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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.


      




 


We are born mad; 
then we acquire morality and 
become stupid and unhappy; then we die.


British psychoanalyst 
quoted by 
Mircea Eliade


One wants to live because 
one lives, because 
the whole world lives.


concentration camp 
inmate quoted 
by Jerzy Kosinski





PART ONE





ONE


Jump out of your tomb, Alqua. Fly into the truth. Jump!”


Standing in the outer doorway of his ship, Jaimi Cooper stared down at the small group of Lukai clustered round the foot of the ladder. “Jump, Alqua,” they shouted, laughing. “The smoke will hold you up.” The dozen or so men and women had marked their naked bodies in thick black-and-white paint, some in stripes, some in swirls or large blotches. Only their faces shone: the red skin was painted completely white from the neck up, except for the noses, painted black, and heavy black rings around the eyes and mouth. They look like skulls, the Earthman thought, like corpses eaten up by birds. Great Mother, how can you make a contract with people like that? And in the middle, straight-backed, her mask of bleached bone like a rock amidst the shouting and laughing villagers, stood the Death Woman, dressed, as always, in her stiff shroud. From her waist hung a loose leather or plastic bag hooked onto a hole in the heavy gray material.


“Wake up, Alqua,” someone yelled. “God calls you to breathe in the truth.”


Cooper squared his shoulders. “Here we go,” he said out loud, and walked slowly down the steps. If he just got through this initiation or test or whatever the hell they’d planned, maybe he could start negotiating. At a sign from the Death Woman he removed his boots and then his insulated planet suit, trying not to shiver, and not to grin at the ring of eyes staring at his dark body.


“Canumaira likes you, Coopa,” said a round-bellied woman, her eyes on his half-erect genitals. “He gave your fake body a nice gamla foot to play with.” While a gesture from the Death Woman silenced the laughter, Cooper braced himself for a paint job. To his great relief they set off without it.


The procession traveled through a part of the city the Earthman didn’t know very well, wide streets paved with some green substance nearly as smooth—and as cold to his naked feet—as glass. On either side the buildings rose some nine or ten stories tall, relatively high for the quadrant. Some of them were really just smooth walls, as gray as the sky, without windows or even any doors. They looked to Cooper oddly like the back wall of the Earth Mother convent near the apartment he and his lover Kerin had shared years ago in Houston. He wondered what the Lukai would make of the nuns. In between the blank walls other buildings rose in zigguratlike steps, leading to milky yellowish domes glowing slightly on the top. On some of these buildings, near the bottom, black metal oval plates, shaped vaguely like eyes, stared blindly at the street. They gave off a slight hum as the marchers passed them.


Between the roofs and the clouds glided a “kii” eagle, one of the rare birds to fly high enough to penetrate the nerve screen cutting off the city from the outside wilderness. Cooper and several of the Lukai stopped to watch; a sharp word from the Death Woman hurried them forward.


As they followed the shaman through the twisting streets, the Lukai let their chatter fall into a tense silence. Cooper fixed his mind on passing their tests. He couldn’t guess what ridiculous tribal rites they’d planned, but it could hardly be worse than what Margaret Li had gone through the year before, pegged out under a desert sun, with maniac women pouring garbage on her; and Margaret had gotten her contract for the Company. Once Cooper had “ingratiated” himself, as the textbooks and training manuals put it, it wouldn’t take long for the sense of his offer to penetrate their thickheaded dogmatism. Then a contract, a home, and, with any luck, a promotion.


He jerked back from his thoughts as a large dark bird with a bright purple beak swooped down on them from the gray evening sky, its wings making furious rushing noises as it dove at Cooper’s face. He yelled, covering his head. The Lukai burst out laughing as the apparition flew right through him. Cooper clenched his fists; why hadn’t he noticed the lack of wind? The bird was a hologram projected from the roofs or under the ground. Would he ever get used to them? A grunt from the Death Woman urged them on again.


Their destination proved to be a cellar near the outer edge of the quadrant. As they entered the narrow street, packed with dark half-fallen buildings, Cooper could even see, at the other end, that peculiar haze where the screen separated the city from the outside. Beyond it shimmered the forest, dark and unreal. Ruuli, a slim nervous woman, whispered in Cooper’s ear, “The dancing world.”


Startled, the Earthman looked at her, but she’d already turned away, and then the Death Woman was herding them into the slightly arched doorway of a low building. At one time tiles must have decorated the rim of the door; here and there a few remained, too faded for Cooper to make out their design. Curious, the Earthman followed the Lukai inside. He’d never known them to use one of the city buildings before. They entered a dark narrow hallway with scorched walls and a floor covered in pieces of grimy metal and charred plastic. To either side Cooper saw small dark rooms, windowless and empty of anything but rubble. An awful smell, years of damp and mold, blanketed them. The perfect place for a Lukai ceremony, Cooper thought.


From the end of the corridor a dim light flickered. When they reached it the Death Woman half directed, half pushed Cooper inside. The light came from a small circle of upright metal coils in the middle of a faded black slatelike floor. Glowing red, they gave off weak showers of sparks, an incongruous party effect that made Cooper want to laugh. Though the Lukai had carted off the debris and even laid down rugs and mats, they couldn’t banish the damp. The room breathed clamminess. Cooper guessed they didn’t use this place often. The Smoke Ceremony, he gathered, was rare, a special sacrament for poor confused alquas like himself. For all he knew, they might have chosen the place and cleaned it out just that day. It certainly smelled like it.


He gritted his teeth to keep from cringing as he settled his shivering body on a ragged piece of green and red carpet. All around him the usually joking Lukai took their places with hard faces and straight backs; their rimmed eyes stared at Cooper. Beside him Ruuli breathed with a shallowness that made her breasts tremble. Cooper decided he’d better take his eyes off her before he ruined the pious atmosphere with an erection.


Small mirrors, all of them stained and chipped, hung on the walls, held up, Cooper guessed, by the strong glue the Lukai used to hold their shacks together. Despite distortion from the red glow and the sparks, the planet representative managed to compose his face in what he considered a respectful yet determined expression. What a job, he thought, remembering Hlk, where a smile at any time was a serious insult.


For awhile they all just sat there, no one moving. The heat on Cooper’s chest only made his back colder, while the hard floor under his rug made his thighs and buttocks ache. He was just wishing he could wipe away the nervous sweat under his arms when the Death Woman reached into the bag hooked onto her robe and carefully lifted out a thin and gracefully curved ceramic pipe. About fifteen centimeters long with a small narrow bowl growing out of the stem, the pipe glistened in the dim light. Firelike lines of a pale yellow ran all through its deep blue glaze. Incredible, Cooper thought; it would have brought a fortune in the Mombasa Exo-auction, and she keeps it in a filthy bag.


He watched the Death Woman crush some leaves and press them into the bowl. A drug; he should have guessed. “SPP” the planet reps called it, “Standard Primitive Procedure.” Planet training included experiences with so many hallucinogens and other “sacred” drugs from Earth and different worlds that the reps sometimes called themselves the “apothecary squad.” And while the Company’s anthropologists advised the reps to psychically experience whatever their hosts gave them, the ships’ medicomps immunized the reps against any serious poison.


As soon as a curl of smoke rose from the bowl the Death Woman handed the pipe over to Cooper who allowed himself a quick glance inside. A thumb-sized pack of crushed leaves glowed orange in the center of the bowl.


“Breathe, Alqua,” the Death Woman’s soft voice ordered.


Cooper sucked hard at the mouthpiece. Nothing. He checked to make sure it hadn’t gone out, then pulled on it again. Had they given him a dud, he wondered; were they waiting for some reaction? It occurred to him that the whole thing might be an elaborate Lukai joke. Before he could think what to do, Ruuli snatched the pipe from his hands and with quick jabs of her little finger loosened the choked pack. He smiled at her, only to have her stare at the heating coils, her lips pressed tightly together.


Now when Cooper sucked hard on the cool mouthpiece his mouth filled with sweet syrupy smoke, warm and thick. He spit it out, coughing, and hoped he hadn’t insulted them. High resin content, he noted; he tried a short puff, found he could keep it down, then a longer draft. He glanced around the circle, saw quick hand signals, like an Earth person’s nod of approval. But when he looked at Ruuli she sat like a bent statue of gloom. The hell with her; he wasn’t here to get laid anyway. The smoke spread out through his blood to his arms and legs.


A pleasant tingling warmed his skin, even drove off some of the damp from his legs and back. His heart picked up speed, and he observed the rushing, slightly panicky effect of adrenalin. He did a quick breathing exercise, and the rushes smoothed out, though his head buzzed and his eyes stung. Now his body really heated up and when he glanced in the mirror he saw himself across the coils and sparks. He grinned. Should he pass the pipe? He sucked in more smoke.


He felt his body rock back and forth, even though he knew he sat very still. Mustn’t look drunk, he warned himself. Disrespectful to the dead. He bit his lip to keep from laughing as he raised the pipe again. Ruuli jerked it away from him; a buzz of noise followed her hand as she passed it back to the Death Woman. “I’m sorry,” the Earthman mumbled. “I didn’t mean to hog it.” Be quiet, he told himself. Don’t speak until you’re spoken to. His stomach convulsed in sudden cramps and sweat sprang from his face. Why did he take that last puff? That was why Ruuli pulled it away, she wanted to protect him. He looked around at the Lukai leaning forward, grinning. Poison. They wanted to—He just wanted to help them, why the Mother couldn’t they see that? Death worshippers. Why didn’t he—How could you help people who worshipped death?


The ship. If he could make it back, the medicomp could analyze his blood, prepare an antidote. No—what was he thinking? He already had toxic immunity. Relax. SPP. The drugs never really harmed you. You just had to relax. He’d taken stronger drugs than this one. If he just waited a few hours, maybe a day or even two days, it would wear off. It had to. Or could it dislocate his psyche so far nothing could wrench it back again? Like that woman, Ann Fareih, living on a Company island, surrounded by robots because she couldn’t stand the smell of another human. He tried to think of contracts, negotiations, promotions.


For no reason, he thought of his parents, moving him from commune to commune, passing their time in sentimental rituals. They should come here and try the real thing, he thought, and suddenly sharp hot tears threatened to wash away his face. Breathe, he told himself, relax.


He looked carefully at the others. No one else had smoked, the pipe just lay there in front of the Death Woman, they all just stared at him, like corpses propped up on their rugs and mats. He shook himself. Relax. He could breathe a little easier, he noticed. In fact, the drug was actually starting to wear off even while he waited for the lights, sounds, and other hallucinations that usually followed the rushing period. His hearing had mildly sharpened; he could hear each person’s breathing: Ruuli’s quick and nervous, the Death Woman’s slow and arrogant, like everything else about her. But the panic had gone. Except for the hearing virtually nothing remained of the drug but a shaky feeling and an itch along his arms and legs.


He’d done it. He’d done it. He could hardly believe it was so simple. Good old SPP. He swallowed a laugh. Tomorrow, he thought. Tomorrow he’d begin serious negotiations. Impatiently he waited for the Lukai to signal the ceremony’s end. Would the Death Woman make some ornate speech? The Lukai sat stiff, their eyes fixed on Cooper’s face. Maybe he should say something. But what? Why couldn’t they give him a clue?


The itch spread over his body. Certainly they wouldn’t object if he scratched himself. His right fingernail ran up his left forearm.


The skin came off between his fingers.


Cooper gasped, as if someone had hit him in the stomach. And then a terrible calm turned his head side to side; from the exposed veins and tissues—there was no blood, the veins stayed whole, he could hear the blood flowing through the network—to the bits of skin that still dung to his fingers. His left fingernail slid slowly up the right arm from the wrist to the shoulder. The skin came off in long strips that fell down and covered his feet. He kicked them away, toward the coils. With dreamlike carefulness he started to peel the skin from his legs, then suddenly yanked his hands away.


The ship. Go back and make a report. Too late for immunity. A report. For the other reps. A warning. The Lukai use a body, not a mind drug. The corpse people won’t tolerate anyone who believes in life. But could he find his way back? And would they let him out? The faces blended into a wave of white, spotted with black holes. Cooper stumbled through the doorway into the dark hall, afraid if he moved too fast his insides would spill out between his legs. As he approached the street he heard rain, the interminable Fall rain, and he wondered if the drops would tear open his delicate exposed veins. But when he looked outside he saw that the rain had turned to gray ash. It coated the buildings, the slick street; it was even raining inside, through the rotted walls. Rain coated the laughing Lukai faces. Cooper fell back inside, and tears broke the skin on his face.


But how could he see the Lukai? Had they followed him? Or hadn’t he left the room at all? When he looked around he saw nothing but a red haze. They’re waiting, he thought. Waiting to throw the pieces into the fire. A mirror appeared in front of him. Locked inside the glass his face shone a dull dry white, a face dug up after years in the grave, relieved only by the black hollows of the eyes and mouth. “No,” whispered Cooper, “no, they didn’t paint me. I remember. Mother of Earth, they didn’t paint me.” He shouted, “Death Woman! You murdering bitch. I’ll kill you.”


Laughter, like painted horses on a carousel, wheeled round and round his bleached dry face.


Cooper woke up in his ship, his body laid out on the low bed. His eyes drifted to his arms and saw, of course, the firm brown flesh. “SPP,” he muttered. “Christ” Into his mind came his father’s voice, from the illusion games they played when Cooper was a child. “Got you again, Jaimi.” But when he looked to the side and saw the Death Woman the smile flicked off Cooper’s face.


Sitting on the floor a few feet away, the lukaimi, minus her mask, watched Cooper with a face half worried, half amused. “Stay in your bed now,” she said. Her voice reminded him somehow of his sister, and the sanctimonious way she used to preach to him. “After so long away from the truth, the first time a person returns may take all his strength. Rest, Alqua, and let your mouths feed you.” The woman’s arrogance left Cooper speechless. Not for the first time, he marveled at the primitive’s ease inside the spaceship. The medicomp must have assaulted the unconscious Earthman with all its needles and waldoes—and she just said, “Let your mouths feed you.” Did she ever let anything surprise her? Now she stood, looming bizarre before the rows of instruments. “When the readiness comes to you, Coopa, we will discuss your thoughts.”


Cooper lay motionless, neither jubilant, nor angry, nor confused. So they wanted to talk. He’d “ingratiated” himself after all. Or were they just humoring him for suffering their vicious ceremony? “Please go away,” he said. But when he turned his head the Luki had already gone.




TWO


In the ninth month of his twenty-seventh year, Jaimi Diony Cooper came to the country of the dead. He didn’t recognize it. As his ship hissed across the city—its probes tracking life concentrations, its scanners evaluating landing spots—the planet rep looked down and saw just another assignment, he hoped the one that would earn him his breakthrough promotion. For seven years Cooper had worked for the Company, two in training, five in service, visiting planets, making contact with local populations, negotiating contracts. He enjoyed his job. On the whole he enjoyed his assignments.


We don’t, however, exist for enjoyment, or so Jaimi Cooper believed. After seven years his career had gotten stuck at the lowest level. He knew he was suspect in the Company’s eyes, with his sister and then his lover going off planet to live in a Dyson tree. The way things had gone on Earth the last few years even a slight association with “Neo-Pagans,” as the Rejectionists called themselves, was enough to make someone a career risk. The Lukai, with their large deposit of the all-precious rhovium, might give him the chance to prove himself.


The job of planet representative derived from the importance of the “space crystal,” rhovium. Without rhovium, space travel reverted to twentieth-century firecrackers. It therefore followed that once the Company removed a planet’s rhovium (the probes had never found a planet with more than one deposit) the inhabitants could not develop interstellar travel without Earth assistance. And so the Rhovium Regulatory Agency had declared such removal without full knowledge and consent highly illegal. They would always know; the comp probes that darted across the galaxy searching for crystal deposits reported to the RRA simultaneously with the Company.


The probes detected more than the crystal. They also scanned the planet for intelligent life. Very often, no life at all existed, but for some reason no one understood, rhovium appeared to favor organic environments. If life existed then under RRA law the nearest intelligent culture became the rhovium’s official owners. Now and then the Company contested the Agency’s decisions. What constituted intelligence? Neither brain wave activity nor language nor technology had ever found real acceptance among scientists and philosophers. No matter. The RRA ruled and the Company could only send a planet rep.


The reps did two things. First they made sure that the local inhabitants understood the crystal’s value; then they arranged payment. Usually the reps offered technology and trade; sometimes a society chose biomedical advances or abstract knowledge or even poetic and metaphysical insights. Once Cooper had arranged a contract where the owners received for their rhovium a survey of all known species’ views on the ultimate nature of reality. Cooper had hoped he would get his promotion for that one. Unfortunately the RRA had protested the contract, and even though it held in court Cooper knew he was lucky to keep his job.


The planet Keela, as the Lukai apparently called their world, housed, besides various tribal groups, an island culture with a highly sophisticated social system and a low technology, one loosely unified group of nation states on the verge of industrial revolution, and one slave empire with an agrarian economy managed by a cumbersome bureaucracy. With any of these Cooper could easily have arranged a contract. Unfortunately the Lukai had the rhovium.


The small tribe lived in a city, or rather the remains of a city, set within a dense forest in the Northern hemisphere. Whoever had built the city—and Cooper could not imagine that the Lukai had done so—had confined its four quadrants of twisting streets and varied buildings and parks in a circle so perfect Cooper’s instruments could not detect the slightest error of curvature. If the Lukai had laid this city, their culture had fallen beyond imagination.


How the Lukai had gotten here remained as much of a mystery as what had happened to the original inhabitants. Each day they lined up before a row of squat machines in the northwestern quadrant, called “Fall” for its perpetually somber weather. From garishly painted slits in the machines’ otherwise gray faces came packets of food. Square cakes of different colors and textures alternated with green plastic tureens of a jellylike soup.


Other machines provided the loose tunics and fake-wood sandals the Lukai wore, while in a nearby warehouselike building the tribe had found a vast supply of a thick paste which they used to bind together their crude huts, built out of scraps from fallen buildings. For furniture, paint, even light and heat, they simply raided the many preserved apartments, storehouses, and museums throughout the city.


The Lukai called their benefactors the “Dead Mouths,” the mouths of gods who once had spat out feasts and treasures in daily abundance. Though they now lay dead in heaven, their mouths still operated, like a fresh corpse dripping saliva, giving out pitiful remnants of their past marvels.


Between the machines and the shacks a row of holes in the ground led to tubes running deep below the city. Whatever the tubes’ original purpose, the Lukai had enclosed the openings in a shack and now used them for a latrine. For their infrequent baths the hardy ones used the cold narrow canals lined by metal and glass spikes in the northeastern corner of Fall; the others traveled to Summer, where a street of colored fountains filled the air with a warm spray.


And so the city kept them, like an automatic zoo. Over the years the Lukai had lost all knowledge of their origins other than mythology. They had lived in the city a long time, they told Cooper. They were a very old race.


Cooper got up from his couch and stumbled into the narrow “standing tub” Lotions (always too cold) poured over him while the cushions on top and bottom massaged his scalp and feet. After the treated air blasts had dried and conditioned his skin, he put on his black and yellow insulated planetsuit, carefully laid out on the floor by the Lukai who’d carried him back.


He scowled at the cabin. “It’s too damn small in here,” he muttered. The cabin wasn’t really made for Cooper’s thin 185 centimeters. When he worked the controls he had to sit or his head would bump against the sloping ceiling. He could cross the room in three steps. Slumped now in his chair he stared at the small bed, with its four plastic “spirit heads,” one on each corner. Malachi t’Eng, Jessica Rhovin’s great-grandson, was a Neo-Pagan, a Rejectionist. Because of t’Eng’s bloc of votes the Company had agreed to pollute the reps’ living quarters with such things as totems on the beds and “renewal signs” on the food recycler. It angered Cooper every time he looked at them.


At the foot of the bed, narrow and about half Cooper’s height, stood the medicomp, its screen and slots for blood/urine samples and medicine giving its face a vaguely human appearance. With a sigh Cooper stood before the machine to let it scan him. A moment later the front lit up with a readout of his condition. Except for a high stress rating and wretched posture the machine dismissed him as healthy. “No poison,” he said out loud, and turned away. The comp summoned him back with a short siren burst. He jumped, then laughed. “What now, master?” he said.


“Brain wave and neural path activity indicate preparanoiac state,” the machine droned. It had a habit of switching to audio for unpleasant news. “Disharmony therapy recommended.”


“Screw disharmony,” Cooper said. “What do you expect?” He sat down heavily in the control seat. His knees stuck up before him. “I’ve got to get that contract,” he said out loud. “They’ve got to give it to me.” He glanced at the comp, half expecting to see a tranq sliding toward him. There had to be some way to reach them. They must want something. If he could only find out what.


From the moment of the Earthman’s landing, the Lukai had mystified him. He had expected his ship to frighten or at least impress the primitive tribe. Instead, they took it as an amusing break in the daily routine. They wandered in the cabins to play with the locked-in switches, they bounced on the bed, they pinched his skin or pulled at his planetsuit.


They seemed to understand, or at least not question, Cooper’s claim to come from another star. But when he described himself as a messenger (Standard Primitive Procedure) that struck them as hilariously funny. At first he assumed that contempt for a nonbeliever made them doubt him, but he soon realized that the Lukai didn’t think anyone could be a messenger. The category message didn’t exist.


They accepted that the crystal existed—as much as anything existed. They even offered to help Cooper dig it up. They’d all but run for shovels.


But when the Earthman told them he couldn’t do it, they had to accept something in return—clang, the walls came down. What did he want them to accept? He said it was up to them, whatever they wanted. Nervous laughter, a few guffaws. But the Death Woman didn’t laugh. Staring intently at Cooper, who did his best to look back, the combination leader, priest, shaman asked Cooper to name some of the things he thought the Lukai might want. The planet rep suggested better food and clothes, better homes, a new life outside the city—


That did it. The Death Woman slapped the dusty street where the informal meeting had taken place. “Do not think your toys and stories will lead us from the truth, Alqua. We are used to such toys.”


“All you have here is junk left over from someone else. I can give you new things designed just for you.”


“God designs his truth just for us. That is all we need.”


Don’t offend them, Cooper warned himself. Yet the woman’s smugness annoyed him so much he asked, “And just what is this powerful truth?”


A young woman laughed and said, “You already know, Alqua. You know you know.”


Bigots, Cooper had thought. The same on Earth, the same here. Live your life the way God orders it, or you won’t reach Paradise after life’s over.


But he was wrong. It took a death and a funeral to show him how wrong.


A man named Timwa, young, lively, a center of games and jokes, fell ill with—what?—some disease Cooper had never seen or heard of. His skin broke out in sores and yellow blotches, he developed a high fever that made his teeth chatter even while sweat poured down his face. Wrapped in a thin synthetic silk blanket he sat in front of his hut and raved to whoever would listen about holes in the sky and gamla tongues pouring down on Lukai faces.


On the second day of Timwa’s fever it began to rain, not hard, but enough to plaster the man’s hair, like streaks of white paint, on his red and yellow face. “Shouldn’t you go inside and lie down?” Cooper said to him. Timwa stared at him a second, then his eyes clouded over and he went back to his soliloquy. So Cooper turned to Hati, Timwa’s wife, a small pretty woman who sat in the rain beside him, a rug across her shoulders “This rain’s the worst possible thing for him,” Cooper said. “You better take him inside.” Miserably she looked at the Earthman, at her husband, then back at Cooper. “Look,” Cooper said, “he’s sick. This rain’s going to make him much worse.” Nothing. “Well, at least, try to cover him up better. What have you got inside?”


He pulled aside the curtain that acted as a door to Timwa and Hat it’s hut. Before he could duck inside a hand gripped his shoulder. He jerked around to find the Death Woman standing over him. “Do not disturb them,” she said, her face so tight with anger the rain seemed to splash off it.


“I just wanted to find something to keep him dry,” Cooper said.


“He needs nothing.”


“He needs to get dry. And warm. He’s sick.”


“I tell you he needs nothing.”


A small group had gathered around Timwa, standing in the rain to listen to his monologues. One of them called, “What will you do, Alqua? Paste his soul to the street?” The crowd laughed. Cooper saw the Death Woman let out a breath as she took control of herself.


Though the rain stopped the next day, Timwa had gotten much worse overnight. His breath rattled and every few minutes his face contorted in sudden pain as convulsions shook his body. The reaction of the Lukai shocked Cooper. Lounging about the hut they taunted the Earthman as he touched Timwa’s face and wrists to check his fever and pulse. “Hold tight, Alqua. Maybe he won’t fly away if you hold on to him.” And, “Put your hand over his mouth or the soul will escape.”


Cooper gritted his teeth and ignored them. To Hati, who sat all curled up and weeping, he said, “Listen to me. Please listen. In my house I have—” He searched his imprinted vocabulary for “healer” and couldn’t find it. “A thing that can help him.”


“But Alqua,” she said. “Timwa is already dead.”


“No, he said loudly, and a few people laughed, though others made the kind of noises people make for a madman. “You mustn’t give up. It’s not too late. Believe me.”


All this time the Death Woman had stood to the side, any emotion carefully hidden as her eyes watched Cooper’s nervous face. Now she said quietly, “The truth comes hard to her, Alqua. Do not make it more difficult.”


“I can save him. At least you’ve got to let me try.” But no argument would budge either the Death Woman or Hati, or Timwa’s friends who stood around looking confused and helpless. Finally Cooper stormed back to his ship, while people called out meaningless insults and the Death Woman watched him with her head slightly cocked to the side.


That night Timwa died.


All the next day the body lay in front of the hut, while Hati and others sat around it, swaying back and forth, quietly chanting, or simply staring at the corpse. In some way Cooper didn’t understand, the death had cleared away the grief. When Hati talked to the body as if Timwa could still hear her, she smiled, and even giggled, as if they shared a joke.


In the afternoon Cooper squatted beside her. “I’m sorry,” he said.


“Sorry?” she repeated.


“For Timwa’s death.”


To Cooper’s amazement she laughed. “You talk as if you caused it.”


“I mean, sorry for you. I feel bad for you. And for him.”


Annoyance flashed across her face and she turned away. A hand touched Cooper’s shoulder. “Tomorrow,” said the Death Woman, “we will celebrate Timwa’s escape. It would be good if you joined us.”


Cooper had looked from the lukaimi with her intense face to the still twisted face of the corpse. And then at their clothes. The Lukai had ceremoniously dressed Timwa in a heavy gray shroud made from pieces of material pasted together; he lay in the street like a gray hole in the universe. But almost the same material formed the Death Woman’s robe—the heavy garment was not a priest’s dress, but a shroud. The holes with the charred edges—no accident had caused them. The Death Woman or the Lukai had burned them to simulate a corpse in the process of cremation. Cooper saw in his mind the bleached bone mask with its darkened mouth and eyes. A skull hanging against the nothingness of space.


Panic rang in Cooper’s head. He forced himself to say, “Please tell Hati that I didn’t mean any harm. I think I made her angry.” The corpse woman stared at him. “I only wanted to help.”


The Death Woman shook her head. “Not angry. Distracted.”


“From her sorrow?”


“From her sharing. She was trying to share Timwa’s release and you returned her to her fantasies. If you cannot share, Alqua, you must not distract.”


“Share what? I don’t understand.” The Death Woman sighed and turned to go, but Cooper grabbed her arm. “You call me Alqua. What does that mean, exactly?”


“Someone who suffers an illusion.” She shook loose her arm and walked away.


The next day Cooper had followed a large group of Lukai as they slowly carried Timwa’s body through the curves of Fall and across the central intersection toward the quadrant of parks and empty land called Spring. The journey took two days, with the procession stopping overnight near the center dome. After eating a meal simple even for them, they’d spent the night staring at the corpse with a blank steadiness that made Cooper want to scream.


When morning came and they lifted the body, they began to chant some complicated song about home, and God watching over them. Cooper hoped the funeral would at least be interesting. (His father’s funeral flashed in his mind—the singing, the dancing, his lover Kerin joining in.)


The procession ended deep in one of the largest parks, where the dense trees gave the illusion of deep woods. In a small grassy space Cooper saw some kind of structure he’d noticed in various places in Spring. Basically a rectangular box, it stood about waist high, a little over two meters long and a meter wide, made of some dark metal Cooper didn’t recognize. A grid, concave and shallow, formed the top, and when Cooper tried to peer inside, he could feel heat rising from it.


Around many of these boxes the Lukai had built wooden superstructures, made from the piles of scrap lumber in Winter. These crude frames represented the Luka it’s only major art. Carved and painted they all depicted the same images: dancing people, a giant eye looking down at them, a huge sword with lightning coming out the tip, the people dead, the Eye weeping. As the Lukai lowered Timwa’s body onto the grid, Cooper realized that whatever the box’s original purpose it now served as a tomb.


He approached the Death Woman, who stood apart from the rest. “Who built this?” the Earthman asked. “The wood part, I mean. Did you all work together on it?”


“Timwa built it,” the Death Woman said, her voice echoing in her bone mask.


“Timwa?” Cooper stared at the corpse. “When?”


“Six darkfaces ago. He believed he was sliding from the truth but he was wrong. Timwa remembered stronger than any of us. His memory and his prayers made Canumaira release him.” Cooper recognized the name as a Lukai deity, in fact the only one he’d ever heard them mention, though they sometimes used a word his language tapes told him meant “God.”


“But why should Timwa make himself a tomb? How could he know he was going to die? I mean, so soon?”


“The baby and the old one lie closest to lukeh, the truth.” She used as a synonym a word meaning “accurate statement” but Cooper guessed that “lukeh” included something metaphysical. Not for the first time he cursed the inadequate language tapes brought back by the culture probes. The Death Woman went on. “But when a man reaches full strength then he suffers most from Canumaira’s great illusion. So he uses that fake strength to claim one of the tombs for his own. In this way he remembers. And some, like Timwa, return to lukeh quickly.”


A sadness, almost a longing, in the Death Woman’s voice had stopped Cooper from asking any more questions. Soon the wailing from the Lukai as they danced around their friend’s body made it impossible to talk. The howls settled into a chant, and from the slurred words Cooper made out a story, about a people driven from their home by plague.


Cooper smelled smoke. Squinting through the bright sun he saw curls of smoke rising from the wood. He made a soft noise. So that was why they used it as a tomb; the box cremated any body laid upon it. Had its makers also used it that way? But when he edged forward for a closer look his stomach wrenched and he stumbled back. Instead of burning, the body was decomposing, breaking up into pieces and sinking through the grid, chopped up and digested into the stomach of the city.


Mother, Cooper thought, it’s a recycler, that’s where the cakes come from. The city broke down the bodies and mixed them with Lukai body waste and whatever other stores of plants and animals it absorbed from itself and outside. The city had made the Lukai, all of them, unconscious cannibals.


The chants rose in pitch as the Lukai danced around their friend. “Luka!” they shouted. Sweat spun off their swirling arms. “Luka!”


Cooper grabbed the Death Woman, the only one standing still. “What does ‘Luka’ mean, the name you call yourselves?”


“Luka means a body that has died.”


“Corpse,” whispered Cooper. Aloud he said, “And ‘lukeh,’ the truth. What does that mean? What truth?”


The priest turned her whole head to look directly at Cooper. “Lukeh means death.”


The wood was burning, ignited by the heat of the recycler. In the flames the fake forest of the park shimmered, almost like an illusion returning to nothingness.


The funeral had marked a change in Cooper’s relationship with the Death Woman. The formerly harsh leader now took the Earthman as her pupil, instructing him in the Lukai orthodoxy. Sometimes she came to Cooper’s ship, but more often the planet rep came to the lukaimi’s hut near the center of the village. They made quite a couple, Cooper thought, the Earthman long and awkward, with his round bush of black hair, his sharp jaw and thick-lidded eyes and flat twice-broken nose, walking in his bright planetsuit beside the shrouded lukaimi, with her white hair crudely cut close to the skin, her broad forehead and high bony cheeks, her sharp straight nose and high shoulders and long tapered fingers. A whole head shorter than Cooper, she managed to move so quickly that he often found himself stretching his legs to catch up with her. When she spoke to her people she stood very straight, using her hands only for special gestures. Alone with Cooper, however, she would often lean forward, letting her shoulders move as she talked, or else swirling her hands with the rise and fall of her voice. She often touched Cooper, even grabbing his leg. Yet he never thought of this contact as sexual. She seemed to have banished sex totally from her dealings with the world.


Like all the Lukai the Death Woman had decorated her shack with junk scrounged from the city: rags of different thickness, scraps of velvet curtains on the floors and walls, a rough piece of thick brown material for a door. Somehow she’d made a smooth blend from all these textures and colors. Though Cooper found the dark mixture too single-mindedly solemn, depressing, he appreciated the effort the Death Woman had made. Her neighbors mostly filled their shacks with bits of bright plastic, torn paintings, pieces of wrecked machines, anything they tripped over on the street.
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