animals and some people, partly crumbled rock walls and ledges, showing what a true heavy rain on the down-sloping plain above could do to anyone unlucky enough to be trapped here.


The Sudog floated overhead and looked down for a distance, until the wreckage and remains ceased, then it floated back, away and to the north, back out again over the Wastes themselves where roads were mere trails through colorful desolation.


Twisting, turning, following the trail it discovered a great rock arch on the downward side and there the remains of more violence, this of a far different kind. A new grave on the rim opposite the arch and overlooking it, and much scorching of the very rock itself. Below, some animals, both nargas and horses, and the remains of burnt-out wagons, and a number of bodies of more recent vintage than those in the canyon had been, bodies not drowned but bloodied and mutilated by shot and shell.


It began to follow the trail, but its energy was nearly spent; it was next to impossible to withstand the low humidity of the surrounding air and the scorching heat of the desert sun for long. It felt itself first weakened, then almost coming apart. The eyes faded, the sliver of crimson that might have been a mouth grew dull, then merged with the clouds, which were already turning from dark to white. Its last impression was the mere hint of life farther on, of horses, possibly, and riders, but no details. It was sufficient, however, for the Sudog’s master.


There were four horses farther on, had it been able to get just a little bit closer, four horses but with five very different riders. Also along was a narga, a four-footed beast of burden that somewhat resembled a cross between a no-humped camel and a mule, laden with packs.


One was a very fat young woman, looking because of her weight older than her years but still with youth in her face and complexion, with short black hair. The second was a strikingly beautiful young woman in possibly her late teens with long strawberry blond hair and a perfect figure, her eyes painted or possibly tattooed with the flowing lines of sapphire blue butterfly’s wings, and a similar, if much more grandiose, design on her chest from her breasts down to her crotch. The effect was neither grotesque nor overdone, but rather exotic.


The third was an older woman but in very good condition, extremely thin and very tall, certainly over six feet in bare feet. Her hair was black, her facial complexion very dark, but little more could be said, since almost all of her body was covered with colorful and exotic designs that seemed to flow into one another and made her appear outlandishly dressed even if she were nude, which in fact she basically was. In fact, they all were.


The final pair sharing a horse were very young, one in her early teens who was thin and fairly plain, the other, no more than nine or ten, almost insufferably cute. They looked grim and tired, though, as did the others, and their faces reflected experiences that had aged them as none of their tender years should have aged, inside.


They had clearly made what they could out of what they had. The two youngest wore what were obviously pieces of blankets with crude holes cut in their middles to give them basic serapelike protection from the sun. Much the same had been done with a full blanket for the fat woman, while the butterfly woman wore a shorter length tied at the neck like a cape. The tall one with the tattoos wore nothing at all save double pistols on a cut-down gunbelt. Both the big woman and the butterfly girl also were similarly armed.


There was some thunder in the background and the big woman stopped and turned to look back. “They’re looking for us,” she said tensely. “I can feel it. We have to put as much distance as possible between ourselves and this place as fast as we can.” Her voice was very low and gravelly, almost a distinctive and not very melodic young man’s voice, straddling the octaves between male and female. She spoke in the nonetheless melodic language of the Akhbreed, but the butterfly girl answered in American English.


“Sam, we’re all dead tired, and the girls most of all. We’ve been through a lot, and there’s maybe only a couple of more hours of sun left. We can only push ourselves so far and God knows where the next water is. If they find us then they’ll find us, no matter what kind of distance we make today. Best if we’re all at our best. I say we look for a campsite that seems safe.” She sighed. “What a mess. No guides, can’t use the main trail, and, considering the horses, maybe two days’ worth of water tops. And we can’t go back to the border ’cause all of those things are blooming.”


The plants now flowering on the plain were not placid creatures. They had crushed and eaten people, horses, even wagons that had the bad luck to spill some moisture on the plot of ground above them, and who knew what they were like thick, aboveground, and in full bloom?


Samantha Buell, the large woman, did not bother to translate for the others. Charley could understand the Akhbreed language, or enough to get by, but speaking it was beyond her. There was no need to translate; why get the others more depressed than they already were?


“All right,” Sam said, “we’ll look for a safe place to camp. I think tomorrow, though, we have to track north until we can find some clear way back to the border. With all those wedges changing all the time if we can get someplace else, anyplace, they’ll have a real tough time finding us then.”


“Do you think those who seek you won’t also have that in mind?” the tall, tattooed woman asked sharply. “Even now they will be sending their minions to patrol the length and will use their pet monsters to deter or discourage us from trying it until they can get there. There are always storms on a border, even one such as this, to breed them. Were Boday your enemy she would keep you in the Wastes and off the roads, running, jumping, and hiding, until the water ran out and the horses died; and, afoot and thirsty, all would be as easy to pick as flowers in a garden.”


Sam sighed. “You’re right, Boday, and that’s probably exactly what they will do. Damn it, they’re not after you, Charley, or the girls. They’re only after me. The rest of you are in danger only because of me. They couldn’t care less about the rest of you.”


“Yeah, but they think I’m you,” Sharlene “Charley” Sharkin, the butterfly girl, responded. “Even that sorceress or whatever she was thought so. You’re the quarry but I’m the target!”


The Akhbreed sorcerer Boolean had arranged it so that Charley, who bore a superficial resemblance to Sam before the weight gain, had come to look, sans butterfly tattoos, precisely like her friend. And a combination of a long wait, depression, and Boolean’s pet demon had caused Sam to become more than merely fat, so that one would have to be a very good observer and look very close to take Sam and Charley as virtual twins. The idea, to make everyone chase Charley instead of Sam, had worked well—to Charley’s dismay. They didn’t know if Boolean’s demon and the monstrously beautiful but evil sorceress who had vanished while in combat with one another were still alive somewhere else or in another plane or had destroyed one another. If not, then the enemy for whom that sorceress worked had given a pretty accurate description of Charley to her master, and with Boday’s butterfly tattoos Charley wasn’t exactly easy to disguise.


Charley knew, too, that the others were still somewhat in shock and that the day’s labors had helped put off the inevitable horror within the others. Sam, Boday, and the two girls, Rani and Sheka, had been tied down by a marauding gang of animals in the shape of men and brutally raped; the two girls had further been subjected to the loss of both their parents and probably their two brothers in the flood. Charley, with some help from the girls’ dying father, had managed to rescue them and eliminate the gang, but she couldn’t know just what they had been through and because of the language barrier she couldn’t lead them. She could only lead Sam, and then only to a point.


The two girls had barely spoken all day, and Sam was clearly on the edge. Boday seemed normal for Boday, but the artist and alchemist was more than eccentric, and even rape and torture might not have affected that very bizarre mind; but for the same reason Boday was the last person Charley wanted in charge of anything. The only control now was that love potion Boday had accidentally consumed that had caused her to fall madly in love with Sam, the first person she saw after coming around, but even that wasn’t as absolute as it always seemed in the fairy tales. When somebody who was both mad and dangerous was passionately in love with you, you had to watch yourself even more than otherwise, as they had discovered more than once.


Boday called a halt and pointed to their left. “Up in the rocks there, darlings! Looks like enough room for us and the animals, at least, and there’s high ground overlooking the only trail in these parts.”


Sam looked up at it. “Might be rough getting all the animals up there,” she said worriedly.


“Perhaps. But it will be just as difficult for anyone else to get to us.”


It wasn’t easy, and the final solution was to walk each of the animals up by leading them and not falling down themselves. All of them were exhausted, all had pushed themselves beyond their limits, and as soon as the horse blankets were converted to beds by laying them out on the hard, uneven ground most wanted only to sleep, although they did have hardtack-type biscuits and invaluable canteens and small casks filled with water and wine.


Charley got out the single-shot shotgun and a box of shells. “I’ll take the first watch,” she told them. “You get some sleep. When I can’t take it anymore I’ll wake you up, Sam, and then Boday can finish off the night.”


“No,” Sam told her. “I’ll go first. I don’t think I can sleep right now. We at least got some rest thanks to that damned spell or whatever that thing put on us. I’ll be okay. I got to do some thinking anyway.”


The sun was still up and casting long shadows against the forbidding landscape when most dropped off into states more approaching unconsciousness than sleep, but for Charley sleep just wouldn’t come. She was overtired; she knew that. She also ached in every muscle in her body including some she had never even suspected before, but that only made it harder. She lay there, looking over at Sam, who was just sitting there staring vacantly into the distance towards the setting sun. She finally gave up, got up, and went over and sat beside her friend.


“I can’t get off to deep,” she told Sam. “Maybe I should take the watch anyway.”


Sam shook her head negatively. “Uh-uh. Take some of the wine. It’s not great but it’s pretty strong.”


“Maybe. The way the animals went at that keg of water, though, I think we should save any liquid until we just have to have it.” She sighed. “It’s been rough so far, hasn’t it? And we only just started.”


Sam nodded. “I been thinking about that, and a lot of other things. I just don’t know how much more of this I can stand, Charley. Right now I feel—dirty. Those filthy, murdering scum playing with my body, getting inside of me, getting off inside me, and there was nothing I could do! Nothing! I’m still matted up down there with dried prick juice. And her—that—that thing—laughing and cheerin’ ’em on. I think she was gettin’ off on it herself just watchin’ ’em.”


Charley sighed. “Yeah, I can imagine how you must feel. At least, though, we learned one thing from it all. We learned just what kind of people and creatures work for this bastard out to get you. Somehow I just can’t picture this Boolean being real cozy with that dragonfly queen. You didn’t get to see her full, I guess, like I did. Half beautiful woman, half some monstrous insect. Nobody’s born like that, not even here. You remember your changewind vision? Of the boy changed into a monster by one of those winds?”


Sam nodded absently.


“Well, I think this one was another like that, only maybe only part way, like part of her was covered and part wasn’t and somehow it made a new whole. You can almost see how somebody like that is made. A pretty woman like that, changed into half what she was and half monster. Maybe that is the only way she can get satisfaction herself now—by watching it. Maybe she’s just gettin’ even with everybody, ’specially girls, who can still have what she can’t. Even so, she worked for the guy with the horns. She told me so. He might look human, but inside he’s gotta be an inhuman bastard, worse than she was. Imagine this whole place, all of it, dominated and run by ones like the dragonfly queen.”


Sam shook her head in wonderment. “Maybe. I think I could have stood it for me, but those children! How could anyone defile kids like that? I wanted to do much worse than kill them. I wanted to roast them, live, over a fire and take ’em apart piece by piece.”


Charley looked over at the sleeping girls. “Yeah, and they been so quiet. The little one is so full of hate, though, you can feel it, and the big one—you can’t tell about her at all. And while I’m glad we saved ’em, I wish I knew what we’d saved them for. They’re gonna slow us down and we’ll have to have extra supplies for them and protect them in a fight. It’s not good, Sam.”


The large woman nodded. “I know, I know. You don’t know how I want to give in to Boday, find someplace away from it all and just rot there in peace. But, you’re right—we’ve now seen what the enemy looks like and it’s not pretty. If stopping them means I got to reach Boolean, then I got to reach Boolean. Bad as this Akhbreed rule over all these colonies is, when I think of guys like the ones we killed rulin’ over all the little kids …”


Darkness fell quickly as they sat and talked, bringing a hot, dry wind with it as the temperature cooled down to merely intolerable.


“It’s a long way from the mall,” Charley sighed.


“You ever think about home?”


“Lots. Particularly Mom and Dad and what my disappearance has to have put them through. I think I could take this better if there was some way to contact them, tell them I’m still alive. And I dream of warm showers in comfortable homes and cars and mall hopping and all the rest. God! For high school dropouts we sure dropped out farther and lower than anybody else.”


Sam gave a dry chuckle. “I guess that’s right. The funny thing is, though, I don’t think of home too much. Oh, yeah, I’d like Mom and Dad to both know I’m still alive, too, and I kind’a have this crazy hope that maybe my vanishing act brought ’em back together or something, but every time I think of home I also think of here. Where the hell was I heading? I can see myself as some butch dyke on the make with some job sellin’ shoes or maybe a waitress. I dunno. I kind’a think I was on my way to poppin’ a ton of pills one night or drinkin’ myself to death. So here I am, a really gross fat girl hooked up with a flaky nutso cross between an artist, a madam, and a pharmacist, stuck out in the middle of nowhere and bein’ chased by who knows what—and no matter what I feel like I’d pick here over there. I guess I am nuts.”


“No, I think I can see it,” Charley told her. “You got a few things here you never had back home. Thanks to that potion you not only have somebody who cares about you but one you know isn’t gonna back stab you later on or hurt you. And you don’t hav’ta get anorexia or do anything to attract other people. And you got a purpose here. No matter what, you’re important. In a way, all the powers of Akahlar are tryin’ to get you to Boolean or keep you away from him. That may not be safe or comfortable, but it sure as hell is a big deal.”


“Maybe,” Sam responded, “but, deep down, I really wish you were really the one that was important, the one they wanted. I really don’t want this. It’s too heavy for me. I think I could’a been happy just stayin’ with Boday in Tubikosa, cookin’ the meals, doin’ the laundry and cleaning, and running the studio and household. It’s crazy. What most girls won’t have no part of anymore back home was all I really ever wanted. Only trouble was, I never wanted to do it with a guy. I didn’t want to admit that, even to myself. It’d kill my mom. Hell, even I thought it was evil, one of the big sins. It ain’t until you’re tied down and stretched out naked while a bunch of dirty, slimy bastards play with your body that you see how dumb that is, what real evil and sin is all about.”


“Poor Sam,” Charley sympathized. “No matter where you wind up there’s something you can’t control lousing things up.”


“Well, at least likin’ girls don’t bother me no more. I’m comfortable with it. That’s one thing last night did for me. No more lies, not to nobody, not even to myself. If other folks can’t handle it that’s their tough luck. And if I’m okay with myself as a fat slob, then that’s all right, too. Hell, all them fantasies about me bein’ a glamour queen and what the hell would it get me, huh? I ain’t never gonna be my mom, so I might as well just be me.”


“I guess that’s the best way to think about it,” Charley told her, “Me, I never figured on any of this, but I do like the men. Jeez! Could I use a good fuck right now! Not like what you had,” she hastened to add. “I mean a good one.”


“I still need you, Charley,” Sam said seriously. “Not as a lover but for your strength. Maybe that’s why I was so attracted to you all that time. You’re more like my mom than I could ever be. Supermom. Lawyer, activist, mother, church deacon—you name it, she’s it. Maybe we had the wrong parents. Maybe they switched us when we were babies or something.”


Charley chuckled. “Good trick since we were born two thousand miles apart. I’m not sure I ever wanted to be superwoman, but I sure had ambition, that was for sure. I was gonna be a businesswoman, that was for sure. M.B.A. and all. Maybe create a chain of stores or some kind of design business. Maybe even an architect. I spent so much time in malls I could design the perfect one in my sleep. So I wind up a painted courtesan selling myself for money here. No citizenship, no rights, no nothin’. Can’t even speak the cockamamie language except in words and gestures. And chased around while everybody thinks I’m you. At this point all I’m interested in is getting you to the big boy so I can get the heat off me. I can’t think beyond that right now.”


Sam sighed. “Boy, are we screwed up!” She reached down and started scratching her inner thigh. “Tell you one thing I’d kill for from home, though. Some kind of lotion. I’ve got chafing like mad from thighs to crotch and under my tits. I sure wish Boday had her kit at least.” She looked out in the darkness. “That’s odd,” she said suddenly in a tone quite different than the one she’d been taking.


“Huh? What?”


“It’s glowing over there. Many miles away. Like towns glow on the horizon in the dark anyplace. But there ain’t supposed to be no towns in this hole! See it?”


Charley shook her head. “Sam, I was trying to keep this from everybody, but I can’t see well at all. I’ve never had perfect eyes—you remember I needed glasses or contacts to drive—but after watching that magic duel it got suddenly worse. I can’t say if it’s a little better, a little worse, or just the same now, but with you riding just in front of me today I could see you, only blurry. I could tell it was somebody on a horse but if you paid me I couldn’t say if it was really you or a total stranger. After you was nothing but a blurry fog. Maybe six or eight feet clearly, then double that very blurrily, and after that I’m blind as a bat.”


Sam gave a low whistle. “I didn’t need to hear that. You’re in the best shape and you’re the only decent shot we got. Damn!”


“You’re telling me? Without company I’d be dead meat out here now. Of course, now that it’s black as pitch it doesn’t make much difference. Maybe when we can get to some civilization it can be fixed, maybe with glasses or something. In the meantime, I’ll take the shotgun. You don’t need to see much to hit with a shotgun.”


Sam turned back and looked at the glow on the horizon. “I’d sure like to know what that is,” she said at last. “If it’s some kind of small town or mining camp we might be able to contact the authorities. If it’s an enemy encampment I’d like to know just what we’re facing.”


“Most likely some bandit camp,” Charley replied. “That’s who supposedly lives out here, isn’t it? Refugees, exiles, and changelings. At least we have some bargaining if it’s bandits. The jewelry and stuff from the train they looted plus we know where a bunch of Mandan gold blankets are hidden. They seem to be worth lives around here.”


It was for the Mandan gold blankets that the marauding bands of the enemy was stalking and attacking trains, for they were rare and valuable and the only things that could protect you in a changewind. Why Klittichorn and his minions wanted and needed so many was unknown, but clearly it was a high priority. They would have liked to bring the cloaks in the rock arch with them, if only for protection for themselves, but they were far too heavy to carry on horses that also needed to carry riders, and with all wagons broken or destroyed and only one narga healthy and untouched enough to carry a load, they had to sacrifice the blankets for more water and wine casks. They had managed to haul them a ways, though, and more or less bury them under rock and debris away from the main camp.


“Yeah, but most of that type of person or thing or whatever would be just as likely to enslave us and turn it all over to the enemy,” Sam pointed out. “After all, he’s playing it as the champion of the colonials and the outcasts. No, let’s try and slip by ’em and get to someplace where we can slip across the border into someplace cool and rainy where they never heard of you or me.”


“Maybe. But if I could see better I’d sure as hell like to take a peek at them. If they’re off a ways, then it’s even money we’ll be camping tomorrow pretty near them if we keep going that way.”


“We’ll see. We can’t go back—they’re sure to be sniffin’ all around there by now. We can’t go to the border—that’s a sure way to get caught out in the open. And if we go inland we don’t know where we’re goin’ or what the hell we’re doin’ and we run out of water fast. Boday’s in pretty good shape. Maybe she’ll be our scout.”


Charley suddenly felt dizzy. “I think it’s finally caught up to me. I’m going to try and get some rest. You remember to wake somebody up when you feel it yourself.”


“I promise. Get some rest now. We got another day of that sun tomorrow.”


Charley went off and Sam turned back to the lookout. The glow was small and subdued, but it remained constant, not like someone or a body of people on the move and certainly larger than a camp. They had money, but no place to spend it, and little else. She scratched again. God! How she could use a long, hours long, bath! A real soak. They were all dirty, sweaty, itchy, and smelled like warmed-over turds. Right about now they needed some allies more than anything in the world.


“I still don’t like the idea of that camp or whatever it was over there,” Sam said over what passed for breakfast. She was still dead tired, ached like hell, and felt like she hadn’t slept at all—but she knew that she didn’t feel any different than the others. “If there’s no fork later on, this road seems to be heading right for it.”


“Boday is for cutting back a bit and making for the border now,” the mad alchemist put in. “There will not have been enough time to bring up a force capable of covering the whole border area and we are certainly beyond the rain and bloom period of those ghastly plants. If we continue south, on this trail, we might or might not run into whoever is over there, but we would certainly be easy to find from above, either by something flying or even sentries on the high points. To go by night is suicide. To go by day is suicide. To go in any direction is suicide. To stay here is suicide. Let us make for the border!”


Charley listened to the arguments and finally said, “Well, it’s clear we can’t stay here but we don’t dare go back. Somebody’s sure to be hot on our trail. I say we go on, now, as soon as possible, before the sun’s full up and there’s maximum heat, but if there’s a fork or anything that takes us towards the border we go that way. I’d rather know what I was facing and shoot my way through than keep this up and die of thirst or worse.”


Rani looked up at them and spoke in a dry, soft voice. “I know we don’t have much say in all this, but I got to tell you that we won’t let nobody, no men, no freaks, take us again. We can shoot. I never was sure I could shoot nobody before, but I’m sure now.”


Charley didn’t feel comfortable, particularly with that comment about “freaks.” It was hard to remember these were Akhbreed children, born and raised to be masters of the colonial empires. “Just don’t you both go shooting everybody you see, and everything,” she warned. “The odds are most folks we’ll meet are not our friends, but not all will be enemies, either. Wait for one of us before firing.”


The girls stared at her sullenly, but said nothing.


“All right, then,” Sam said firmly. “We go both ways. North and towards the border first chance if it’s a trail that looks like it has even half a chance of being able to take horses. Let’s pack up and get moving. No matter what, I think we got to stop at midday and find some shade, for our sake and the horses’, so the earlier the start the better.”


As they rode along, Charley eased up close to Sam. “Sam—just in case, I think we oughta make clear that we’re all heading for Boolean. If, somehow, we get split up and can’t find each other, that’s where we head.”


Sam nodded. “Okay by me. I’m not so sure, though, that we’re likely to get split up. Killed, maybe, but not split.”


After only a few hours it was as if someone had turned up the thermostat to “broil.” If anything, it seemed worse than before, and shade more nebulous and not much help when they could find it. Still, they covered quite a good distance before it was clearly time to stop and take some kind of a break. It was hard even to think under these conditions.


Suddenly Boday called out, “Look, loves! The trail splits, and one of it goes down into a canyon. We dare not hope for water but it looks deep enough for cool shade.”


They made for it, feeling in no condition to argue, although Sam noticed almost casually that the fork into the shade was going in the wrong direction. Anything right now for relief, she decided.


It was clear very quickly that this was no ordinary canyon, but a long and relatively straight side break to a much larger formation. The ground seemed to drop away to their left, leaving them with a very narrow trail to navigate through many switchbacks on their somewhat nervous and very tired and thirsty horses. Charley couldn’t see much past the edge but she could see to it, and what she saw made her almost glad she couldn’t see just how far a drop it was.


But it was all in the shade, at least for now, and as they descended it really did seem to be getting just a little bit cooler, with a slight breeze hitting them from the side.


“This trail’s well maintained,” Sam noted. “There’s a spot we went over a few minutes ago that you can now see up and in back of us. Some kind of rock slide took it out and now it’s back, reinforced with rocks and timber. And there have been animal turds, maybe horses’, on and off along the path. They aren’t fresh, but they don’t look all that old, either.”


“We approach the main canyon,” Boday announced. “See? It looks almost like a river down there. Small, yes, but water! We shall live if but briefly! There are even some trees and bushes along it.”


The horses and narga seemed to smell it, too, and gained some confidence and quickness. Charley decided just to hang on loosely and let the horse do the work, and hoped that the others had the sense to do the same.


It took perhaps two hours to fully descend, and the canyon floor was surprisingly narrow, but there was no mistaking the feel and smell of life and the water that brought it.


The animals had no hesitation in heading straight for the river and drinking from it, and neither did the riders. The river was fairly wide, perhaps a few hundred yards right here, and it was fast. This was white water, and treacherous, but there were points at which it slowed as it was forced to turn and at one such place they just let loose.


The water felt cool but not cold, and it was wonderful. They took off their gunbelts and blankets and just waded in, sitting in it, splashing it on both themselves and each other, and generally acting like little kids at the beach. They finally got out, in ones and twos, exhausted but happy, and settled on the sandy silt bar caused by the river’s bend. “God! All I need is a comb and I can feel almost human again!” Charley exclaimed. “Wow! Did we pick the right turn!”


Boday’s head suddenly jerked up and she grew serious, intent. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. Boday thinks she hears thunder far off, and she remembers the last time we were in a canyon in the rain in this cursed land.”


The hilarity suddenly stopped and they all strained to hear. “That’s not thunder,” Sam muttered at last. “That’s—horses, or something like ’em. A fair number, too. Too fast to be comin’ down the mountain one at a time. They got to be already down here! Shit! And us trapped in a squeeze like this!”


“I knew it was too good to last,” Charley responded. “At least we never unsaddled the animals. Get the weapons and horses and let’s move ahead as fast as we can. Maybe there’s someplace up ahead we can make a better stand than here!”


Boday looked around. “They have moved too far upstream in their grazing! Boday can barely see them, and the riders come from that direction! Get the guns and run downstream as fast as you can! Perhaps we will see places to hide out there! The sight of the horses may stop them and buy us some time!”


The sounds left no room for argument. They grabbed their guns and began running as fast as possible along the river trail. They were quickly out of sight around the bend from the silt bar, but things didn’t look much better up ahead and there seemed no choice but to keep running for the next bend well ahead and hope they made it before the riders.


It wasn’t until they had made it, and stopped, gasping for breath, that they realized that the rumble of horses had ceased, leaving only the loud river noise.


“I’d say they found the horses,” Charley managed. “What’s it look like ahead?”


“Not good,” Sam managed. Her weight was really telling on her now and she was gasping and coughing and sounding almost like she was going to die. Clearly she wasn’t going to be able to take this for much longer.


“Sheer rock walls and darker and deeper,” Sam told her, through coughs and gags. “And what do we have? Four pistols and the shotgun. Maybe enough if every shot counted and we were under cover, but let’s not kid ourselves.”


Charley thought furiously. “Everybody can swim or we wouldn’t be here.”


Sam managed to stop coughing for a moment. “In that? It’s white water, Charley! There’s rocks and stuff out there, too!”


“Yeah, I know it’s dumb, but you got a better idea? We shoot and give up or we just give up or we jump in and try and make it to the other side. There is another side, isn’t there?”


Sam nodded. “Yeah, but it’s not like a continuous trail.”


“The hell with it! If we make it over there we’ll figure out how to get back when they’re gone! They could be here any minute now, too! They won’t be ridin’ so fast lookin’ for us!”


Sam told the others what Charley was suggesting.


“We’ll try it,” Rani responded. “I would rather drown than be caught and we made it through worse.”


“All right,” Sam sighed. “Then everybody throw the guns and gunbelts in the water so they won’t know we went in here. The trail’s hard rock, there won’t be prints. Maybe I’ll get dashed against a rock but with these tits I sure ain’t gonna sink. Boday, you stick close to Charley. She ain’t seein’ so good lately. I’ll try and stick close to the kids. Aim for that bar over there, but if you miss keep goin’ down and hide as soon as you can. We’ll regroup on the other side of the bend after they’re gone.”


Slipping into the water now was no longer the fun and luxury it was only a few minutes before, but at least the idea wasn’t completely crazy. This was still part of a bend, where the river was forced to slow, and it was less rough and shallower than at many other parts of the canyon. Still, the water was surprisingly deep not too far out, and soon they were all floating at the mercy of the currents.


Charley felt suddenly weighted down by her waterlogged hair and swore to herself she was going to cut it shorter than Sam’s if she ever lived to get the chance. She was also disoriented, and suddenly felt Boday’s strong hand take her. The tall woman was much stronger than Charley and had little trouble handling her, although getting to the other side while the current picked up speed was more of a trick. Still, after what seemed like an eternity in wet semidarkness, Charley felt herself being pulled from the water onto sandy silt.


“Down and quiet!” Boday whispered firmly in her ear so she would be heard over the roar of the water. “They come.”


They flattened out next to each other, and Charley thought that with their sun-darkened skins and the designs of Boday on both herself and Charley they were probably expertly camouflaged to an observer on the other side of the river. She aligned her head more closely with Boday’s and whispered, “Sam? Rani? Sheka?” She cursed herself for her inability to speak this language, even though at least she could understand it.


“Can’t see ’em,” Boday responded tersely. “Perhaps still in the water, perhaps farther down. Boday sees the riders, though. Five of them. They have our horses, curse their souls! The narga, too. Big, tough-looking men in dark uniforms. Not the local army and not thieves. Well organized. They have the cut of those pigs we killed.”


They lay there in silence for quite some time, and finally Boday sighed and sat up. “They are gone, or at least they seem to be. We shall wait here awhile before trying any more things, though. Best to be certain that they will not double back when they do not find us. Boday sits patiently and hopes that her wonderful mate is now doing what she is doing and is safe.”


Yeah, safe, Charley thought glumly. Even if we stay away from those guys and link back up, we’re up this damned creek without a paddle or a stitch. Stark naked, no weapons, no food, no horses or trade goods. Nothing. Every time we think we hit bottom we fall into a damned mineshaft!


Sam had slipped into the water and tried to stick as close as possible to the two girls. In the swift current it was impossible for them all to link together, so it was mostly a matter of using her strength to keep up with them and catch them if they lost control.


Little Sheka proved an excellent swimmer, while Rani had real problems keeping control. Allowing the smaller girl to swim free, Sam managed to grab on to Rani and keep her from being carried well away, but at the expense of losing sight of the destination on the opposite shore. By the time Sam was able to get hold of and help guide Rani, with Sheka keeping them close, they were already well past the destination and speeding up through the canyon near the center of the current.


Disoriented, Sam saw a number of rocks jutting up just to their left out of the water and at first she was afraid they would be dashed against them. Thinking fast, though, and realizing that they all had only so much strength, she managed to shout to Rani to grab on and, with a near-supreme effort, got hold of a jagged black spire and stopped both of them. She looked around and saw Sheka had managed not only to hold on but to have something of a protected spot on the other side of the larger outcrop.


It had been Sam’s purpose only to slow or stop them so that she could get her bearings, but as she looked around through the white water bubbling and hissing and splashing all around she caught a glimpse of the trail side and saw the horsemen and realized that there was nothing to do now but hang on and stay where they were.


The men seemed to deliberate, looking down at the trail for signs of them and occasionally out at the water itself, but they maintained a slow and steady progress through the canyon, not seeing them and not inclined to stop. Whoever they were, they had their priorities, and perhaps if they’d taken any time at all to see what other than casks the narga was carrying they didn’t really care if they found the riders or not. The lead and trailing rider had rifles ready, in case of some ambush or trap, but they didn’t look too worried.


Sam let them go on until they were well out of sight down the trail and then some. Oddly, it wasn’t all that bad clinging to the rocks right there, although getting safely away from them again might well be a problem. She managed to wriggle herself around so that she was facing downstream, seeing now that the narrow canyon opened up considerably a quarter mile or so farther down and that there was another river bend at that point. The shore, more like a rock ledge, opposite the trail side was closer but the way the river was running it wasn’t nearly as accessible. Providing they had enough strength to keep out of the center current, it was almost certainly easier to return to the shore they’d left, and it began to look as if the men were not coming back.


“Put your arms around my neck and hold on!” she told Rani. “Sheka—do you think you can swim towards the trail?”


The girl looked, then nodded. “I will make it!”


“All right, then. Three, two, one, now!”


Satisfied that Rani was clinging well to her, Sam let go of the rocks and was back out into the main stream again. It was tough and awkward with the girl, but she managed with a supreme effort to get over and beyond the main current and allowed the water to take her down towards the next curve and out of the canyon. She hadn’t expected the rocks and silt to have built up to such a level there and almost got hurt when she suddenly struck bottom, but she managed to grab hold of some protrusions out of the water, steady herself, and slowly make it to the shore. Sheka climbed out a few yards down, and they all collapsed for a while.


Sam suddenly was seized by fits of coughing and gagging once more and felt very sick and very sore, and it was some time before she recovered enough to think straight. She was very near total exhaustion, and knew it, but she also knew that her impulse to just stay there was impossible. Somehow they all had to make it out into the wider canyon where they could find some sort of hiding place to collapse and regroup.


Hardly able to stand but urging the two girls up, she managed to get to the trail and look around at the widened canyon. This, at least, showed promise; there were other side canyons going off here now and lots of uneven ground. Not too far off the trail was a rocky prominence that would provide some cover from the trail and shade from the sun. She urged them towards it, her mind only able to focus on getting to that spot and nothing beyond. She wasn’t at all sure she could make it, but not only she but the other two did as well. It wasn’t great—hard, rusty-red rock—but their spot would not be visible from the trail itself and it provided a bit of relief. They collapsed there, all of them, and Sam simply passed out.


Farther upstream, Charley was wringing the water out of her long hair as best she could while Boday was studying the land and water. Finally she said, “We cannot stay here. It looks as if this side has a narrow ledge going the length of the canyon, so we will try and use it as our trail and not slip and fall in. They must have been carried farther on. Keep your eyes and ears open, pretty butterfly, and we shall see if we can find them.”


Both were in much better shape, both physically and in the amount of effort they had exerted to get to safety, and it was not as much of a struggle for them to press on. This shore, however, was not exactly the nice, wide trail area of the other. In places the ledge above the river narrowed to but a few inches, and was never more than two or three feet wide. It was slow going.


Charley was frustrated most of all by the language barrier, which kept her from even sharing her concerns with her companion. The Akhbreed tongue was complex and polytonal; the same thing said in just slightly different intonations could mean something totally different, or turn nouns into verbs and verbs into adjectives, and the rules for what type of word followed what seemed more intuitive than true rules as in English or Spanish, the two tongues she spoke well. Sam was so linked to her counterpart in this world that she had known the language from the start; Charley had no such advantages. The only version of Akhbreed she could use with confidence was the soft singsong of the Short Speech, taught to the unlucky girls who wound up in the red-light districts of the Akhbreed cities as prostitutes or worse; and its inadequate, submissive, slavelike vocabulary contained only a few hundred words at best. Still, it was better than nothing, and any Akhbreed speaker could understand it.


“Does Mistress think the men saw them?” she asked in it.


The artist shrugged. “Boday thinks slowly today, little one. For now we can but follow this shore and see what we can see. If we do not find them soon, then we might assume that they are caught and then we might have to track them.” She sighed. “Boday was made to create delicate and beautiful works of art. She was not meant to be an adventurer!”


They made it out of the narrows and to the major new bend in the river where the canyon opened up. The bend was significant enough and slowed the river enough that clearly anyone swept up in the current, or even the body of such a one, would be washed up at this point. Just the lack of bodies against the silt bar on the opposite bank provided them both with some feeling of relief, but it also deepened the mystery.


Boday was thinking furiously. “We know that they could not have made it to our side, as surely we would have come across them by now or at least at this point. They are not hiding and looking for us around here or we would have been hailed. It is a good bet, then, that the children were not up to the crossing and were caught in the current, which would wash them … here. Sam, my darling Susama, would stick with them out of duty. Boday fears the worst, little butterfly. If they are not here, and they are not before here, then they must have been captured.” She sighed. “We will wait a little while for them just to make certain, but if we wait too long we shall be here all night with empty bellies and a cold trail to follow.”


Charley nodded. The logic was impeccable. It seemed like they were always chasing after and rescuing each other. It didn’t seem fair, somehow. They were naked and defenseless, lost in a strange and hostile land, and, damn it, they needed rescuing.


They sat there and waited as the shadows lengthened, until finally Boday sighed and got up. “We should be able to cross here. They are not coming, that is clear. Come, little butterfly. Let us go and see what if anything we can do for them.”


Charley sighed and nodded. The crossing wasn’t as easy as it looked, but Boday was right; it was here or a long way farther down. They took one last look around and even risked a few shouts of the names of the missing members, but there was no response but echoes.


Sadly, they turned and started down the trail after the men and horses, not realizing that they were less than five hundred yards from those they sought, passed out in exhaustion just beyond their sight and too deep in slumber to hear their cries.
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