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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.


      






My prison is the universe,
a maze of stars my cage.


I bear an unremitting curse:
my prison is the universe.


No mercy may my doom reverse
nor pleas my plight assuage.


My prison is the universe—
a maze of stars, my cage.







CHAPTER ONE


TREVITHRA


ONCE UPON A TIMEZ?—


But what time? Before or after the last events recorded in memory?


Always the same questions recurred in the same order and were answered in the same order. For this plaything of chance, that was almost the only stable fact of existence.


First: Who am I? (Or what. It amounted to exactly the same thing, and the answer never changed.)


Then: Where am I? (Subjective millennia of stored data supplied at least that much information.)


Finally: When am I?


And there was only ever one way to find that out …


LIKE THE SHADOW OF A SLOWLY CLOSING DOOR, NIGHT FELL over Clayre, Trevithra’s spaceport city by the Althark Sea. There was no twilight to speak of, for it lay athwart the equator. From the temples, shrines, parks, and palaces on Marnchunk Hill to the artisans’ shacks by the waterfront, and farther yet, by way of the rickety platforms where dwelt combers and scavengers, to the frail smacks and yawls that served as homes for fisherfolk—rising now and snatching a scanty meal before their night’s work—people glanced up by reflex, expecting to see reassuring green-metallic flashes, brilliant as the sheen on a waterwaif. They betokened an artificial aurora that killed spores drifting down from space.


It had, however, been switched off.


The citizens, accordingly, had a rare opportunity to glimpse the stellar glory beyond their sky, for the line of sight thus opened up happened to lie directly along the main axis of the Arm of Stars and back toward the parent galaxy. However, most were too nervous to enjoy the sight. There had been rumors for the past few days, though no hard news, and here was their confirmation.


Another starship was about to land. And who ever knew what one of those might bring?


Stripe heard the shouts while she was dickering with fat Dr. Bolus at Mid-City Market, trying to convince him that a palm sized piece of muthrin shell from the flexibox she trailed was a fair exchange for another bottle of his anticheeching nostrum. Afraid of being overlooked between a kaftan seller on one side and racks of dried lampedusas on the other, he kept interrupting to call out in a wheedling tone to passersby, guessing at their ills and promising a cure. Even when he seemed to be paying attention he kept restlessly shifting and rattling surgical instruments on the counter before him. To make matters worse Stripe’s younger brother Donzig, whom she dared not leave at home now Yin and Marla were so helpless, was ostentatiously bored and kept wandering off in search of strelligers and shadow shows or fruit and sweetmeats he could filch.


Next time I’ll tie a cord around the little beast’s leg!


Abruptly she registered what the shouting was about and broke off with a cock of her head. Yes, unmistakably:


“The green has gone! The sky is black!”


Under the awnings of the market, she hadn’t noticed.


“That means there’s a starship due!” she exclaimed.


“What’s it to you?” returned the doctor with a shrug. “If you’re afraid of it carrying alien organisms, I can let you have an all-purpose immunizer—twenty tablets to proof you against any known germ and most of the unknown ones—but that’s going to cost more than a paltry scrap of shell. You’d find it cheaper to burn a prayer or two. I doubt it works, but it does cost less, and there are plenty who believe in it.”


Stripe was no longer listening. Reaching a swift decision, she upended her flexibox on the counter. Out tumbled a welter of miscellanea salvaged from what rich families on Marnchunk Hill had thrown away deliberately or by mistake, including torcs, some scarcely damaged, toe rings, studded belts, even an eye gem. “Two flasks of anticheeching mixture!” she snapped. “And make sure they’re brim-full!”


Bolus made to demur. She glared at him.


“I’ve no more time to waste! Come on!”


Astonished, he shrugged and complied, visibly wondering what had come over this girl who normally drove as hard a bargain as any of his customers. When he handed over the medicine and gathered up his takings, it was Donzig’s turn to be surprised.


“Come here!” Stripe rasped, and when the child dawdled, closed the gap and seized him by the nearer earlobe, bending her face to his.


“Don’t start grizzling or I’ll give you something to grizzle about! Now listen, and do exactly as I say! Take this medicine and go straight home. Straight home, is that clear? Give Yin and Marla a cupful each. Use the white cup on the peg by the door.”


“You’re hurting me!” Donzig whined.


“I’ll hurt you worse in a moment if you don’t hold your tongue! What cup do you give the medicine in?”—pinching hard.


“Ow! The white one hanging on a peg!”


“Where?”


“By the door!”


“All right.” She slackened her grip. “Now when you’ve done that, you’re to take the bag hanging on the next peg, the yellow one. Handle it carefully! Take it to Mother Shaqqi at the Blue Shrine. Tell her to sell what’s in the bag as amulets to protect people against skybugs and space germs. And warn her I know the contents by heart, so I’ll want my cut later on.”


“I don’t like her!” Donzig whimpered. “She’s ugly! I’m scared of her!”


“You do exactly as you’re told,” Stripe whispered. “If when I get back I find you haven’t, I—I’ll put you in my flexibox and push you off Accadantan Pier!”


And added, relenting slightly, “Tell Mother Shaqqi to buy you a stickasweet and a mug of chulgra. She can take it out of my share. Off with you!”


As she spoke, she was rolling up the flexibox. Clipping the ends together, she slung it baldric fashion across the short green kirtle that was her only garment. Some days she didn’t even bother with that much, for she felt quite adequately clad in the red body pattern, winding across her torso and along her limbs, that had bestowed the nickname by which she was known now to everybody, even her parents. In the crowded market, though, nudity was inadvisable. Around any corner she might run into a gang of antis.


“How old is your brother?” Dr. Bolus inquired, following Donzig with one eye while keeping the other on Stripe.


“Eight.”


“And you?”


“I thought you could judge ages at a glance, same as illnesses … Fifteen.”


“Your parents must be cheeching young. I’m sorry.”


She was tempted to snap back that his medicine was supposed at least to slow the process even if there was no way of reversing it. But she knew, and he knew, the potion was little more than symbolic. Still, better a vain hope than none at all.


Gruffly: “Some people make it past sixty, some start at my age or younger. Yin and Marla are about average … Why do I have to tell you of all people? I’ll be back for more of the mixture when that lot’s gone. Or maybe I’ll try someone else.”


“Or burn some prayers?”


“No. That’s not cheap. It’s expensive. Because you get nothing for it.”


For the past minute or two chanting and the beating of gongs had been increasingly audible in the market area. Now its volume redoubled, and the source irrupted into view. Led by priests from one of the uphill temples, a procession was on its way to the spaceport to complain about the risk of opening the sky to alien organisms. A few of the stall holders were locking away their wares and hastening to join in, while others too greedy, skeptical, or stiff and old nonetheless voiced encouragement. Some tossed offerings into wide flat baskets borne by acolytes and novices, accepting in exchange prayers inscribed on fan-shaped leaves that they then touched to glowing fusees proffered for the purpose. As the leaves charred to ash much acrid smoke arose. Bystanders coughed and rubbed their eyes.


The procession would of course get no closer to the starship than the port perimeter, but at least the gods would notice and incline to mercy—or so the priests would claim if no harm followed …


Time to make a move. Indeed, past time. Stripe took to her heels in search of a cross-bay highslider.


On the other side of Clayre Bay the huge elliptical reception grid began to thrum in the low subsonic range. Ship-believers claimed it was founded on the four hills that marked the site of the original settlement—only there were no traces left to serve as evidence, for they had been leveled at their tops and reinforced. That had been a condition of the temples’ consenting to admit off-world visitors; the priests regarded it as tainted ground. The air became oppressive; people scowled and rubbed their foreheads or complained of vague abdominal discomfort. Some had to vanish to a necessary, since such frequencies encouraged peristalsis in the lower bowel. Those who had no such facilities—and they were many, for Trevithra was a poor world and this, its richest city, was still mainly a conglomeration of huts and hovels—found concealment behind a whip-bush or a scrambly tree, whose eager roots welcomed this access of nourishment.


Stripe, however, was not particularly impressed by the grid, although it was half an hour’s fast walk from end to end. The colossal shape looming beside the bay had been a familiar sight throughout her life. Indeed, though she had no recollection of the fact, her parents had often told her that as a babe in arms she had watched it being delivered. Such a device could not possibly have been built on Trevithra, so it had to be assembled in orbit by foreign experts, and on the day of its arrival practically the entire population of Clayre turned out, whether to pray or to admire. Her father and mother brought the family—then, Stripe, who was not yet known by that name, and her twin older brothers—and everyone stood in awed silence as the monstrous mass, looking at first no larger or faster than a gullitch but growing by the second, swooped down under such precise control that it came to rest literally within a finger’s breadth of its intended position. Before the week was out it had accepted its first starship, and by now scores had landed, maybe a hundred. The crowds that gathered to watch those early touchdowns had dwindled to a handful: beggars, guides, shills, peddlers, pitiable fools who dreamed of stowing away to another world …


And, of course, protesters. Inevitably, protesters.


Dropping from the highslider before it reached its official halt at the port perimeter, risking bruises or a sprained ankle but in too much of a hurry to care, Stripe caught sight of another group of antis, not religious like the priest-led procession but political. Twenty or so strong, they were assembling near the main entrance under the watchful surveillance of armed guards, removing their clothes to demonstrate how admirably human they were, even though not a few bore scars betraying surgery. As they shared out illuminated signs with such slogans as CLOSE THE SKY AND KEEP US SAFE and NO TO FOREIGN BUGS AND GERMS, one of them, who had either inherited an unusually loud voice or had his vocal cords modified, began to harangue the few passersby. It was a warm night; soon sweat was forming little bright drops on his black elbow tufts. Stripe’s were red, the color of her body pattern.


She gave him and his companions a wide berth. She had more than once been ambushed and beaten up because skin like hers didn’t fit such people’s concept of humanity. But she had little difficulty in evading their attention. She had been sneaking in and out of the port for two years and knew every weak spot in the perimeter defenses.


She also knew that the port staff knew them too, and why they were allowed to remain.


Smartly garbed in brown and green, with black or white turbans on their heads, the duty personnel were strolling to their posts. Their work was essentially a sinecure, for everything that mattered was attended to by machines—imported, naturally—but to preserve a shred of dignity the Trevithran government insisted on keeping up a show of control over their visitors.


What would have happened if they had actually tried to exercise it was anybody’s guess.


The grid and its gear might have been imported, but the rest of the port complex had been produced locally: in other words, grown as much as built. Some people said sourly that that was to prove to off-worlders just how backward a planet they were visiting, while others argued that it made admirable sense to let living organisms do half the work rather than waste time devising machines that needed fuel and maintenance. Stripe had no opinion in the matter, though she was glad she could steal all the way to the grid in the kind of surroundings she was accustomed to. Darting barefoot from shadow to shadow, she gained the fence without being spotted. Casting a final glance around to make sure no one was looking her way, she checked that her flexibox was secure and jumped to catch a drooping frond of supplex. Swarming up it ropewise, she reached a stiffex and walked along one of its branches, the rough pads on her soles affording excellent purchase, until at a gap between two boles she reached a curtain of reddery.


Ducking through, she entered a corridor unknown to the wealthy travelers, be they tourists or merchants or preachers or whatever else, who passed through here—and, more than likely, to the agents who represented them and claimed to ensure their security. Such hidden passages riddled the port complex like runways in a greewit hill.


Faint luminance oozed from the walls at every junction. Thus guided, Stripe attained her usual vantage point, where she could peer down into the brightly lighted main arrival hall and watch the passengers debarking and up at that section of the ship whence its kitchens would discharge stores unconsumed during the voyage. Against the minuscule risk that someone might chance by before her coconspirator, Rencho, she unfolded her flexibox, leaving it in soft mode, stepped into it, and drew it up to her armpits. When she lay down along a wide flat branch, its dun color made for almost perfect camouflage.


Now she had nothing to do but wait and brood. And, as a matter of routine, suffer. The grid would utter terrible shrieks and groans as it accepted its colossal load. She might well be half-deafened in an hour’s time.


She didn’t like to think about the other rumored risks of being so close to it at touchdown. At least, though, she wasn’t showing any sign of early cheeching.


Or none, at any rate, that she had noticed.


Far above bloomed sheets of violet lightning. The ship was leaking some of its spatial charge. Either it was poorly maintained or it had come an exceptionally long way. That did nothing to sweeten people’s tempers, because it implied there would shortly be a storm. Some complained on the grounds that it was unseasonable, or because weather ought to be the prerogative of the gods, or because it would drive shoals of fish back to deep water; others, mostly those who made a profit from dealings with off-worlders, because it meant the strangers would have a less than favorable first impression of Trevithra.


And some were simply annoyed at getting wet.


Stripe didn’t care whether she got soaked or not. For her, the ship’s arrival promised another few weeks free of hunger, free of the need to beg, free of the risk that she might be rounded up and assigned to some noble’s work gang—or service of a more personal kind, if he or she were not repelled by her red-streaked body.


If that happened, what would become of her family? Now Yin and Marla were cheeching, she was their sole support, and Donzig’s. Her older brothers hadn’t heard the bad news yet; blessed with genes for the adult deep-diving reflex, they had been at sea this past half year, one as a seineman aboard a tagglefish smack and the other working on timber rafts as an underwater roper. Their pay, admittedly, was good, but it wouldn’t be in hand until they returned, and during their last furlough both had hinted about starting families of their own. In that case, since there was no cure for cheeching …


Why do I bother with that horrid Bolus and his phony “remedies”? Oh, I suppose because if I didn’t I’d forever blame myself after—after …


Sighing, she wondered what life was like on other worlds and whether people there had to endure fates even worse.


THIS BEING TREVITHRA, THAT CITY ENCIRCLING A BAY AT THE equator must be Clayre. But Clayre when? With six hundred thousand stars in the Arm, almost all possessing planets, sixty thousand of them offering conditions suitable for life, six thousand where it has arisen, and more than six hundred settled—or should one rather say infected?—by humanity; and given too the low average distance between systems, so that they shuttle through a gravitational web of indescribable complexity: no computer ever devised could determine the exact date by analyzing stellar positions.


The landing grid is there. That sets a pastward limit. But grids like that are self-repairing. Inspection would reveal little or nothing about its age.


As usual, that leaves only one thing to do. Find out.


THE COLOSSAL GRID CEASED ITS THRUMMING JUST BEFORE THE racket became intolerable. The ship was safely down, and Stripe was none the worse save for ringing in her ears and a hint of nausea.


Impatient as their kind always were, the passengers from the starship started to disembark at once. As yet she could not see them, but she could tell by the way those assigned to dance attendance on them reacted: scions of the city’s—indeed, the planet’s—richest families, who might look forward, if they discharged their duties aright, to a year’s income for a few weeks’ work.


Fat chance of me ever rating a job like that!


Overhead there seemed to be a slight delay. She knew the routine by heart, naturally. First the passengers’ belongings were unloaded via a token sterilizer that washed them with a pale blue glow and probably did about as much good as the prayers inscribed—at the insistence of the temple priests—on the floor of the rollway they rumbled down. Then, when owners and baggage had been reunited, the crew would descend at a more leisurely pace and make way for locally recruited staff, cleaners always, sometimes bodgers—as starfarers contemptuously termed Trevithra’s finest craftspeople—to take care of minor repairs. In the meantime the sanitary system would be drained and its contents sent for sterilization, and then for her and Rencho would come the crucial moment, the moment when …


But where was Rencho? It wasn’t like him to be late!


Puzzled, growing worried, she glanced up once more and confirmed that evacuation tubes were nuzzling up to the permeable areas of the ship’s hull. Moreover, she had already heard the slam and clang of giant garbage skips trundling to await the load they were to bear to the incinerators. If she missed her chance—! Oh, she would kick herself for so heedlessly parting with everything she had dumped on Bolus’s stall! And Mother Shaqqi was bound to cheat her of at least part of her share of the “amulets” she had told Donzig to hand over …


Was this the time when she was doomed to wind up as broke as she had often feared?


Mouth dry, heart pounding, she cautiously parted fronds in the ceiling of the arrivals hall and peered down at the strangers. Her angle of view was too narrow to afford a proper sight of them, but she caught glimpses and found herself wondering not for the first time whether she was ever going to run across a visitor content to use his or her own feet.


As usual, the majority were sealed inside suits like those worn—she had seen pictures—by the negotiators from Yellick who had concluded the deal to install the grid, and later by the medical experts who had lived here for a full circuit of the sun, studying Trevithran life-forms and developing vaccines and counterorganisms against those capable of infecting human tissue. Clearly the suited ones were not fully convinced by those experts’ assurances.


However, others were either bolder or able to afford a superior level of immunization, for they were prepared to risk breathing unfiltered air. For instance, gliding past beneath her at this moment was a lean and rather stately woman with snow-white hair and immensely long fingers, clad in a rose-red robe and borne along by something blue and soft with a great many legs. If she had been as huge as the rotund man who appeared to be her companion, for they kept pace with one another, Stripe would have understood why; he looked as though ten steps would exhaust him under the burden of his own weight. He, however, was grasping the air and swinging along with both feet clear of the floor, brachiating in fact like a clumber, or a pithronel in transhumance season. Only a faint glow betrayed the nature of his unseen supports.


Fawning, their Trevithran escorts claimed them. They moved out of sight, and Stripe found herself gazing at yet other peculiar forms of assisted ambulation. Wheeled vehicles, tracked ones, rolling cages, mechanical walkers, pads of endlessly flowing slime that left no trace either on the floor or on their riders—the variety of conveyances seemed infinite.


Abruptly it occurred to Stripe that she was seeing some of them for the first time. That implied a ship from a new planet. She clenched her fists. Where in all of space had Rencho gotten to?


At long, long last she recognized his approaching footsteps. Even now, though, he didn’t seem to be hurrying. Thrusting the flexibox toward her feet and rolling it with the ease of habit, she slid to the floor and confronted him.


“What took you so long? I was getting worried! I mean—look!” She gestured toward the reception grid.


Neat in green uniform and black turban, Third Deputy Port Controller Rencho shrugged. This landing mattered far less to him than it did to Stripe. He affected contempt for most interstellar travelers on the grounds that one planet should be enough for anybody, though he did make an exception for merchants; he was as appreciative of foreign gadgetry and imported luxuries as anybody—anybody not a templegoer, of course. Moreover, now and then he was able to put an off-world buyer in touch with his brother-in-law, who traded in curios and works of art, and his finder’s fees constituted a far more significant supplement to his wages than did the paltry sums he split with Stripe.


He said gruffly, “There was no way to let you know, was there?”


“But by this time they—”


He cut her short. “Don’t worry. There’s delay all around. This ship’s not from Yellick but Sumbala. We only ever had one from there before, the one that came to agree landing rights, which didn’t touch down. It’s come a long way. Some say Sumbala lies beyond the Veiled World!”


He intended the statement to sound impressive, but to Stripe it was meaningless, save that by implication it explained the peculiar modes of transport she’d just seen. She had heard people talking about stars all her life, but they had no reality to her. At night the artificial aurora blanked them out, except when a ship was due to land, and by day there was only the sun. Reverting to the crucial subject, she insisted, “But they’ll have thrown everything away!”


“No, I’m trying to tell you!” he snapped. “This is a different design. They’ve had to make changes to the—”


The noise of rushing water interrupted him.


“And what’s that if it’s not the sewage being flushed?” Stripe countered.


“I …” Rencho ran a finger between his forehead and his turban as though the latter had suddenly grown too tight. “I guess they sorted things out. Come on, then.”


From his sleeve he produced the little wriggling device that their conspiracy depended on. How often Stripe had dreamed of stealing it! Until, divining her thoughts, Rencho warned her that it was conditioned to respond only to him. Were she to try and wear it, it would die, and bequeath her a nasty rash into the bargain.


Perhaps one day—


But for the time being she was as dependent on Rencho as Donzig was on her. Meekly she followed in his wake as he strode in the direction of the waste-discharge area.


Beyond another of the ubiquitous curtains of reddery they reached their destination to find it was as Rencho had promised: the huge disposal skip had still not descended from the surface of the grid. Stripe breathed a sigh of relief. Then, suddenly sensing that her companion was ill at ease, she demanded what was the matter.


“New ship,” Rencho muttered. “From a new world. And full of tourists from who knows how many others. I can’t help wondering—”


“Wondering if we dare risk it?” Stripe broke in. “Ah, you sound like an anti! Where’s your sign saying bugs keep out?”


“Don’t try my patience! I was only thinking maybe we ought to let the experts check things out this time. I can get at their report—”


“It’s always been all right before! Besides … Well, consider the profit! You got your cut of the last lot, didn’t you? And it was worth having? Yes? Well then! Think how much more we can look forward to if I offer absolutely brand-new stuff, never tasted on Trevithra before! There’s at least one restaurant under Marnchunk where the boss will double my usual rate.”


“Double it? Are you sure?”


“Sure as I’m standing here!”


Greed and caution fought visibly in Rencho’s face. The former won. He moved as usual toward the sensors that he had to dupe into believing that the refuse was on its way to be burned. Using his wriggly key, he made the requisite adjustments—barely in time, for overhead they finally managed to mate the skip with the hull, and rattles and bangs announced that it was being filled. Shortly it slid noisily down to where a trolley waited that should have carried it at once to the incinerator. Thanks to Rencho’s tampering, when it rolled away it turned left instead of right and halted in the compartment where they stood.


Stripe unsealed its cover. At once the air was full of most amazing odors: rich, appetizing, in the literal sense mouthwatering. She uttered an exclamation.


“How can they bear to throw all this away? Look, there are full bottles, untouched packs with complete meals in them, and not just food and drink but all sorts of other things!” She snatched up items at random—a jar packed tight with green fruit as bright as jewels, a transparent box with amethyst strands floating in a crystal liquid, a silver tube from whose pierced cap she shook blue powder—and tried to read their labels. Her face fell.


“This doesn’t make sense. The letters are wrong.”


“I told you,” Rencho muttered. “This ship’s all the way from Sumbala. Writing changes, same as language. I heard some of the passengers talking as they left the concourse, and I couldn’t understand half of what they said.”


“So how can we tell what these are for?” Abruptly downcast, Stripe gazed at him with disappointed eyes.


“I’ll have to find someone. My sister’s Gowd may know. And there are a few people who’ve had a chance to work on starships, replacing someone who got hurt here or took sick. They may have picked up some of the foreign lingoes … Anyway, you can’t carry all this in one load, can you?”


“What do you think I am, a lumberlugger?” countered Stripe, feigning her normal self-possession.


“Then take the food and drink, and I’ll hide the rest until I find out what it is. You can collect it later.”


Stripe bit her blue lower lip with small yellow teeth as she calculated the risk of Rencho cheating her. The odds were high, but she wasn’t yet in a position to work alone. After a moment she said, “I guess there’s no alternative. Help me load?”


“No, you do that. I’ll hide the other stuff. We’ve got to be quick. It’s nearly time to trigger the incinerator. I just hope no one’s monitoring the flame spectrum, or—Cheech! I forgot my burn smear. I’ll have to go fetch it or someone might get suspicious because the skip doesn’t smell right when it returns to base.”


Busily cramming item after item into her box, Stripe said, “Just leave some of the packaging, why don’t you? Burn it right here. If any scraps survive, they’ll assume it’s because it’s foreign and needs a higher temperature or something.”


“But they’ll smell smoke coming from the wrong—”


“No they won’t.” Stripe jerked her head upward. “Listen.”


Rain was starting to drum on the roofs of the port and hiss as it struck the still-hot grid. They heard shouted orders from above as the clearance crews rushed to finish their work and seek shelter. Shortly rainwater began to flow down the walls of the room they were in and trickle across the floor.


“Get a move on,” the girl added. “If people see me soaking wet, they’ll think nothing of it, but you’re in uniform, and someone might start asking questions.”


“I don’t know why I put up with you,” Rencho grunted. “I really don’t. You order me around worse than my chief.”


“It’s because I dreamed up our little scheme, which had been under your nose for years and you didn’t notice.”


True enough. Resignedly Rencho set about finding storage places for the mysterious alien goods. He had little trouble. This was an old room, long neglected, and reddery was sprouting all over it, affording plenty of niches and cavities behind the dense foliage. By the time the rain started to leak through the matted stems of the ceiling the job was done, and Stripe’s flexibox was so full she could barely push it along on its frictionless base.


“How long do you think it’ll be before you find someone to read those labels?” she demanded, wiping perspiration from her eyes.


“You’d better give me three or four days,” Rencho answered, striking a fusee and tossing it among the wrappers he had left in the skip. They flared up satisfactorily, leaving the metal coated with greasy smuts, but the smoke reeked worse than charring prayer leaves.


“That long?” Stripe countered, fanning the fumes aside.


“You want it done fast or you want it done right?”


“I guess … Okay. But I’m glad we didn’t miss this lot, aren’t you? This is treasure trove!”


CLAD IN A CONVENTIONAL GOWN, IN ALL RESPECTS RESEMBLING bling any other male who passed along the streets of Clayre, a personage unremarkable as to elbow tufts and sole pads, broad and bluish lips, and teeth that when glimpsed were yellow, almost orange, strolled through the rain, paused to listen to occasional conversations, wandered onward.


And shortly began to pick up, despite the downpour, whiffs of the stench of hate.


Too much to hope for, that my stay be made so brief! Yet I might dare to hope, if only to remind myself that I can do so …


Turning briskly, though not so briskly as to attract unwelcome attention.


BURDENED THOUGH SHE WAS, STRIPE CONTRIVED TO DRAG and shove and drag her flexibox to the perimeter fence. Never before, however, had she come away with such an astonishing load of booty. Vague thoughts crystallized at the back of her mind, entailing the suspicion that she must be growing up, for they were far more abstract than she was accustomed to:


Sumbala must be an incredibly rich world. Ships from Yellick never dump such quantities of leftover stores. Usually I’m lucky to get one surplus meal pack per passenger because, like Rencho says, it costs a star and a planet to haul mass through tachyonic space.


Of course, the best of those meal packs could sell for enough to support her family for a week …


The prospect of what this batch would command made her almost giddy. And there was more to be collected later!


And what about the return? Either their medicine must be incredibly far advanced, or they simply don’t care about picking up our germs, which to them must be as alien as theirs are to us, from food that they buy on Trevithra!


Unused to machines, she did not consider that sterile provisions might be synthesized as required.


But diseases are one thing. You can invent cures for them, or find vaccines.


She heard an imaginary voice, much like Bolus’s, say mockingly, “Is that so? Then how about cheeching?”


And that was the point, wasn’t it?


It’s the bugs that get into your gonads and then change your children: they’re the problem. I suppose the passengers without suits have all had their families and their progeny are growing up safely back at home. Because if not, their germ plasm must be amazingly armored!


A shiver of anxiety trespassed down her spine as she reheard Rencho’s doubtful comment about maybe letting experts evaluate matters before running any risks. She damped it by concentrating on the prospect of unprecedented riches, especially the quantity of anticheeching medicine she could buy for Yin and Marla not from a quack like Bolus but from another, better doctor, maybe even one whose patients lived on Marnchunk Hill.


No doubt it was distractions of that sort, she later concluded, that led to her making the most grievous mistake of her young life.


It had not occurred to her that any of the political antis would still be hanging around by the main entrance so long after the foreigners had dispersed. Usually they set off in immediate pursuit.


Not today.


She realized it even as she was struggling to guide her flexibox down the supplex without losing her grip on the stiffex. Nearly a dozen protesters were still in sight, arguing fiercely as they dressed again. It looked as though roughly half had followed the off-worlders as per normal, but this remainder wasn’t satisfied with making such a token gesture. She caught the odd shrill cry about infection from yet more distant planets than before, and someone made as though to strike someone else with one of the now-unilluminated signs they carried.


At that moment she lost her grip on the flexibox.


It slithered to the ground with a crunch.


Something inside cracked, and in moments the air was full of a strange and pungent smell, at once acid and oily, at once appetizing and repugnant, like a blend of gleeze with smoked and pickled frang.


Frantically she jumped down to retrieve the box, force it upright, push it away before the others noticed … and was too slow. Even the sluggish movement of the tropical evening air sufficed to bear the odor to the antis. Private disputes forgotten, they turned as one to stare in her direction.


If only this had happened outside, under the rain—!


The one with the ultra-loud voice said, “What’s in that box? Something from the starship? Something foreign—poisonous?”


“I know her!” said another, shading enormous eyes with a web-fingered hand. “Can’t be more than one mockery with that pattern of red stripes! I see her in Mid-City Market all the time!”


Mockery? They’re calling me a mockery? When they look as though they ought to be burning prayers to buy forgiveness for their parents’ miscegenation—!


But this was no time to fume over the sort of insults children of Donzig’s age hurled uncomprehendingly at one another on street corners.


Frantically tilting the flexibox back on its base, sparing a glance to make sure whatever had broken wasn’t leaking sufficiently to leave liquid spoor, for scent-tracking, so-called hounding, genes, though rare, were not unknown among the citizens of Clayre, Stripe felt her heart pound as sweat gathered on her skin—also traceable! Where were the patrols who earlier had prevented the protesters from gaining access to the port complex? Had they vanished as soon as the passengers left, caring more for the safety of rich foreign visitors than a co-Trevithran’s?


It certainly looked that way. And, reunited in a common cause, the antis were moving menacingly toward her …


And, miraculously, halting as a voice boomed from the air.


“Stand back! Gangway! Sterilization team!”


With humming, whining machines broadcasting the same pale blue light as was supposed to purify the new arrivals and their baggage, a platoon of guards was approaching. For a fraction of a second Stripe was able to savor the exquisite irony of the protesters’ dilemma. If the off-worlders had still been shedding alien organisms as they passed this way, then these devices would—so ran the claim—eliminate them … that is, provided no one trod in the wrong place and carried them farther away. Visibly furious yet obliged to conform with this law that they themselves approved, the antis uttered confused and frantic shouts. She caught snatches: “Sterilize her! Take away her flexibox! Can’t you smell that alien stench?”


But the sterilization team couldn’t smell anything, or indeed hear very much. They were sealed in protective suits with a self-contained supply of air.


For show, of course. Strictly for show. The effect was as much magical as scientific. Not, actually, that that made a great deal of difference. Yin and Marla had been at pains to make their children grasp that basic truth. At least half the time believing that a medication worked was just as good as having one that really did, for on some level far below the conscious such faith could invoke the aid of defense mechanisms reaching clear back to—well, to wherever humanity had come from.


Naturally, this was not a subject to be mentioned in the hearing of a templegoer, let alone a priest, save at risk of an interminable argument about General Creation. But Yin and Marla were believers in the Ship, built by humans to spread humans far and wide, rather than in the Perfect, who could fly from star to star by act of will. More than likely these nonreligious antis paid lip service to the same views, but they were just as obsessed as the priests with the concept of an ideal human form, or at least of ideal forms plural, each suited to one particular world and not to be exposed to contamination from elsewhere …


Though if we ourselves constitute outside contamination—what then?


All this fled through Stripe’s mind in an instant while she waited for her precious unexpected chance of escape. Just as the sterilization machines lumbered, growling, between her and the antis, she gave her flexibox a violent shove and took off in its wake. Moments later she was mingling with a group of disappointed shills and peddlers—would they never learn that greater attractions than theirs were to be found up Marnchunk Hill?—as they boarded a lowslider bound for the center of Clayre.


She wished, though, that she wasn’t so convinced of having caught from the corner of her ear a vicious promise:


“Now I’ve smelled it, I’ll recognize that stink anywhere. Did you say she shops in Mid-City Market?”


Which ordained, of course: lose this booty in a big big hurry, and the flexibox as well, for it was seeping greasy liquid. Whatever had leaked was also spoiling its frictionless base, so that it grew harder and harder to push. Briefly she considered making straight for the restaurant whose owners were her best customers: not on Marnchunk Hill itself, whose residents could afford to pay full price for imported delicacies, but just on the fringe, where people from the lower town also lusted after unfamiliar luxuries.


However, her parents’ plight persuaded her to go home first, although she took a wide detour in hopes that the rain would make the telltale scent harder to trace.


Donzig met her at the threshold, shaking as though in fear of punishment, pleading at the top of his voice. “I did like you said! Even went to Mother Shaqqi! Didn’t get my chulgra, though! She said your yellow bag—”


Cuffing him aside, Stripe strode past into the yard. From the corner of her eye she noticed a tendril of stranglevine. That ought to be salted and burned, but she had no time to spare for such matters.


Yin and Marla, slumped in chairs, reacted sluggishly to her arrival. Wheezing, Marla managed to say, “Don’t smack the little boy. He gave me medicine.”


And after a moment, in a puzzled tone: “Who was he?”


“Donzig, your own son!” Stripe cried, kneeling beside the weak flabby creature that had been her mother.


But there was no further response. The dull eyes closed, and the breathing resumed its resting rate, one inhalation every minute and a half. Shortly the bladder emptied, and she had to jump back to avoid being splashed.


“You should move us out,” Yin said faintly. Stripe laid a hand on his slack arm, which he scarcely had the strength to lift in response. “When your brothers come home, we’ll only be in the way. Get rid of us. We’re done for.”


This argument could go on forever …


“Donzig!”


“Y-yes?”


“Are you sure you gave them both their medicine?”


“Yes, I swear!”


“Yin, did you find that it helped?… Yin?”


But he was as inert as Marla. It seemed that uttering one or two coherent sentences was the most they could any longer achieve.


Nerves raw with hatred of Dr. Bolus, Stripe bent to inspect the slaitches he had recommended her to set beneath her parents’ chairs. As she had feared, while she was out white threads from their calves had overrun the dark gray slabs and made connection with the dirt below. Her best precautions had been in vain.


Sobbing, she rose to her feet. Were she a templegoer, she’d have known what to do, and perhaps it was a more merciful decision: send for priests with ritual spades to undercut these roots her parents were trying to sink and bear the two of them with chants and gongs to the landside edge of the city, where, as Yin had said, they would be out of the way of their descendants.


But when they first discovered they were cheeching, Yin and Marla had forbidden all resort to priests. They had decreed that no matter how they might contradict themselves at some future date, they did not and never would believe in the Perfect who had abandoned their bodies and retreated to an existence independent of matter so as to free up as much of it as possible for their descendants …


“Stripe!” Donzig whimpered.


“Oh, shut up!”


“But Stripe, I’m hungry!”


“Oh …!” But, come to think of it, so was she. Turning her back on the miserable spectacle of their parents, she dipped into the flexibox at random. Finding one of the spaceline’s packaged meals, she tore off its cover. Donzig’s eyes grew planet-round.


“Is it foreign? Can I really have some?”


Over and over he had been ordered not to touch, for Stripe must take what she and Rencho saved from starship garbage to be sold for five, ten, twenty times the cost of a regular meal …


“Yes!” she said recklessly. “Have as much as you want!”


And wondered as they both ate, using fingers:


What’s cheeching like, really? Yin and Marla don’t seem to be suffering. More—well—resigned. I ought to give them more of Bolus’s nostrum just in case it helps … but can one regard slowing down the inevitable as “help”? May it not be the exact reverse?


“This is wonderful!” Donzig breathed.


But Stripe had barely noticed what she was gulping down. Her attention was on those who might never eat again, who no longer needed to, whose final days would be sustained by soil and water …


Resolve gathered in her mind. She felt a surge of gratitude to whatever random force had contrived to bring her such largess today of all days—and repressed it out of commitment to her rational upbringing.


What mattered was that she sell this off-world food and drink for as much as she could possibly obtain; then, keeping back sufficient to support herself and Donzig until her brothers returned, spend the rest on the sort of ending her parents would have wanted. Moving people who had already cheeched was costly; she suspected that was why, even now that star visitors were frequent and the legend of the Ship was daily gaining renewed credence, so many let priests take their bodies in charge. But there was an alternative. Her relatives probably wouldn’t approve, but it was legal, and she might very well be able to afford It.


Why shouldn’t she? As a dutiful daughter and the only responsible person on the spot …


Her brothers might be as angry as the rest of the family, but if they’d chosen to be half the world away at this juncture—!


I’ll do it.


Rising, Stripe shoved the rest of the food at Donzig. Seizing it, he spluttered thanks from an overfull mouth. She ignored him as she reclaimed the flexibox and set about washing those of the contents that had been wetted by the flask that broke. Half-recognizable words on its label led her to conclude it had held some sort of sauce or relish. Well, now she would never know …


Returning her undamaged booty to the box, she forced herself to smile at Donzig.


“Brother, you do realize Yin and Marla aren’t—well—human anymore?”


A frown crossed his small face. He said uncertainly, “I thought …”


“What?”


“I thought what’s happening to them is just part of being human. Isn’t it? Marla told me it was. Lots of times.”


Shamed by this child, Stripe kept the smile on her face and even patted Donzig’s head.


“Yes, that’s true, and she was quite right. All of us go that way sooner or later. But there are different things we can decide to do with cheechers. I remember what both Yin and Marla said they wanted if—when—things reached this pass. I’m going to try and arrange it.”


The boy looked at her blankly, but she was suddenly too weary to explain the concept of humanizing the biological heritage of colony planets. In fact, until this moment she had never considered that she might need to. Like the superiority of the Ship hypothesis against that of General Creation, she had always taken it for granted.


And want to go that way when my time comes …


Not at a temple dump with countless others but alone, maybe on some near-barren islet. Some place where the genes of human beings, along with all their fellow travelers picked up en route to now, would face minimal competition. In another thousand years, ten thousand, or ten million …


I have grown up today. I can think of the universe carrying on without me.


Gruffly she said, “Give Yin and Marla another dose of medicine. Not right away but in a little while. I’ll be back by midnight. Oh—and salt that stranglevine before it pulls the house down!”


And, hauling the reloaded flexibox, she braved anew the welcome pelting of the rain.


SO IT’S FIFTEEN LOCAL YEARS SINCE THE INSTALLATION OF THE grid. That provides a fix: after the peak of temple dominance—the priests no longer insist on human sacrifice—but before the resurgence of the Ship-believers.


It was, as ever, strange to recall events that would not happen for another century.


And as yet there is no cure for cheeching. That will be brought from Klepsit even later.


The condition’s name stemmed from the protesting sounds some of its victims made: their last wheezes prior to coma.


In other words: just before the epoch of the Massacres, that insane attempt to “purify” the local breed.


The rain was lessening. Borne on the air came howls and screams suggesting that that epoch had begun.


MOVING AWAY FROM THE COAST, THE STORM SLUICED HIGHER ground inland. The sloping roads that doubled back and forth on Marnchunk Hill were awash. Every hundred paces a curbside grating allowed the water to flow into a spillway, thence by overhead gutters across the next level and the next, until at last it spewed forth at the edge of the lower town and was left to its own devices. If a few score huts down there were swept away, that was their occupants’ worry.


This system, however, was far from perfect. Many of the gratings were blocked with rubbish. Ordinarily Stripe would have paused beside each to check for anything worth salvaging, but tonight she was in too much of a hurry. She had sold everything, at excellent prices. She had even discarded her old flexibox with its betraying odor, hiding it at the rear of a restaurant whose owner had refused to do business with her. She could buy another on the morrow—ten, if she wanted—down at the port, where she planned to find a fisherman willing for the fee she could now offer to convey Yin and Marla in his boat to that lonely island she had earlier envisaged. Now, slipping and sliding on muddy flags, she was making for home as fast as possible, hoping against hope that her parents would be conscious enough to understand her good news.


Soiled to the thighs, she rushed around the corner of the alley where her family dwelt—and came to a dead stop, suppressing a cry of horror.


By the light of waving flambeaux she could see a crowd twenty or thirty strong, some wielding axes.


Antis! There could be no mistake.


The door of her house had been smashed down. Triumphant shouts announced the fate of those who had brought mockery into the world, and the blade of one ax glistened red in the fitful light, defining what that fate had been.


Donzig!


She clenched her fists, silently cursing the neighbors who were safely shut indoors. Not a glimmer showed at any nearby window. Armed with truncheons, three of the youngest antis were patrolling self-importantly back and forth to make sure no busybody interfered.


And then a howl of gut-curdling blood lust rang out. Sick, she realized there was nothing to be done for Donzig. They were passing his body through the broken door, to be cast into the kennel like so much garbage. Several mouths pursed and spit.


Unable to move, save sidelong into shadows, she watched as the antis made repeated attempts to set the house on fire. Its leaf-thatched roof being saturated, they had to settle for piling up dry odds and ends inside and torching them, after which they dispersed with shrieks of laughter and much mutual congratulation.


Four or five were coming up the hill toward her. She cast around for something to use as a weapon. They would kill her, too, of course, but they’d pay dearly for their entertainment!


There was nothing, not even a branch that would serve as a club.


Her futile desire for vengeance faded. She cowered back into darkness, hoping that none of those who were about to pass possessed the powerful sense of smell that must have led them to her home. If only she had gone directly up Marnchunk Hill, sown a completely false trail, so that the antis’ wrath might have been expended against …


Against innocent victims? I say it’s no crime to want to share the marvels that rich travelers enjoy!


Chuckling and chattering, they had swaggered past. Memory arose of Donzig, beaming with delight as for the first, the first and only, time he was allowed his fill of foreign food, sucking every least smear from his stubby childish fingers …


Now the smoke of burning reached her. It bore the odor of what she knew must be her parents’ bodies roasting, abominably delicious. Unable to stand it any longer, she took to her heels. Blind with tears, she fled and knew not where.


Dawn found her shivering on a rocky promontory just outside the city, separated from it by a copse of yifles. They bore cruel thorns. Staring dully down at herself, Stripe deduced that she must have thrust her way among them, for her skin was lacerated and her kirtle hung in tatters.


Yet she had no recollection of so doing.


Suddenly, as daylight rushed upon the land, she realized she was not alone. Motionless, at a distance of four or five paces, there stood a man, neither old nor young, whom she did not recognize. Alarmed, she glanced around for a way of escape. The horror of last night had convinced her that any stranger might all too easily prove an enemy.


Especially one who, like this person, displayed no unusual features like her stripe.


“Is there any way I can help?” he inquired in a level, unremarkable voice.


“Leave me alone!” She clenched her fists. “I just want to die!”


The words burst forth without intention. The stranger pondered them and eventually indicated disbelief.


“You’re young, apart from scratches in good health, and free of any physical deformity. That someone in your position should contemplate—”


“This isn’t a deformity?” she blazed, flinging aside the shreds of her kirtle to reveal the full extent of her stripe. “There are plenty who say it is! They call me a mockery because of it, and last night …”


Emotion gagged her throat.


“Last night—what?”


“Last night they killed my family and burned my home!” she screamed. “Oh, cheech! How I hate this place! How I hate its people! I never want to see them again! I could pass the killers any time, by night or day, and never know who were the guilty ones because they look like you! I want to go away, far away, to anywhere!”


“It was your house, then, that was attacked by a mob?”


“So you heard about it, did you?” Stripe’s voice grew sullen.


“I saw it.”


“Saw it?” Now her tone mingled incredulity and anger. “You watched? Did you do anything to help?”


A hesitation. “I was not allowed to.”


“What do you mean?” In her confusion she began to wonder whether she had after all met one of the guilty ones.


“You see, I’m not Trevithran.”


“Oh, don’t expect me to swallow that! You’re as Trevithran as I am! The devils who killed my family would say you’re more so!”


“No, truthfully. What you see is, so to speak, protective coloration. I’m from space. From a starship. And if you really want to leave Trevithra, I can help.”


“Ridiculous!” Stripe jeered. “I’ve seen people off starships. They don’t allow people like you and me on board—backward, primitive, carrying foreign bugs! Well, not unless they have to, like when a member of the crew gets hurt or taken ill.”


“And how do you know? Did you hear that maybe from a priest, or someone under orders to keep saying so?”


On the verge of renewed objection, Stripe hesitated. The other’s tone was infectiously calm. Besides, his claim wasn’t totally incredible. A starship had landed last evening—indeed, there it lay gleaming like a monstrous muthrin on the far side of Clayre Bay. And he did look remarkably ordinary, so extremely ordinary that his appearance could have been based on some artificial average …


Uncertainly she said, “Well, if what you say is true, you can tell me the name of your ship’s home world.” That was a poor test, but on the spur of the moment she could think of none better. Casting around for one, she almost failed to register the reply.


“Oh, not the ship from Sumbala. Mine’s in orbit. It never lands. It’s not designed to.”


“Then how in all of space did you …?”


The words trailed away. Suddenly she wasn’t looking at a Trevithran any longer. The man had changed. Apart from losing his elbow tufts, she couldn’t be sure in what way. Yet very definitely she was looking at a person not born on the same planet as herself.


And in the same instant the implications of what he had just said sank home.


Mouth dry, knees shaking, hands folded tight to stop them doing the same, she heard herself say, “You’re talking about the ship, aren’t you? I mean: the Ship.”


“Yes, I am. Don’t you believe in it?”


Giddy, she closed her eyes.


Do I say yes or no? Yin and Marla brought me up all my life to believe in its existence, but … Well, I always thought of it as far in the past! It traveled down the Arm of Stars—that’s the legend—and people from it settled on the habitable planets, which is why we are so nearly all alike. Then local life-forms changed us, like the bug that makes us cheech, so now we’re different. It makes sense.


But it’s a long way from believing that that’s why so many planets all have people on them, to accepting an offer to leave, to fly to space!


She said as much, choosing her words with care.


The stranger nodded. He had reverted to the appearance of a normal Trevithran—and that, thought Stripe frustratedly, was quite a trick! If only she could do the same, she could pass unnoticed by antis at the spaceport, in the market, anywhere. Then she remembered she never wanted to visit those places again.


“Its instructions forbid the Ship to interfere, save in certain exceptional cases. It is indeed in orbit around your planet, but no one is aware of it apart from you.” A fresh hesitation. “Did you notice that the storm last night was unusually sudden and unusually violent?”


“I thought it was because the ship—the other ship—had come so far and was so big.” Stripe listened to her own words with renewed incredulity. It seemed she was letting herself be persuaded.


“It’s of a recent and quite sound design. Normally it wouldn’t shed half that much spatial static. But there was temporal static to disperse, as well. A great deal of it.”


Was that annoyance in the man’s tone? Or was it regret? Or neither? She had learned from Rencho that visitors from other planets used different inflections and even words—which must be why sometimes they grew angry at being misunderstood by “primitive” Trevithrans. So she’d heard.


However, a far more important question was burning on her tongue, and she must pose it before it eluded her. She demanded hastily, “Aren’t you interfering by talking to me?”


“Yes.”


“Yet you didn’t act to stop my family being killed! So what makes mine an exceptional case?”


Let’s see you wriggle out of that!


“The Ship’s instructions permit the evacuation of human beings from a planet that has proved less suitable than originally predicted. They may be removed to the nearest, or the nearest more favorable, star system.”


“So what makes a planet suitable?”


“The fact that humans can survive on it.”


Stripe laughed harshly. “I don’t see that fits at all. Aren’t there millions of us on Trevithra now—tens of thousands here in Clayre alone?”


“That is true.” The other inclined his head. “But the instructions do not specify that the entire population is to be evacuated. What odds do you give for your individual survival now the antis of Clayre have tasted blood?”


Of a sudden she felt very cold and very calm. She said after a moment, “I think they’d kill me as soon as they set eyes on me. Not just because I’m what they call a mockery, but because I might recognize some of them and denounce them for the murderers they are. You see, they spotted me at the spaceport where I was collecting unused food and drink from the starship. I broke a flask holding a sauce, I think, with a distinctive smell. One of them claimed to have seen me before, but that’s most likely how they tracked me to my home. Only of course I wasn’t there when they arrived.”


“Had you been there and moved on?”


“Yes, up the hill to sell what I had salvaged.”


“They didn’t follow your spoor?”


“The rain must have been too heavy. I could barely see where I was going. Besides, I’d washed everything else and thrown the broken flask away.”


If I hadn’t … Oh, what’s the good? If this, if that—I can’t make things any different than they are.


The back of her neck was prickling as though one of the antis were creeping up, intent on her death. She had to glance around to convince herself she and the self-styled spaceman were still alone.


“I put it to you”—levelly, like a priest detecting an unadmitted sin—“that your survival on this planet is unlikely.”


“Unless I can hide on the other side of the world … and what would I do in a city where I don’t know anyone and have no relatives?”


“You have no other family?”


“Two older brothers. Their work takes them all over the place. I don’t know where they are. I can’t even let them know our parents have been killed.”


“We’re that far back, are we? I hadn’t realized … Just a moment.” The other’s face blanked, as though he were listening to faint and very distant sounds.


“What—?” Stripe began, but he was back to normal.


“I was checking my on-board memory banks. They remind me that it won’t be until—Excuse me. I should say: you don’t at present have a planetary person-to-person message system. Some worlds do. But from your level of technology it’s bound to take another century or two.”


“What’s that to me? I shan’t be here! Even if the antis don’t kill me, I’m apt to cheech ahead of normal time. They say stress like what I suffered through last night can often bring it on like that.” She snapped her fingers on the final word.


“Then all I can say is this.” He drew a deep breath. “Accept my invitation. Leave Trevithra. Please.”


That last word rang and rang in Stripe’s ears. She wanted to demand, “What in space makes you say that?” She wanted to run home, except that home wouldn’t be there anymore, only a dirty smoke-grimed pile of thatch and planks. (What would have become of Donzig’s corpse? No doubt some officious neighbor would have called a priest and had it taken to the temple dump, blustering to conceal his or her cowardice last night.) She …


She abruptly made sense of the request.


“Tell me,” she said slowly, looking anywhere but at the spaceman. “Are there many people in your—in the Ship?”


“No, there are not.”


“Do you get lonely?”


“Yes, very lonely.”


“Do you sometimes take advantage of the loophole in the instructions to invite people to join you?”


“Yes.”


“Do the instructions order you to tell the truth?”


“Yes.”


“Are you telling me the truth?”


“In the most literal fashion.” A quirk of the mouth. “You sound as though you studied in a temple school. But I gathered that your family were Ship-believers.”


For the first time today Stripe managed a smile. “My parents taught me and my brothers how to best a templegoer in an argument by being strictly logical.”


“Did you ever?”


“No.” The smile became a sour grin. “Templegoers can always find an illogical way out.”


“Well, if it’s any comfort, all the signs indicate that because they tolerate the disgusting behavior of the antis, the priests and their dupes won’t hang on to power much longer. Shipbelievers are going to gain the ascendant, although the process will be a painful one.”


Stripe stared at him. “Are you describing a prediction by the Ship’s computers?”


“More or less. It’s more complicated than that, but—yes.”


“And,” she stabbed, “giving knowledge of the probable future doesn’t constitute interference?”


As he was preparing his reply, her mouth rounded into an O. “Wait! I see a way in which it need not!”


“That being—?” Relief rang in the words.


“You’re already convinced that I’ve made up my mind to go with you. So it doesn’t matter if you tell me, because I won’t pass on the information. Am I right?”


“Am I right?” he parried.


“Yes!” She drew herself bolt upright. “Even if it’s only so that one day I can come back and tell everyone that there really is a Ship, and it’s still traveling the starlanes for our sake!”


“You sound amazingly adult,” the spaceman murmured. “As I suspected, having your lives shortened by cheeching means you grow up more quickly, cram adulthood into a narrower span … As to coming back, though: I’m afraid not.”


“No?” Almost a cry.


“Entering the Ship binds you to the laws of the Ship. The instruction about noninterference, most of all … But you still want to come.” It wasn’t a question.


She let her hands fall to her sides. “What do I have to do?”


“Nothing. It will all just happen. By the way!”


“What?”


“Thank you. Thank you very much indeed.”


MIGHT I NOT BETTER HAVE STAYED, TOLD MY TALE TO WHOM EVER was prepared to listen, had the murderers arraigned and punished …? Ah, but only the nobles possess power. What is it to them if Yin and Marla died and our house burned?


Elsewhere, beneath another sun, perhaps I’ll find a sane society. Or if sanity’s too much to hope for, at least a kind one.


Is this the one whom no known world will suit, the key to my release from endless maze-walks back and forth in time? Whether she is or not, it makes no difference. I have to act as if she were, in hopes that that will make my hopeless dream come true.


So wondering, each in a sense the other’s captive, they set forth.




CHAPTER TWO


SHIP


STRIPE WAITED A LONG MOMENT TO BE CONVEYED UP TO THE Ship. Insofar as she had any mental image of what it would be like to leave her planet’s surface and enter space, she imagined that she would soar skyward headfirst like the pictures of those favored by the gods that templegoers often carried in procession, feeling her internal organs dragging against their mesenteries, her blood pooling in her feet, her brain becoming giddier and giddier. She hoped to see Trevithra half in sunlight, half in darkness, and the green gleam of the artificial aurora that filtered out invading spores.


Instead …


“Are we not going to the Ship?” she demanded.


“We have arrived.”


“But nothing has changed!” She waved at the copse of yifles, the view of the bay, the distant spaceport. The air even smelled the same.


“Yours is counted as a backward planet. The citizens of Clayre are among its most sophisticated inhabitants. Yet even they, as you have seen, can relapse into the mindlessness of a mob—and it doesn’t even take the pressure of enormous numbers. Toward the poles, where nobody has seen a starship, let alone met an off-world visitor, most Trevithrans would be shocked and terrified, perhaps to the point of mental breakdown, were they to be transported hither in an eyeblink. Continuity of environment is therefore provided automatically.”


“But how can I know I’m really out in space?” demanded Stripe.


“You wish to see?”


“Yes!”


“Very well.”


Her surroundings melted as though they had been cast in wax and a flame applied from beneath. Instead, a level floor appeared, made of some translucent substance within whose depths colors played like those of a muthrin shell, but far more various. Everything else was black, save for a myriad stars more brilliant than a cave of jewels.


Gasping, Stripe groped about for something to cling to. “Where’s Trevithra?” she forced out.


“Under your feet, along with its sun. We are heading directly away from it.”


“Where are you taking me?”


“Where the instructions permit.”


“To the next suitable planet?” She was calming. Satisfied that she was not about to drift away from the luminous floor, she was able to relax and consider the spectacle around her. So many stars—so many, many stars!


“Exactly.”


“And”—with a sudden access of boldness—“who says whether it is suitable or not?”


Before the answer, she interrupted herself. She had turned toward the spot from which the other voice emanated and realized abruptly there was no one else in view.


“Where have you gone?” she shouted.


“My apologies.”


There he was again, exactly as at their first encounter. The reality of the course she was committed to began to gnaw at her mind, as though she harbored a baby greewit.
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